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Abstract

This research was undertaken as the first cycle of an action research project. The aim was to
develop a course within the English Language 1 for Academic Purposes (ELAP) course at
Rhodes University, which would facilitate the conceptual development of students in relation
to the topic of Culture. The implementation of the course was researched, “using students’
writing, interviews, staff meeting discussions and video-taping of certain classes. Ten students

volunteered to ‘be researched’.

The types of initial ‘commonsense’ understandings of culture held by students are outlined
and the conceptual development which they underwent in relation to Culture is examined.
Students’ perceptions of the approaches to learning required in ELAP and the Culture course
in particular are explored. The involvement of the ELAP tutors in the course and in the

research was a learning experience for them, and this became anether focus of the research. .

The findings of the research support the argument for using challenging subjéct maiier in
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) courses, provided that the learning process is carefully
scaffolded. An underlying assumption is that ways of thinking and learning in university
courses need to be explicitly taught to students and the study concludes that lecturers of
mainstream courses could also learn from the findings of research such as this. The study also
shows the potential power of participatory action research to involve practitioners in research
and enhance theirhnderstandings of aspects of- their practice. Finally, it notes the need to

value subtle developments in students and to see them as being part of a longer term process.



1. Introduction

... my experience of how I've learnt at school, it differs a lot from now. Now I can get
involved, like I can get personally involved, and that at least gives me motivation to be
more — , to try to be at your best ’cos the information as I can understand — it all lies
in me, but I don’t know what block it from coming out.

—— -

Zandile

At the end of the day ... I finally realise that there is no right and wrong in culture
specifically. I thought there was a wrong and right. Only it opened up my mind for
other possibilities. There’s not one particular answer for a question.

Carmenita

Comments of students involved in the research.

English for Academic Purposes (EAP) courses have been an irripor'tant area of English second
language (ESL) teaching in South Africa since the early nineteen-eighties (Agar-er al

1991:14). However, there has been a trend in Academic Development and EAP courses at

some institutions of moving away from seeing the needs of students as purely ‘second

language problems’ and giving a more central place to concepts such as academic literacy,

discourse and language and cognition. Murray (1993) observes an international shift towards

more social constructivist approaches to EAP in the nineteen-nineties. The concept of
academic literacy has been inﬂtiential in Academic Development in South Afﬁéa, in particular
the argument that there are particular literacies linked to specific disciplines (Taylor et al
1988). Thus the language of a discipline is closely linked to ways of knowing and thinking
in the discipline.

There have been a number of fascinating studies emerging in South Africa of the discgourses
which students have acquired and those which they need to acquire at university (Thesen
1994, Volbrecht 1996, Boughey 1997). There has been valuable research done in the
Academic Development field on socially situated cognition (Craig 1991, 1989, 1996; Moll
and Slonimsky 1989 and others). However, research on the relationship between language and
conceptual development or cognition has mainly been in relation to Science students (Ingklis

1992; Inglis and Grayson 1992) and little research has been done which is concerned with the



link between language and conceptual development in the curriculum in the Arts and Social

Sciences.

The aims of this research project were firstly, to develop a course within the English
Language 1 for Academic Purposes course (ELAP), which facilitated conceptual development
of students in relation to the topic of Culture. Secondly, I aimed to research the
implementation of the course, through various means. Thus, my broad objectives were to
contribute to the process of curriculum development in ELAP, with the purpose of facilitating
students’ conceptual development and to gain a deeper understanding of this conceptual

development.
1. Background to the research project

The research context was the ELAP course at Rhodes University. ELAP is a one-year credit-
bearing course, which aims to improve competence in English and develop academic skills .
of largely ESL students who are required to register for the course by the Deans of their
faculties. The course is offered to students in Arts, Social Sciences, Religion and Tliéblogy
and the Commerce and Science Foundation courses. It is compulsory for Commerce

Foundation students.

From the inception of ELAP, a main aim was seen as teaching English and academic skills
(ELAP Course Guide 1994). However, it has always been seen as important to situate the
skills-building curﬁculum of the course within a content base (DiSOI’l and Law-Viljoen
1995:499). Boughey argues that language skills cannot exist outside a context of meaning,
and she stresses the need "to see reading and writing as a means of exploring and constructing
knowledge, rather tham as ‘skills’" (Boughey 1994:27). Whilst the concept of skills
development has continued to play a central role in t\k;ei thinking of the tutors in ongoing
course development, we recognised that these ‘skills’ need to be embedded in content "which
is academically useful and challenging, which facilitates concept-building, and sustains

students’ engagement” (Dison and Law-Viljoen 1995:499).

Selecting relevant content for the course has been difficult because of its position as a general



English for Academic Purposes (EAP) course. Much of the content hasbeen drawn from the
Arts and Social Sciences. This is likely to have been influenced by the tutors coming from
Arts and Social Sciences backgrounds and choosing content which interested them, and which
they were familiar with. (This could be seen as problematic because most of the students
doing the course are in the Commerce Foundation Programme.) There has also been a

module on the Environment, which has been relevant to disciplines from all the faculties and

--

has been popular with students (Rosenberg 1994:2).

Our current position with regard to content is based on the assumption that there is a common
academic literacy that students need to develop, and that we cannot, in a general course, aim
to teach them the specialised literacies of specific disciplines. We try to teach a critical
approach to learning, not only because it is required in the Arts and Social Sciences, but also
because we believe it is a crucial life skill, which will assist students in life-long learning.
This corresponds with the aims of the new Outcomes Based Education curriculum which is
to develop creative problem-solving abilities as well as the ability to analyse and critically.

evaluate information (Department of Education 1997).

When ELAP was started in 1994, there was a content theme on Civilisation, looking at
different civilisations and aiming to broaden students’ minds in relation to different cultures.
Students’ responses to this were negative for reasons such as a lack of relevance to their other
courses or that they found it boring (Dison and Law-Viljoen 1995:498). In 1995 this content
theme was changed from "Civilisation" to "Culture". The Culture theme introduced the
concept of culturé: from a broad anthropological perspective and theri looked at various
aspects of culture such as traditional African music, culture and religion, and culture and
healing. The module was entitled "Timbuktu - Is it the end of the world?" which related to
"how our view of reality is influenced by our cultural background and where we position

ourselves" (Dison and Law-Viljoen 1995:498). -

Reflecting on the course, Dison and Law-Viljoen wrote:

[The theme] allowed us to explore two of the important aims of the course, that is to
draw on the students’ background knowledge and also to help build up background
knowledge required at university. It was in this module that we specifically started



challenging the fixed view of knowledge, which is inculcated by DET education, and
tried to build up a sense that different and conflicting views are part of the substance of
academic disciplines. (498)

In 1996 a similar module was run and the students in their feedback at the end of the year

rated it as the least interesting content theme.

As a tutor on the course, marking their exam essays on Culture, it struck me that the students
had started the course with a narrow, fairly superficial idea of culture as traditions and
customs and at the end of the course, they hadn’t developed their ideas any further. The
content of the course had just been used as a vehicle for developing academic skills such as
essay-writing, but conceptual development related to the content of the course had not been
facilitated.

This was the germ of the idea to design a module! on culture, which specifically aimed to
facilitate conceptual development in relation to the topic of culture as well as develop.
academic and language skills related to this. The aim was to encourage students to move from
the commonsense understandings of culture that they tended to bring to the coﬁrse; fgrmore
complex, critical understandings of culture. The topic of culture seemed to provide useful
subject matter for facilitating this process of conceptual development, because it is a broad,
abstract concept and is open to many interpretations. It also seemed to be a concept that plays
an important role in many Arts and Social Science disciplines. For the purposes of the

research, I decidedrto focus on-the needs of students in the Arts and Social Sciences faculties.

I consulted with Helen Alfers, the Course Coordinator, about this idea. (At the end of the
year there was a change of staff, and she and I were the only tutors who were staying on).
Although up until that point it is unlikely that this had been a very pressing concern for her,
she was very open to the idea and extremely supporﬁvé. She and Fleur Theophilus, who

started tutoring at the beginning of 1997, became very involved in the project.

I use the term module interchangeably with course to refer to a self-contained
block within the ELAP course.
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In early 1997, I consulted with Rochelle Kapp and Lucia Thesen from the English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) course at UCT, about a course that they ran on Culture in their
EAP course. Their course seemed to fulfil the aims which I felt needed to be met, and they
agreed that I could use materials from it. Most of the materials that 1 have used for the
section of the course being researched thus originally come from the UCT EAP course,

though some of them were adapted or added to by me.
2. Concepts underlying the Culture course

The course which we implemented aimed to challenge students’ commonsense” concepts of
culture and to facilitate the development of more complex and critical understandings. At the
outset of the project, my own ideas about these issues were vague and I had to research and
read about culture to sharpen my understanding. I will briefly outline some of the background
to tensions in understandings of culture which exist, and situate the understandings that ELAP
students tend to have in relation to these. For the sake of brevity; I will greatly simplify the-

issues.

Culture is commonly thought of as belonging to particular ethnic groups, for example,
"‘Culture’ concerns the way of life of the members of a given society — their habits and
customs, together with the material goods they produce” (Giddens 1989:31-32). This idea
originates in the Romantic period of European history in the nineteenth century.' The -
Romantic idea of culture is of an "organic product of a people or a nation" (Thornton
1988:21). These ideas spread to Southern Africa through colonialists such as administrators
and missionaries and various historians have argued that ethnicity was created in Southern
Africa by these colonialists (Thornton '1988:21; Alexander 1995:212). Under Nationalist
Party rule in South Africa, the idea of different cultures of different ethnic groups was
exploited to bolster the Nationalist government’s sepafaté development policy. Thus tulture
became strongly associated with the culture of different "tribal" groups such as the Xhosas

or the Zulus (Thornton 1988:17-18; Alexander in Moore 1994:247). A conception of culture

I use the term ‘commonsense’ in relation to Craig’s (1991) commonsense
theory of knowledge, which is explained in Chapter 3.
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as different cultures belonging to different ethnic groups seems to have become the dominant
view of culture which is common knowledge in our society. This is evident in the way most
ELAP students see culture. Moreover, as I discuss below, there is a tendency to see culture
as only the traditional rituals and customs. These form the basis of the concepts of culture
which the course set out to challenge, largely through exposure to selected articles, including
Robert Thornton’s. How these were challenged and how students responded will be discussed
in Chapter 4. .

The research focused on students’ development in the Culture course both in terms of how
their understandings of culture changed or developed and also in terms of the approach to
learning and learning strategies which were fostered by the course. The latter issues were
investigated through interviewing students about their perceptions of approaches to learning
at school, university and in the ELAP Culture course. The perceptions of the tutors which

emerged— in ELAP staff meetings also provided valuable insights into students’ learning.

>~ -

3. The structure of the thesis

This thesis is structured in the following way: In Chapter 2, the research is situated as being
the first cycle of an Action Research Project and it is located in relation to various paradigms
and approaches to research. The research process is also outlined.

Chapter 3 contains an outline of the theories which I have used in the research or which ‘
provide a background to it. The social construétion of knowledge is discussed as a central
theme which emerged during the course of -the research; social theories of cognitive
psychology are explored in order to develop an understanding of students’ learning; the
relationship between larjlguage and learning is discussed, and academic literacy; and lastly,

the contribution of Bakhtin’s theories of semiotic mediation is briefly outlined.

I have separated my discussion of data into two chapters, 4 and 5. Chapter 4 investigates
students’ conceptual development in relation to culture. This is done through, firstly,
discussing students’ initial understandings of culture, as revealed in their definitions and

group discussion on video. Secondly, students’ conceptual development is traced through



various pieces of writing and interviews, in relation to particular themes which emerged. In
Chapter 5, students’ learning in the course is examined from three different angles. The
mediation of conceptual development, students’ views on the type of learning which was

developed in the course and the effects of the course on students and tutors is discussed.

In the following chapter, I will discuss the methodology used in this project.

-



2. Methodology: Finding a research path

This chapter starts with a discussion of research paradigms. This research project is located
in relation to those paradigms, although it is not located directly within a single paradigm.
I discuss action research, which is the orientation towards research which has been used in
the project; I explain why I’ve chosen to use it, but also explore problems which I have with
conceptualisations of action research within a critical paradigm which I have encountered. 1
then discuss the concepts of objectivity, validity and ethics in relation to how I approach them
in the research and discuss questions raised by poststructuralist voices in relation to my

research. Finally I describe the research process which was undergone.

1. Research paradigms

e -

The common use of the term, paradigm, in relation to research, is attributed to Kuhn (1962,
cited in Janse Van Rensburg 1994). Guba (1990:17) defines the term ‘paradigm’ broadly as
"a basic set of beliefs that guides action, whether of the everyday ... variety or action taken

in connection with a disciplined enquiry".

Patton (1978:203) in Lincoln and Guba (1995:15) describes a paradigm as: .-

... a world view, a general perspective, a way of breaking down the complexity of the
real world. As such paradigms are deeply embedded in the socialization of adherents and
practitioners: paradigms tell them what is important, legitimate and reasonable.
Paradigms are also normative, telling the practitioner what to do ... But it is this aspect
of paradigms that constitutes both their strength and their weakness - their strength in
that it makes action possible, their weakness in that the very reason for action is hidden
in the unquestioned assumptions of the paradigm.: -

I believe that in doing research, one needs to be aware of what paradigm/s one is being
guided by, so that one is conscious of how one’s beliefs influence how one frames the
research, how one goes about doing it and how one interprets the findings. I don’t think a

paradigm can be used in a prescriptive way to stipulate exactly how one goes about doing the



research.

I will very briefly discuss the relationship between paradigms, methodologies and methods.
Guba and Lincoln (1989) criticise researchers who see a paradigm as a collection of a certain
type of methods, as this view ignores the ontological and epistemological differences between
paradigms, that is, the understandings of the nature of reality and of the construction of
knowledge (157). They see methodologies as overall guiding strategies for doing the research,
while methods are the tools and techniques used. It is not the methods themselves which are
tied to particular paradigms but the way those methods are used (1989:158). Smaling (1992)
questions the monolithic nature of social science research paradigms and the argument that
they are completely incompatible. He argues that pragmatic factors as well as paradigmatic

factors need to be taken into account when selecting research methods.

There are different ways of categorising paradigms. I will use the broad categories of the
empirical-analytical or positivist paradigm, the interpretive and\crigigal paradigms. These three
approaches coincide with Habermas’ categorisation of all human rationality into three
‘knowledge-constitutive interests’ (Luckett 1995b). There arealso postmodemist/poststruéfural
approaches to research emerging, which are characterised by reflexive inquiry, in which the
researcher reflects on or deconstructs her own approaches to enquiry (Janse Van Rensburg
1994:8). This broad approach will be discussed under paradigms and later in the chapter I
will discuss a poststructuralist critique of critical pedagogy and use this to interrogate my own

doubts about the research project.
1.1. Positivism

Lather (1986:260) argues that positivism in the social sciences is characterised by the belief
that "the aims, concep;s and methods of the natural-sciences are applicable to the social
sciences”. One can draw out a number of assumptions on which it is based. These include:
the ontological assumption of a single reality ‘out there’ that can be broken apart into pieces
capable of being studied independently; this reality is driven by fixed natural laws which
researchers can discover and generalise from; the researcher can take a distant, objective

stance towards the object of research; an assumption that enquiry can be value-free and that



the methodology used should ensure this (Lincoln & Guba 1985:28;-Janse Van Rensburg
1994).

Although the positivist approach has been discredited in many contexts, particularly in the
social sciences, it has still had a pervasive influence on the way research has been
conceptualised (Lincoln and Guba 1985:15). I think this is particularly true in the South

s

African research community. -

A modified form of positivism is viewed by some as another paradigm, otherwise referred
to as post-positivism. Proponents of this position recognise that it is inappropriate to apply
positivist principles to human situations and attempt to temper, but not abandon these
principles. They see "objective reality" as an ideal to strive for, even if it cannot be attained
(Janse Van Rensburg 1994:5).

1.2 The interpretive paradigm -

The interpretive paradigm is also called the constructivist, symbolic or hermeneutic paradigm.
Proponents of this paradigm believe in the theory-ladenness of facts - "‘Reality’ exists only
in the context of a mental framework (construct) for thinking about it"; and the value
ladenness of facts, that is, that inquiry cannot be value free (Guba 1990:25). According to
this paradigm, objectivity is not possible and the results of an inquiry are always shaped by
the interaction between researcher-and researched. Knowledge is viewed as a human
construction or mental representation and there are multiple constructions of any situation.
There is no foundational process by which the ultimate truth or falsity of these constructions
are determined, thus one needs to take a relativist position. Guba argues that constructivism
"intends neither to predict and control the ‘real’ world, nor to transform it but to reconstruct
the ‘world’ at the only point at which it exists: in the mind of constructors” (27). This
approach has been criticised by proponents of the critical paradigm as failing to account for
the external conditions which constrain actors’ understandings, and failing to provide actors
with ways of overcoming the constraints on their action (Carr and Kemmis 1986:181). Carr
and Kemmis reject the view that "transformations of consciousness are sufficient to produce

transformations of social reality"(181).
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The relativism of such an approach is criticised by Phillips (1990:21-22). Citing Popper, he
argues that in spite of the abandonment of the notion that knowledge is built on an unshakable
foundation, it doesn’t mean that the traditional notion of truth has been abandoned. Popper
compares ‘truth as correspondence to the facts’ to a mountain peak that is permanently, or

almost permanently, wrapped in clouds:

The climber may not merely have difficulties in getting there — he may not-know when
he gets there, because he may be unable to distinguish, in the clouds, between the main
summit and some subsidiary peak. Yet this does not affect the objective existence of the
summit ... The very idea of error, or of doubt ... implies the idea of an objective truth
which we may fail to reach.

Popper (1968:226) in Phillips (1990:22)

Thus Phillips argues that by rejecting foundationalism, one rejects the assurance that we can
know when we have reached the truth, but we do not have to abandon the notion of truth.

This has irriplications for objectivity, which I will discuss brieﬂyA ﬁnder that heading.

- -z

1.3 The critical paradigm

This paradigm is briefly discussed here as it will be discussed further under Section 2 on
Action Research. Research based on critical theories rejects the idea that inquiry can be value-
free and sees all social practice including research as being ideological (Janse van Rensburg
1994:7; Guba 1990:24). The aim of inquiry is emancipatory; the role of the researcher is-to
raise the consciousness of the participants in the situation being researched and thus to act as «
a catalyst for the participants to transform thé_ situation. Research tends to be conducted
through a dialogical approach that seeks to eliminate "false consciousness” and rally
participants around a common point of view (Guba 1990:24). An aspect of the critical
paradigm, which I find Eroblematic, is encapsulated in this quotation from Fay (1977, quoted
in Carr and Kemmis 1986:156-7): '

...it names the people for whom it is directed; it analyzes their suffering; it offers
enlightenment to them about what their real needs and wants are; it demonstrates to them
in what way their ideas about themselves are false and at the same time extracts from these
false ideas implicit truths about them;

I am deliberately using a very limited extract from the quotation, to make my point, and I

11



don’t think that Carr and Kemmis (1986) use the discourse of false consciousness in such a
crude way, but nevertheless it underlies this approach. Guba (1990) points out a logical
disjunction between the ontology implied by the term "false consciousness” and the
subjectivist epistemology of the critical paradigm, which recognises that the values of the
enquirer mediate the enquiry. The phrase "false consciousness” implies that there is an
objective reality and that there is a "true consciousness” most likely possessed by the enquirer
(24-25). -

1.4 Postmodernist/poststructuralist approaches

I do not intend to discuss these approaches in great depth, nor to explore the origins of these
terms, thus I will use the terms interchangeably to refer to the emerging reflexive discourses
and practices in research (Lather 1991, Janse Van Rensburg 1994:8). Lather (1991:5) points
to the difﬁéulty of defining postmodernism, which she describes as "a conjunction of often
contradictory ideas and practices which have come to be coded with the name ‘postmodern’".
In offering ideas toward a definition, she refers to "grand narratives" of legitimation, ~

identified by Lyotard (1984), which are no longer credible in the postmodern condition:

By "grand narratives” Lyotard means ... overarching philosophies of history like the
Enlightenment story of the gradual but steady progress of reason and freedom ... [and] ...
Marx’s drama of the forward march of human productive capacities via class conflict
culminating in proletarian revolution. ‘

Fraser and Nicholson (1988:86) in Lather (1991:5)

Fraser and Nicholson (1988) foreground the postmodern break with totalizing, universalizing
"metanarratives" and the humanist view of the subject which underlies them. A humanist
approach sees "the subject as an autonomous individual capable of full consciousness and
endowed with a stable "self" constituted by a set of static characteristics such as sex, class,
race, sexual orientation" (Lather 1991:5). It is this concept of the subject that has been at the
heart of the Enlightenment project of progress via education, reflexive rationality and human
agency. According to postmodernist/poststructuralist approaches a subject is seen rather as

a site of conflict, "inscribed by multiple contestatory discourses" (5). Instead of invoking

12



"grand narratives", all situations are seen as "historical and contingent, and knowledge as

emergent, temporal and contested" (Janse van Rensburg 1994:8).
Ellsworth (1989:316) criticises the approach of critical pedagogy to subjects when she writes:

Conventional notions of dialogue and democracy assume rationalized, individualized
subjects capable of agreeing on universalizable "fundamental moral principles" and "quality
of human life" ... Yet social agents are not capable of being fully rational and
disinterested; and they are subjects split between the conscious and unconscious and among
multiple social positionings.

The concept of discourse is central in a poststructuralist approach. Drawing on Foucault,
Pennycook (1994) defines discourses as:

relationships of power/knowledge that are embedded in social institutions and practices.
They are ways of organizing meaning that are both reflected and produced in our uses of
language and the formation of our subjectivities. ... to engage in the social practice of
language use is always an act situated within some discourse.

(Pennycook 1994:32)

Thus according to a poststructuralist approach, language is seen as a productive, constitutive
force rather than a transparent reflection of a reality which exists "out there" (Lather
1991:25).

Postmodernist/poststructuralist approaches are characterised by reflexive inquiry, in which »
the researcher reflects on/deconstructs her own approaches to inquiry (Janse van Rensburg
1994:8). " ... to write ‘postmodern’ is to write paradoxically aware of one’s complicity in
that which one critiques" (Lather 1991:10).

I will return to some questions that these approaches pose for this research project when I
discuss Ellsworth’s critique of critical pedagogy. In the next section I will discuss action

research, the approach to research which I have chosen to use.

2. Action research

13



I chose to use the concept of practitioner action research (as used by Winter 1989) as a broad
orientation for this project. I chose this approach, firstly, because I was doing research on
a course which I was involved in teaching and developing and, secondly, because I was
introducing a new section into the course, researching its implementation. Both of these
factors seem to be more consistent with action research than with other methodologies or

approaches.

-

Action research is a form of research as praxis. Carr and Kemmis (1986) define praxis as
having "its roots in the commitment of the practitioner to wise and prudent action in a
practical, concrete situation. It is action which is considered and consciously theorized and

which may reflexively inform and transform the theory which informed it" (190).

They define action research as "a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants
in social situations in order to improve the rationality and justice of their own practices, their
understanding of these practices and the situations in which\thc'practices are carried out”
(162). 1t is carried out through a self-reflective spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing ~

and reflecting.

The main aims of action research are to improve practice, to develop practitioners’ knowledge
and understanding of their practices and to involve those who are active participants in the
situation being researched, in the research process (165). My main aims in this project were,
firstly, to improve practice, in that the research would make a contribution to the process of ‘
curriculum development in the English Language for Academic Purposes course (ELAP),
and, secondly, to develop a deeper understén&ing of the focus of the study, which was
conceptual development of students within the course. The project was collaborative to a large
extent, as the ELAP course is developed on an ongoing basis and taught through a
collaborative process, aind the research was linked to'this process. The ELAP staff were
consulted about the design of the materials, and participated in the implementation of the
module and in ongoing reflection on the innovation. I realised that the nature of the project,
which was for degree purposes, situated me as the central agent of the research and I was
unsure to what extent the other ELAP tutors would participate (in the research). However,

they became more involved than I had expected, which will be discussed further in Chapter
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Carr and Kemmis argue for the need to widen participation in the project gradually, to
include people affected by the practice (165). It had hoped that the students who were
involved in the research, would play a role in which they also reflected on processes being
researched and were not just research subjects. I tried to provide channels for this, by giving
students copies of a draft of my discussion chapters and inviting comment. However, I am
aware of the time constraints on students and factors such as lack of confidence, which would

limit their involvement. This will be discussed further in Section 6.3.

Cameron et al (1993:92) suggest that in action research, the main or only criterion of value
of issues being researched is utility to the researched. However, many of the questions of
interest to researchers are entirely without interest or utility to the research subjects. This is
of relevance to my project as many of the questions which I am exploring would not be of
great interest to students. This doesn’t mean that they are.not worth pursuing, but one
couldn’t expect students to necessarily want to become centrally involved in doing the

research.

Action research has been used within different paradigms. Winter (1989) points out the
positivist echoes in Lewin’s (1946) cycle of planning, action and "fact-gathering"” (Winter
1989:31). Carr and Kemmis outline three different types of action research - technical,
practical and emancipatory which seem to correspond broadly to the positivist, interpretive
and critical paradigms (202-204). Carr and Kemmis situate themselves 'clearly in a critical
paradigm. They use the term critical educational science, which views educational research
as "critical analysis directed at the transformation of educational practices, the educational
understandings and educational values of those involved in the process, and the social and

institutional structures which provide frameworks for their action” (156). .

As part of a critical educational science, action research needs to be emancipatory.
Participants take action on the basis of their critical and self-critical reflection and engage in
"the struggle for more rational, just, democratic and fulfilling education" (Carr and Kemmis

1986:205). In the context of a historically white university in South Africa in the early 'post-
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apartheid years, I am aware of the injustices in the system and the history of inequalities,
systematic oppression and repression which have affected education and society more broadly.
Furthermore, the ELAP course is a politically sensitive area of the university, as those
students who have been educationally disadvantaged and who have not achieved the entrance
requirements of the university are required to do it. How one goes about assisting these
students to cope with the language (English) and academic demands of the university is also
a politically sensitive issue. The role of English in education is itself politically. loaded. As
Pennycook (1994:13) points out, it is "the language of power and prestige" and acts as "a
crucial gatekeeper to social and economic progress”. The role of English in perpetuating
unequal power relations is particularly evident in South Africa, where African languages have

been systematically underdeveloped.

I do not however see my research as having an emancipatory aim, because I feel it would be
too ambitious and sweeping to be realistic in the context of this prOject. My research is to be
on one aspect of the ELAP course, which exists within th§ context of the university, a
powerful institution. Although the university is embarking on a p;ocess of "transformation”,
I would argue that it remains essentially a conservative institution, which doesn’t hold issues
relating to students from disadvantaged communities high on its agenda. Thus engaging in
research which has the transformation of the university as an overarching goal or the
conscientisation of students towards that end would be underestimating the extent of the
imbalance of power relations in the university. I also have to recognise that I am a part_of
the university system, even though I am opposed to it in many ways. The aims of this
research are more small-scale and modest and they are related to providing disadvantaged
students with quality education in EAP which sfrives to meet their needs, make them more
conscious of the types of learning required at university, and equips them to cope with these
types of learning. Although this research project is certainly not going to transform Rhodes
University, it has the c;pacity to influence the ELAP tutors and the course in a significant

way.

Action research can be used as part of a hermeneutic approach to curriculum development,
which adopts a social constructivist view of the curriculum. Curriculum construction is

understood as "an ongoing activity that is shaped by various contextual influences within and
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beyond the classroom and is accomplished interactively, primarily by teachers and students”
(Cornbleth 1990:24 in Luckett 1995b:133). Theory and practice should work together in a
dialectical relationship so that the curriculum development process becomes recursive and
self-reflective. Reflective practice is central to -this approach as "it serves to bring to
consciousness those theories, assumptions and values which are taken-for-granted in everyday
teaching practice” (Luckett 1995b:133). While reflective practice would be seen as a
necessary component of good teaching within a hermeneutic approach to education, action

research would be taking this further through a more formalised and systematic process.

I end this section by summing up what approach/approaches to action research, I have drawn
on. I can identify to a large extent with critical approaches to educational practice and
research because of my awareness of the educational injustice and inequalities that I have
referred to. However I have expressed my reservations about the emancipatory aim within
a criticalypavradigm. |

-

I locate this research most closely in relation to Winter’s (1989) model of practitioner actjon
research which seems to fit into an interpretive paradigm. Central to this approach’*i’s’v the
concept of the practitioner, who reflects on her own mental models and becomes critically
aware of her own position and thus more open to change. I also appreciate his emphasis on
making modest claims, in contrast to the ambitious emancipatory aims of critical education

research. IR
I believe that the challenges posed by postmodcf_rlist/poststructuralist approaches to research

have much to contribute to postpositivist research.® During the course of the analysis and

writing I became increasingly influenced by these approaches.

3. Some key issues in research

3 1 use "postpositivist” here, in the sense of being opposed to positivism, not in the

sense of practising a modified form of positivism.
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In this section, I will discuss objectivity, validity and ethics and consider how I have dealt

with them in my research. I will locate myself broadly within a postpositivist framework.

3.1 Objectivity

Scientists firmly believe that as long as they are not conscious of any bias or political
agenda, they are neutral and objective, when in fact they are only unconscious.
(Namenwirth 1986:29 in Lather 1986:257)

With the recognition that inquiry is value-laden, there has been the growing legitimacy of a
"scholarship which makes its biases part of its argument" (Lather 1986:259). She is
specifically concerned with practice-oriented inquirers seeking emancipatory knowledge. From
a hermeneutic perspective, Smaling (1989) sees objectivity as a goal to be aimed at, with the
recognltlon that it is never reached in the absolute sense (160 161). Some features of
alternative conceptions of objectivity such as this, are the notions of ‘letting the object speak’

and the "personal experience of the researcher is not just_seen-as a possible threat to ‘
objectivity, but as an instrument: objectivity is an intelligent learned use of our subjectivity,

not an escape from it;" (157).
Ely et al (1991) elaborate on this, arguing that:

as qualitative researchers, we must educate and re-educate ourselves to practice detatled-
observation without reading in our own answers, our own biases. That process entails
becoming increasingly more aware of our own ‘eyeglasses’, our own blinders, so that these
do not color unfairly both what we observe and what we detail in writing (54).

Phillips contests the argument that objectivity is dead and makes a distinction between
objectivity and truth. He sees objective inquiries as those that meet certain procedural
standards, for instance where evidence has been carefully gathered, as compared to. those
where an observer just draws on her own responses. However, he stresses that objectivity

does not guarantee that the results of inquiries have any certainty (1990:23).

Lather stresses developing methodological techniques to guard against a subjectivity where

one finds only what one is predisposed to look for. This emphasises the need to confront
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issues of empirical accountability, to offer grounds for accepting a researcher’s description
and analysis and to search for workable ways of establishing the trustworthiness of data (259-
260).

In this project I have aimed to "let the object speak” by including a large amount of relevant
extracts from the data, thus presenting the views of the students and tutors as they express
them. I have tried to base my interpretations on careful consideration of all relevant data, and
used triangulation where possible. Giving drafts of chapters to students and tutors to read has
also been a technique for checking my interpretations against others’ views. I have also
included samples of important data such as the writing and interviews of the students whose
development I trace, so that the reader can make her own interpretations of the data if she

chooses.

3.2 Validity

Cameron et al (1993:87) argue that with the move away from a belief in a reality ‘out th§re’
waiting to be discovered by a neutral, detached observer, the problem of validity loses its
centrality. Other researchers see validity as still playing an important role in research, but
argue that concepts of validity and how it is achieved have to be reformulated for
postpositivistic research. Smaling (1993:8) sees validity as referring to the absence of
unsystematic and systematic errors, and to the correspondence between research actions and-

results on the one hand, and the aim of the research on the other hand.

Lather (1986:270), making a case for the need to formulate new validity criteria, argues that
researchers should "formulate self-corrective techniques that check the credibility of data and
minimize the distorting gffect of personal bias upon the logic of the evidence" (270); and the
need to construct research designs that demand a vigorous self-reflexivity. She stresses four

aspects of validity which are appropriate for research which is oriented towards social change.

Firstly, triangulation can be used to establish data-trustworthiness. This is the comparison of

data from different sources, gathered by different methods, triangulation of investigators or
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theories (Lincoln and Guba 1985:305). The types of triangulation which I have used in my
research are triangulation of sources of data and methods, which I discuss below. For
example, I have compared the writing of a student over various assignments and related the

developments in their writing to comments that they have made in interviews.

Secondly, construct validity is related to theory-building. Lather argues for a systematized
reflexivity to guard against theoretical imposition on people’s own experiences of their daily
lives (1986:271). Thirdly, face validity is tied to construct validity. Face validity is
undertaken by going back to respondents (or at least a subsample of them) with tentative
results and refining them in the light of the respondents’ responses (271). I have done this
with the ELAP tutors and students as part of the action research process. However, I haven’t
aimed to get a consensus on the findings and I do not believe that is necessary to ensure

validity.

Lather’s fourth category catalytic validity refers to the degree to which the research facilitates
change in the situation being researched. This could refer to the impact which the research
has on the development of the course, and on the understandings of the tutors, as well as the
students who are involved in the research. It is difficult to evaluate to what extent change will
be facilitated in the long term as this is only the first cycle of an action research project.
However, the extent to which the tutors were affected by their involvement in this project

indicates that it is likely to have an impact on future course development. T
3.3 Ethics

There were two groups of people that I was working with in this research project, the ELAP
tutors and the students who volunteered to be involved in the research. Conducting the
research in an ethical way in relation to the tutors is more straightforward than in relation to
the students. The research was carried out in a collaborative way with the tutors, involving
them in the process. They were given drafts of the discussion chapters at two stages in the
research, and their feedback was asked for. The tutors benefited from the research project in
terms of what they learned from being involved in the process, and they also initiated a paper

for a conference based on the research.
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Thesen (1994:13) compares the exchange between researcher and student subjects as "mining"
in the way that it is often carried out. "The often stark taking of information leaves very little
in exchange for the student". In this project, I have consciously tried to avoid treating
students as simply research subjects. I have communicated with them what the research was
about, and I have tried to keep channels of communication open, so that they could talk to
me or let me know if they had any concerns about the research or anything that they wanted
to communicate (See Appendix B1). I have given students drafts of my discussion chapters
(See Appendix B2). Even though they did not give me feedback on this, they could see how
they had been represented in the discussion, and see something of the product of the process

that they had been involved in.

I did not plan for students’ ongoing involvement in the research and did not set
"empowerment” as a goal of my research, but was very conscious that it should not objectify
or diserﬁpdwer them. I believe that students did get something out of their involvement, in
terms of seeing their contribution to the production of research, and feeling that they had

something of value to contribute.

4. Confronting questioning voices

Ellsworth  (1988) gives a strong critique of critical pedagogy from "~ a
postmodernist/poststructuralist perspective. I will discuss some of the issues that she raises
in relation to the éésumptions underlying my research, as she articulates'many of the doubts
which have been partially submerged in my consciousness, thus allowing me to attempt to
confront them.

The ELAP curriculum is not practised from one coherent paradigm. There are eleménts of
a traditional objectives-based approach, which seeks to teach students skills to use in their
university studies. This could be called a technicist approach. There are elements of a
hermeneutic approach, aiming to facilitate students’ construction of knowledge and there are
aspects of a critical pedagogy. Thus there are multiple and sometimes conflicting voices

within the curriculum. These voices do not necessarily correspond to particular tutors in the
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course, for one may consciously draw on these different approaches for particular purposes,
or do it unconsciously, without reflection. In doing research aimed at development within the
curriculum of the course, I recognise that there is a need for these different elements, and
what I am aiming for is perhaps more conscious awareness about them on the part of myself

and the other tutors.

Ellsworth criticises critical pedagogy for its underlying rationalist assumptions which have led
to goals such as "the teaching of analytic and critical skills for judging the truth and merit of
propositions” (1988:303). She argues that poststructuralist research in many fields has found
strong evidence of the extent to which myths of universal rationalism have been oppressive
to those who are not white, male, middle-class heterosexual etc., to those who are "Other".
The ELAP course strives to teach logical skills such as the development of argument, not
with an emancipatory aim, but because such abilities will be required in students’ mainstream
courses. My aim of facilitating students’ conceptual development 1n relation to culture could
be seen as wanting to silence the understandings of culture which students bring, and as
privileging a "white, western, academic" approach to culture, which they are required to~
appropriate. However, I think that the relativism implicit in the poststmcturalist"Ciew
articulated by Ellsworth would not result in "disadvantaged" students getting access to the
genres of the university disciplines and in the development of the literacies required for

success in the university.

Ellsworth argues that critical pedagogies have acknowledged socially constructed and |
legitimated authority that teachers/professors hold over students. Yet they have failed to
launch a programme for reformulating institutionalised power imbalances, or challenging the
essentially paternalistic project of education itself (306). As a teacher/researcher I need to be
aware of the power irilbalances that exist in the ELAP course. While my aim is not to
transform these power imbalances, I think one needs to be conscious of these issues as a

teacher, and as a researcher one needs to consciously work at reducing the power imbalances,

whilst also recognising their existence.

Ellsworth (1989:308) argues for the need to enter into a sustained encounter with currently

oppressive formations and power relations "in a way that owned up to my own implications
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in those formations and was capable of changing my own relation to and investments in those
formations". This expresses the self-reflexiveness which is a crucial aspect of postmodernist

research.

From past experiences I have observed that there are shifting power relations in doing
research with students. Angelil-Carter (1994) refers to this as passing the skeptron. At times
one’s power as a researcher is lessened and the student is the person with knowledge, who
has a choice whether to share it with you. (Cameron et al, 1993: 89-90, also refer to this
phenomenon.) However, this can easily revert to a more conventional teacher-student

relationship.

Cameron et al argue that a very important form of power is the power to determine how
people are represented. At the point when the researcher sits down to write up her research,
the negétiations that positioned researcher and researched during ﬁeldwork are pinned down
and "fluid and muitiple subjectivities become unified and fixed-by the writer who must
mediate the talk of their subjects for the readers" (90). There is no easy solution forﬁthis

problem, but they suggest presenting findings to the respondents as was discussed above.

5. Outline of the research process

In this section, the research process will be outlined. This will include an outline of the
ELAP course whfch was researched. The research was done as one cycle of an action
research process. It began with reflection on the problem or need for development, planning
of the new section of the course on culture, implementation of the course and observation of

this and reflection on the implementation of the course.
5.1 Groundwork for the research project

The need for developing a course on culture which aimed to facilitate students’ conceptual
development was initially identified by me, arising out of two years of experience of teaching

ELAP (See Chapter 1). I consulted with the ELAP tutors and they were willing for me to
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design the course in the second term in order to try to meet this need. They also indicated
their willingness to develop sections of the course and an enthusiasm for being involved in

the project.

I began to collect reading material on culture and multiculturalism, as I needed to inform my
own understanding about culture, and to develop a clearer idea about what would form the
actual subject matter of the course. In early 1997, I consulted with Rochelle-Kapp and Lucia
Thesen, who are centrally involved in UCT’s EAP course, to find out about their course on
Culture. It seemed to fulfil the aims that I was wanting to be met, and they agreed that we
could use materials from their course. Most of the materials that were used for the section
of the course being researched thus originally came from the UCT EAP course, though some
of them have been adapted or substantially added to.

I intended to consult with selected lecturers from the Arts rand Soc“ial Sciences faculties about
their perceptions on what types of development in understanding of culture would be useful
for students entering or in their disciplines. I had one meeting of this type, and felt that there
wasn’t enough common ground to base discussion on, as the issues were still t0o absfr;ct. I
didn’t continue with further consultations as I predicted that they were not going to be
particularly useful. In retrospect, I think it may be more useful to go to lecturers with aspects
of the course and use that to generate discussion. |

I developed a curriculum for_the course, and a set of materials to be used in it, drawing‘
strongly on the UCT materials. I circulated the materials to the ELAP tutors to get feedback
on them and revise them before presenting them to the students. (See Chapter 4, Section 1
for a description of the course.)

=

5.2  The research process

As well as teaching as one of the tutors of the course, I researched the implementation of it

through a number of methods, which I will discuss below.

Selection of students to be researched
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Within a positivist paradigm, a sample of research subjects is selected that is in some sense
representative of a population, so that the researcher can generalise the results to be valid for
that population (Lincoln and Guba 1985:200). In contrast to this, in naturalistic inquiry, the
object is not to generalise, "but to detail the many specifics that give the context its unique
flavor" (201). Thus, the purpose of sampling is to include as much information as possible.
For this research project, I believed that one could get the richest source of information from
students who volunteered to be involved in the research, as they would be interested in the
topic of the course and motivated to share their experiences with me. I recognised that this
might mean that their responses tended to be more positive than if I had selected a random

sample and this needs to be taken into account when interpreting the research findings.

Before the start of the course, I asked for volunteers from the students who would permit me
to have access to their writing and their journals and who consented to be interviewed and
video-taped in some class discussions. There were nine students who volunteered and who
continued to be involved in the research. I also approached one student from my class and
asked him if he would be prepared to be involved. I did this because he struck me as a-
student who was not a high-achiever at the outset of the course, but who seemed t'o’”ﬁave
potential and applied himself to his work in a very serious way. I asked students how they
would prefer to be named in the research. Most of them said I should use their real names.
Only one student asked me to use his nick-name. I did not pay students for their involvement

in the research, but took them out for "tea" to express my appreciation for their contributiens..
The use of students’ writing

I examined the writing of the selected students in their course assignments and dialogue
journals. At the start of the course, before the students had been exposed to any of our
materials on culture, tfle students were asked to write in their journals on what their
understanding of culture was and what role it played in their lives. They were also asked to
construct joint definitions of culture in groups. The definitions of a wide range of students

were read in order to identify common trends in students’ understandings of culture.

Students were required to do a number of pieces of writing in the course, using different
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genres. These included initial definitions of culture and a later journal entry which asked them
to reflect on their earlier definition to see if their ideas had changed. They were also required
to respond to definitions of culture which they had been given, choosing those which they
found most useful and explaining why. In the two tasks related to the articles, they had to
consider which aspects of the writers’ argument they agreed or disagreed with and they had
to identify how the three writers Biko, Achebe and Ramphele saw culture and discuss which
understandings of culture they found most useful. These two tasks led up~to an essay. In
analysing the writing of a student over these various pieces of writing, it was possible to trace
developments in their understanding of culture, and also to perceive areas where students

experienced conflict between different ways of understanding culture.
Interviews with students

I conducted interviews with the student volunteers towards the end of the course to see
whether their understandings of culture had changed or developed. I also wanted to hear their
perceptions about what type of learning or approabh to learning was being fostered in the
course. The interviews were intended to be group interviews, but as it turned out thére was
one group interview (four students), one pair interview and a number of individual
interviews. This was because some students missed the set interview times or came at
different times. There were advantages and disadvantages to the group interview. The group
interaction generated lively discussion, but certain students tended to dominate. “The

interviews were tape-recorded and these recordings were transcribed in full.
Tutors’ reflection on teaching

The ELAP tutors held a, meeting once a week, in which we reflected in depth on the teaching
of the previous week. The relevant sections of these Iiieétings were tape-recorded and then
later transcribed. All the tutors kept journals on their teaching, and these informed the
discussions. I had intended to interview ELAP tutors, but felt that this was unnecessary
because it was likely to have duplicated the discussions that took place in the meetings. I kept
a research journal, which I mainly used as a teaching journal, to reflect on my experiences

of teaching the course.
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The tutors on the course were inspired to write a paper for an Academic Development
conference reflecting on their experiences in teaching the course. The collaborative process

of writing the paper provided further opportunities for reflection and discussion.
YVideo-taping of classroom interaction

I arranged for group discussions in three classes to be video-taped. This gave mé insight into
how students engaged with the teaching materials, with the teaching/learning process and with
each other. It also gave me access to how one of the tutors helped to mediate students’
understanding of the material. However, I mainly used data from one of these video-
recordings in my analysis, and even then I did not make thorough use of it. I tended to
concentrate on the data from students’ writing, interviews and tutors’ meetings. This is
because these sources generated so much data, and I had to prioritise what I was going to use.
In future, if I use video-taping as a research method, I need to learn more about how to

analyse the data from it, and put more effort into doing this- - <~

I had intended to have parts of group discussions translated if students spoke in Xhosa or
other African languages. I had told the tutor whose class was being taped that the students
should communicate as they normally would. However, nearly all the discussion that was
recorded was in English. In some cases this was because thefe were students in the group
who couldn’t speak Xhosa or other African languages. In other cases, students may have felt
that they needed to speak English because they were being filmed. I observed that in other

classes some groups used code-switching in their group discussions.

Validation techniques

I used triangulation of data from different sources and from different methods. For instance
I compared how concepts were understood in different pieces of writing of the same student
and related the conceptual development which I saw to students’ perceptions of how their
ideas had changed, which were expressed in their interviews. I was also interested in how the
perceptions of the students about their learning in the course related to the perceptions of the

tutors.
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I have also used information from a student evaluation of the course that was conducted at
the end of the second term. I felt that this provided a broader perspective on the course from
the whole class. This put the responses of the ten students who volunteered to be involved

in the research, into a broader context.

I gave a draft of two discussion chapters based on data gathered from students and tutors to
the students involved in the research. I did this in order to be accountable tothem in relation
to how I used the data. I also asked them for feedback in terms of whether they agreed with
my interpretations. I have given drafts of my discussion chapters to the ELAP tutors at
various stages. I have mentioned that I did not get feedback from students to the drafts that
I gave them. I am aware that I did not make feedback from students a priority. I did not
initiate a meeting to get feedback from them, and relied on them taking their own initiative.
If T had done this, I am sure that I would have got feedback, but students’ ongoing
involvement in the process was not central to the project. I understood students’ lack of
response as I was aware from the outset of the project that-there are limits to how much
involvement there is likely to be from first yeaf students, who are coping with a_new
environment, grappling with their own studies and have their own pressing concerns. As I
have mentioned, students probably lack confidence to respond to a piece of academic writing
and there is also a power imbalance with me being perceived as a tutor/lecturer, even though
I have tried to lessen it.

In one case, I approached a student, Abel, to ask him whether he agreed with an observation
that T had made from his writing that his views on culture had changed d(xring the course. He
felt that his views had not changed and I found it difficult to revise my interpretation in the
light of his perception.

I gave a draft of my discussion chapters to the ELAP tutors so that they could read my
interpretations of the data and inform me if they had any disagreements or anything to add.

I also wanted them to see how they had been represented in the discussion and inform me if
there was a problem. Helen indicated that she was satisfied with my interpretations and the
way in which she had been represented. Fleur commented on a number of my interpretations

and I took her comments into account where I could.
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5.3 Analysis of data

I started by immersing myself in the data. I watched the video which I'd decided to use, read
through all the students’ writing, the transcripts.of interviews, staff meetings and videos.
While doing this I made notes. I was particularly interested in developments in students’
writing through their various pieces of writing. Garner in Ely (1991) suggests various stages
that a researcher can go through, starting with applying thinking units (Lofland-and Lofland
1984), then establishing categories which the data fits into, and then developing themes.

My first step toward structuring the data was developing a broad structure for my discussion
chapter, which in retrospect seemed to correspond broadly to thinking units. These included,
briefly: students’ initial conceptions of culture; the development of students’ understandings
of culture; the facilitation of the development of students’ understandings; students’

perceptions of the course; tutors’ perceptions of the course.

- -

I found it difficult to know exactly what would constitute categories and themes in my
research, and how they could be distinguished from each other. Nevertheless, I devei'éned a
list of what I thought were themes that emerged in the research, under three general headings:
initial understandings of culture; development of understanding and development of academic
literacy/ conceptual development (See Appendix G). I coded the themes and went through the
data, noting where they occurred. There were about twelve themes, some of which ‘were
changed during the process. The structure discussed above and the themes provided an initial

structure for the collation of data and the writing up of the research.

6. Some choices about representation

It is necessary to explain certain choices which I made in relation to firstly, how I referenced

quotations and secondly, selection of extracts for the appendices.

6.1 Referencing of quotations
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I have introduced quotations, referring to students by their first names,-but used initials at the
end of quotations to show whose utterance it is and in what context it was made. For example
‘AXM Essay’ refers to Abdul’s essay, ‘YV 20/5’ refers to an interview with Yekani that was
conducted on 20 May 1997.

I introduce the ELAP tutors, Helen Alfers and Fleur Theophilus by their full names and
subsequently refer to them by their first names. I reference quotations from weekly ELAP

meetings with the date of the meeting, for example, ‘Meeting 12/5°.
6.2  Appendices

I will explain here why I have chosen to include certain materials and extracts from the data

in the appendices. I only discuss those which I feel need explanation. I have chosen to include

in my a{ppéndices the core materials from the section of the Chlture course, which was

researched, as I feel they are of central importance to this study (Appendix A). I included all
the writing of the two students whose development I traced, so that the reader can make her

own interpretations if she wishes (Appendix C). I have included transcripts of the interviews

with the students whom I focused on most closely (Appendix D). Lastly, I have included

extracts from two tutors’ meetings (Appendix E), mainly to give the reader a sense of the

type of discussion that went on in the meetings.

In the following chapter, I will discuss the theoretical approaches which have informed my

research and which T have been drawn to in the process of making sense of the research data.
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3. Crossing Boundaries: A Theoretical Framework

The previous chapter was concerned with how this research project has been conceptualised
in relation to broad approaches to research. In this chapter I lay out a framework of theory
which underpins the research and which has been drawn on in analysis and discussion. I have
used literature from a number of disciplines as the field that I am located. in, Academic
Development, is itself multidisciplinary. I have found social theories of cognitive development
from Psychology to be particularly relevant, and have drawn on some theories from Applied
Linguistics. The theoretical framework of Academic Literacy needs to be included in any
discussion related to EAP. There is a strong thread running through most of the theories
discussed — they support the view that language and cognition are inextricably linked and that
they are socially situated and develop in a social context. This is the central understanding

of language and learning which informs this research.

~ T i

During the course of the research, a central focus that emerged was the concept of the social *
construction of knowledge. I will outline three different constructivist approache‘; to
knowledge and learning in order to clarify what social constructivism is. The issue of
underpreparedness of students for university will be explored from different angles in order
to conceptualise it in a theoretically sound way. Some Vygotskian concepts about learning
will be discussed, focusing on the Zone of Proximal Development and scientific and everyday.
knowledge. The relationship between language and learning will be explored and issues of
academic literacy. The contribﬁtioﬁ of Bakhtin’s theories relating to semiotic mediation will

also be discussed.

1. The social construction of knowledge

The ELAP course has been developed based on a broad constructivist* view of knowledge,

4 I have chosen to use the term ‘constructivism’ which I understand to mean the same

as ‘constructionism’ (Burr 1995:2).
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although this has not been clearly defined. This understanding was reflected in the tutor
meetings in which the course was discussed, and some of the comments made by the students
in their interviews related to the construction of knowledge. However, there are different
understandings of constructivism and the tutors had not located themselves within a particular
view of constructivism. It would be useful to briefly outline different approaches to
constructivism in order to situate my own theoretical approach.

Ernest distinguishes three different forms of constructivism: information processing
constructivism, radical constructivism and social constructivism. Von Glasersfeld distinguishes
two basic principles of constructivism. The first principle is common to all constructivist
positions: "Knowledge is not passively received but actively built up by the cognizing
subject” (Glasersfeld 1989:182 in Ernest 1992:2). Information processing constructivism
recognises this first principle, but rejects the second principle which underlies radical
constructivism. This principle states that "the function of cognitioh is adaptive and serves the
organization of the experiential world, not the discovery of ontological reality." (Glasersfeld
1989:182 in Ernest 1992:2). Thus, it totally rejects the traditional notion of "Truth" as it is
conventionally defined (Stahl 1995:17). According to this approach, a person gene;ates
cognitive schemas to guide actions and represent her experiences. These are tested according
to how well they fit with her experience. The best fitting of the schemas are tentatively
adopted and retained as guides to action (Ernest 1992:2).

Radical constructivism seems to fit with Dewey’s progressivist pedagogy, which was opposed «
to knowledge being imposed from above and QQtside. It stressed "expression and cultivation
of individuality, ...[and] learning through experience". (Dewey 1938 in Kalantzis and Cope
1993:45). Dewey also argued that instead of being a passive receiver of facts, a child should
assume the role of queitioner and experimenter (Kalantzis and Cope 1993:45).

In order to come to terms with social constructivism, I will refer to Lave’s concept of
situated social practice or situated learning as it seems that this is a similar concept to social
constructivism and is clearly explained by her (Lave 1991:67). This view claims that
"learning, thinking, and knowing are relations among people engaged in activity in, with, and

arising from the socially and culturally structured world" (67). This world is itself socially

32



constituted. Thus the meaning of a concept is generated "in dialectical-relations between the
social world and the persons engaged in activity; together these produce and re-produce both

world and persons in activity” (67).

Burr (1995:2) explains the idea of knowledge being sustained by social processes in the
following way: The interactions between people in the course of their everyday lives are seen
as the practices during which their shared versions of knowledge are constructed. Thus "our
current accepted ways of understanding the world, is a product ... of the social processes and

interactions in which people are constantly engaged with each other” (4).

Brown ez al (1989) help to clarify how one can understand the dialectical relationship between
socially and culturally structured world and the learner. They see academic disciplines as

communities or cultures and argue that:

[communities of practitioners] are bound by intricate, socially constructed webs of belief,
which are essential to understanding what they do (Geertz, 1983). The activities of many
communities are unfathomable, unless they are viewed from within a culture.

(Brown et al 1989:33) ’

Using the metaphor of a set of tools for conceptual knowledge, they argue that "the culture
and the use of a tool act together to determine the way practitioners see the world; and the
way the world appears to them determines the culture’s understanding of the world and of
the tools" (Brown et al 1989:33).

Language plays an important role according to a social constructivist approach, as in is seen
as a necessary pre-condition for thought. The conceptual frameworks and categories of people
in a culture are encoded in language. These concepts and categories are acquired by people
as they develop the use of language, and are reproduced by them in their use of language.
Thus "the way people think, the very categories and concepts that provide a framew;)rk of
meaning for them, are provided by the language they use" (Burr 1995:7). I will explore this
further below.

In ELAP we have set ourselves the task of trying to teach students the ways of thinking
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required broadly in the university. The argument outlined above of language being a
precondition for thought shows how closely connected language and conceptual development
are. Of course students come to university, having developed understandings of a concept
such as culture, which are, in most cases, rooted in their first languages and are framed by
their home discourses. The Culture course aimed to work with students’ understandings of
this topic and to assist them to construct more complex understandings of culture, providing

scaffolding in this process. i .

What are the implications of following a social constructivist approach for the research?
Wertsch (1991a:86) identifies two ways in which human mental functioning can be socially
situated. Firstly, such functioning may be carried out through the social interaction found in
dyads or other small groups. Secondly, cognition may be viewed as being situated in broader
institutional and cultural settings. In this research project, I did not focus on the social
interaction in pairs or small groups. However, I have analysed the learning of students in
relation to the learning practices which they have developed at school, and in terms of the
approach to learning which they have been encouraged to develop within the Culture course,~
an approach which is closer to that which is required at university, particularly in the V‘Arts
and Social Sciences. The research has also been concerned with common-sense knowledge,
and the influence of home discourse on students’ understanding of the concept of culture and
how this may conflict with some academic conceptualisations of culture. Thus it takes account

of the influence of broader institutional and cultural contexts.

Thus I have situated my approach to learning within a social constructivist framework. I will
home in on a university context and attempt to formulate an understanding of

underpreparedness, which is central to this research.

2. How do we understand underpreparedness?

When universities have to deal with the question of providing access to previously

disadvantaged students, one of the most apparent problems to mainstream lecturers and the
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university authorities is "the language problem". The assumption here is-that students’ English
is poor, they have been exposed to poor English teaching at schools, and they have not been
exposed to enough English in their communities. In order to cope with university studies
through the medium of English, the focus needs to-be on developing their English. These are
all valid claims, but I think this approach lacks understanding of the extent of disjunction
between students’ learning histories and the types of demands made on them in university
courses. In contrast to this, a social constructivist approach would not just separate language
as a factor isolated from other aspects of learning and the context of students’ learning, both
past and present, would be seen as crucial. At the other extreme, one should not neglect the

development of English, or underestimate the important role that it plays.

Another common emphasis in academic development, the "study skills" approach, also tries
to address students’ learning needs in a superficial way. The underlying assumption of
teaching'stﬁdy skills is that a skill like notetaking can be téught diScretely and applied to any
learning situation. Boughey (1995) argues that notetaking as a "skill" cannot exist outside a

context of meaning. For example, "...in order to take notes, a student needs knowledg§ of
the content area of the text, knowledge of how the text is organised or a structured ‘goal’ for
taking those notes" (10). Therefore it cannot be taught discretely. She argues that what we
label academic skills should be taught within the context of mainstream teaching, for
example, by the lecturer identifying the structure of her lecture at the beginning of the

lecture. Tt

Before I go on, I would like to raise a problem about discussing underp;eparedness. There
is a tendency to generalise about disadvantaged students and what are seen as their deficits.
On the one hand, it is problematic to generalise about humans in any context and one should
not allow one’s preconceived ideas about students to blind one to their abilities. On the other
hand, black students who have come through the ex-Déi)artmént of Education and Training
(DET) system do tend to manifest real problems which are a result of apartheid education.
One has to identify trends and categorise these problems in order to be able to design

programmes which can facilitate development of students.

Moll and Slonimsky (1989:161) talk about the rote-learning context which disadvantaged
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students come from and how the patterns of activity which they have developed in the
educational institutions which they come from "in turn construct their cognition and learning"
in an academic context such as Wits University. They argue that educational contexts have
certain groundrules which students are required to master in order to succeed. A rote-learning
context invokes only surface processing, that is basic forms of cognitive activity such as
perceiving, reading and memorising. In contrast, a university course in the Humanities is
likely to assume deep-processing, that is "sophisticated forms of cognitive activity which

entail a number of different levels of abstraction...” (1989:161).

Craig and Kernoff (1995:24) argue that many black students are underprepared because of
the lack of appropriate socio-educational opportunities, or inadequate mediation into the world
of text. They refer to studies which have shown how pre-school children from highly literate
cultures are socialised into literacy by their adult caretakers and teachers by participating in
literacy events. However, in black working-class and rural communities, it is likely that
literacy is not well-entrenched in people’s practices and institutionAs wfor a number of reasons,

including oral traditions, poverty and a history of educational dis;dvantage.

Craig (1996) refers to learning and teaching as magical processes that she attempts to unpack.
She does this, using Pascual-Leone’s neo-Piagetian approach to cognition (cf. Pascual-Leone
& Goodman 1979). Pascual-Leone makes a distinction between what s/he calls our "structural

mental capacity” or Ms for short, and our "functional mental capacity" or Mf for short. _

Ms involves our given, innate mental power - the size of our engines, so to speak.
Whereas Mf is the ways we have learned to ‘use our engines’. In other words, our
functional mental capacity is that with which we mobilise our innate, human capacities.
This distinction goes to the heart of the capacity and ability to know, to learn and adapt
to new situations.

(Craig 1996:50)

=

Craig explains structural mental capacities as being that with which we are born. These

capacities develop through different stages until a plateau is reached round about puberty or

5 The categories of deep and surface approaches to learning were originally 1dent1ﬁed

by Marton and Saljo (1976; cited in Entwistle and Ramsden 1982).
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young adulthood. In contrast, our functional abilities involve knowing how to use our engines
or, more literally, our heads. We learn to "use our heads" in many ways from birth onwards,
from our parents and the people that we relate to, and from our environments. Our
environments influence the ways that we learn to "yse our heads". For example, a child who
grows up in an enriched and stimulating environment learns how to learn and know, whilst
this is out of reach for a child who is materially and educationally disadvantaged. "The point
is, whatever our human mental capacities, these rely on learning, development and explicit
teaching in order to be available for performance” Craig (1996:50). This echoes Vygotsky’s
view that learning results in cognitive developmental processes that would not take place
without it (Vygotsky 1978:84-91).

Moll and Slonimsky (1989) seem to use similar concepts to structural mental capacities and
functional mental capacities, which they refer to as cognitive structures and cognitive skills
respectively. They appeal for a cognitive theory that does not assume that all disadvantaged
students lack the cognitive structures (Ms) on which university performance depends, but
rather can explain how and why they find it difficult to mobilise ;he appropriate contextual

skills (Mf) adequately in a university context (162).

They argue against working from a deficit model and attempting to provide students with
abilities which are missing. They believe that students generally have developed the cognitive
structures (Ms) necessary for university, but that:

the DET has effectively trained students not to use these skills in an academic setting ...
by its emphasis on rote learning and uncritical regurgitation, which are components of
surface processing. Deep processing has not been encouraged in DET schools and has
probably been discouraged. As a result, the cognitive skills involved...are not often used
in school work, and the school is a new student’s basic model of academia (Slonimsky &
Turton 1985; in Moll, & Slonimsky 1989:162).

One of the factors contributing to the emphasis on rote learning in what were Department of
Education and Training Schools may have been the fact that students were taught through the
medium of a second language from Standard 3 onwards. The findings of Macdonald’s
Threshold Report were that children were ill-prepared in the first four years of school for the

transition to English. In Standard three they became overwhelmed with masses of text in
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English. The teachers themselves were not only poorly equipped with English and a command
of their subject matter; they also had no training to deal with this problem. "As a result the
teaching often consists of rote learning of simplified summaries which the teachers make from
the text books" (Murray 1990:24).

Craig argues that education can be thought of as "that process which exploits our structural
mental capacities and equips us with the necessary functional abilities to perform at a level
and in a manner appropriate for our age and other aspects of our lives" (Craig 1996:50).
Thus, a certain gap between Ms and Mf is not only normal but necessary for learning.
However, if the gap is too big, it renders learners unprepared for normal adaptation to new
and strange tasks énd situations and thus "underprepared”. In this case, more creative

teaching strategies or curriculum interventions are required.

3. A three-level model of cognitive processing

In this section, I will discuss epistemic cognition, an important aspect of the c’og"n’i)tive
development of university students, which is often taken for granted by lecturers. Strohm
Kitchener (1983), describes cognition as operating at three levels. First level cognition refers
to the level at which the individual uses those competencies which have already developed,
such as calculating, using spoken or written language. Metacognition is the conscious-k

monitoring of progress in learning or engaging in a task. Epistemic cognition is the activity 4
of consciously interpreting the nature of a problem and defining the limits of any strategy for
solving it. It involves the nature and limits of knowing and knowledge. Epistemic cognition
"includes conscious awareness of and an attempt to pay heed to what may count as a claim
to knowledge in a particular discipline, course or topic" (Craig 1989:169). It includes what
may count as evidence for the claim(s) advanced; the 6eftainty of knowing and knowledge
as well as limits of knowing and knowledge; and the criteria by which knowledge or claims

to knowledge can be evaluated.

Strohm Kitchener distinguishes between two different types of problem-solving situations -

puzzles and "ill-structured problems". Puzzles "have two distinguishing characteristics: @
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there is only one correct final solution, and (b) the solution is guaranteed by using a specific
procedure" (224-225). "Ill-structured problems" on the other hand are problems for which
"there is not a single, unequivocal solution which can be determined at the present moment
by employing a particular decision-making procedure" (224). The latter is typical of the kind
of problem-solving situations encountered in Arts and Social Science studies at university
level (Craig 1991:138).

--

Strohm Kitchener argues the processes that are involved in constructing a solution to an ill-
structured problem "include making judgements about arguments and evidence on what may
be opposing sides of the issue ... evaluating information from inconsistent and imperfect data
sources ... and developing and arguing for a reasonable solution” (225). She claims that "for
ill-structured problems a reasonable solution is often the one which creates the best fit with
our current knowledge of the issue ... or that redefines a problem in such a way that opposing

perspectives are synthesized into a new framework" (225).

- -

Furthermore, individuals’ monitoring of ill-structured problems and processes of finding

solutions for them are critically influenced by their epistemic assumptions.

If, for example, individuals believe that there is an objective reality which is absolutely

knowable and known by someone, they will be unable to distinguish between the types of

solution necessary for puzzles and ill-structured problems. ... they will assume that their

task with respect to both types of problems is to apply the correct procedure ... to insure -
a valid and true solution.

... By contrast, an individual may understand that problems do not always have an
absolutely correct solution, only better or worse ones, that in some cases knowing is
influenced by one’s frame of reference, and that reason and data are fallible. Individuals
holding such assumptions can allow for the existence of both puzzles and ill-structured
problems and differentiate between the kinds of solutions available for each.

- , (226)

As long as individuals assume that there may be several potentially valid perspectives on a

problem, they can recognise that different solutions may be constructed (226).

Strohm Kitchener cites research which claims that epistemic cognitive processes play a critical

role in the reasoning of older adolescents and adults. While "the epistemic framework of early
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adolescents assumes knowledge is absolute and truth is effectively computable” (229), a
developmental shift occurs in the late adolescent years which allows knowledge to be
understood in relationship to the system or context in which it is embedded. A second shift
occurs when adults begin to understand knowledge as encompassing different perspectives,

while allowing for the process of knowledge through integration and synthesis (229).

From students’ work in a pre-sessional course on the production of knowledge.in the Arts and
Social Sciences, Craig (1991) developed the concept of "a commonsense theory of
knowledge" which disadvantaged students tended to have. She established a list of basic tenets
of such a theory which include some of the following: (1) There is an objective reality which
is absolutely knowable and known by someone; and there is "a ‘right” and ‘true’ and ‘proper’
because God (and the Bible or some other unquestionable authority) made it so" (137). (2)
There is only one direct access to this ‘truth’ and that is through personal, immediate, first
person accounts of experience. (3) When confronted with a set of idéés, students tend to force

them into a linear story line.

These tenets are consistent with the epistemic framework of early adolescence outlined above.
It seems that Craig’s students and, indeed, many disadvantaged students, come to university,
without having shifted their epistemic assumptions. They have not yet formulated assumptions
about "the limits of knowledge, the certainty of knowledge and the criteria for knowing
(Strohm Kitchener 1983:230), or have formulated assumptions which are at odds with .the
epistemologies of which university disciplines are part (Craig 1991:138). Here again one has 4
to guard against stereotyping students. For example, some students can debate topical issues
in a sophisticated way, but revert to a commonsense view of knowledge when they apply
themselves to academic tasks.

Learners who are unable: to solve ill-structured problems will not be able to succeed in Arts
and Social Sciences courses, as they are such a fundamental part of learning and knowing in
these faculties. Most students from disadvantaged backgrounds have to learn through being
thrown in the deep-end, and some of them do. However, I would argue that it is the work
of foundation courses and mainstream departments to facilitate the development of epistemic

cognition of learners in order for them to succeed with university studies.
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This is the challenge that foundation courses are faced with — to create contexts in which
students can be provided with mediation to mobilise and develop the functional mental
capacities needed in university contexts; to equip students to cope with the kinds of tasks
required in university disciplines; to show them how the rules "for the construction of ... new
academic knowledge" differ from "the rules they used to construct their ‘common
knowledge’" (Boughey 1997:7) and to assist students to develop the language and discourses
to engage in critical analysis. In the next section, I discuss Vygotsky’s ideas-ondearning and

development, particularly his concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD).

4. Some Vygotskian theories about cognitive and conceptual development.

If one takes a social constructivist approach to learning, it is important to look at the
contribution of Vygotsky to developing a sociocultural approach to mind. Vygotsky’s work
has had an influence on the field of education and has indirectly-influenced approaches to_
academic development. Although Vygotsky mainly\researched children, one should not view
him as primarily a student of child development. John-Steiner and Souberman write that "he
emphasized the study of (child) development because he believed it to be the primary
theoretical and methodological means necessary to unravel complex human processes"

(Vygotsky 1978:128).

There are a number of aspects of Vygotsky’s-theories which I will discuss in this chapter.

Firstly, I will briéﬂy introduce what is meant by a sociocultural tileory of cognitive
development and the concept of mediation as used by Vygotsky and I will go on to discuss
the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Vygotsky is also important for his understanding

of the relationship between language and thought and this will be discussed in a later section.

According to a sociocultural theory of mind, development does not proceed as the unfolding

of inborn capacities, but as the transformation of innate capacities as they interact with

socioculturally constructed mediational means (Lantolf & Pavlenko 1995:109). Vygotsky

emphasised two types of mediated activity — the use of tools and signs, such as algebraic

symbols, mnemonic tools and above all language. While the use of z00ls is externally oriented
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and aimed at influencing the object of activity, the use of signs is a means of internal activity,
aimed at mastering oneself. Vygotsky argued that mediated activity fundamentally changes
all psychological operations. During the process of a child’s development, she moves from
an initial reliance on external signs to a stage where the operation of mediated activity takes
place as an internal process. This transition process is referred to as internalisation (Vygotsky
1978:55-56).

4.1 The zone of proximal development (ZPD)

Moll argues that from a Vygotskian perspective, a major role of schooling is to create
contexts for mastery of and conscious awareness in the use of the cultural tools and signs
referred to above (Moll 1990:12). Schools should provide zones of proximal development
which facilitate the development of higher order thinking. Rather than facilitating the growth
of systefnaﬁc conceptual reasoning, apartheid education has acti\}ély hampered this kind of
development (Forrest and Winberg 1993; Moll and Slonimsky 1989). However, Vygotsky’s
concept of the zone of proximal development provides hope and direction for educators trymg~
to facilitate development in adults as it sees the process of learning as being ongoing, and

stresses the possibility of new abilities being acquired through mediated learning.

Vygotsky defines the zone of proximal development as:

the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers.

(Vygotsky 1978:86)

The child’s actual developmental level relates to functions that have already matured. The
ZPD defines those functions which have not yet matured but are in the process of maturation,
currently in an embryonic state. "These functions could be termed the ‘buds’ or ‘flowers’ of

development rather than the ‘fruits’ of development" (1978:86).

Vygotsky argues that learning which is oriented toward developmental levels that have already

been reached is ineffective from the viewpoint of a child’s overall development. Thus, the
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only ‘good learning’ is that which is in advance of development, where learning

creates the zone of proximal development; that is learning awakens a variety of internal
development processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with
people in his environment and in cooperation-with his peers. Once these processes are
internalized, they become part of the child’s independent developmental achievement (89).

Thus children internalise and transform the assistance they receive from others ard eventually
use these same means of guidance to direct their subsequent problem-solving behaviours
(Moll 1990:11). An example of this internalization is language which is used initially as a
means of communication between the child and the people in her environment. Subsequently,
the child begins to use language for internal speech, and it is used to organise the child’s

thoughts and becomes an internal mental function.

Vygotsky afgues that learning is not equivalent to development; hdwever, properly organised
learning results in development and sets in motion a variety of developmental processes that
would be impossible apart from learning. "Thus, learning is a necessary and universal aspect
of the process of developing culturally organised, specifically human, psychological
functions” (90). He also argues that at the moment a child assimilates the meaning of a word,
or masters a new operation, her developmental processes have only just begun, as the learning
will have awakened a variety of highly complex internal processes in the child’s thinking.
Learning to solve problems independently would rely on developing a consciousness about
how to go about solving the problem. Through solving a problem (with mediation), the

learner learns

not only the solution to the problem but also how his/her actions should be regulated when
dealing with problems of this kind. In other words, ... not only the solution to the problem
but the set of regulations or operations that are necéssary to solve problems of this kind
(Miller 1989:156).

Vygotsky argued that "awareness and deliberate control appear only during a very advanced

stage in the development of a mental function, after it has been used and practised

unconsciously and spontaneously” (Vygotsky 1986:168). This suggests that prior to the
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development of self-directed, conscious control, action is a more direct or less mediated
response to the world. Bruner argues that it is through the ZPD that the mind "grapples itself
to ‘higher ground’" (Bruner 1986:73). It is through mediation in the ZPD that this

consciousness develops.

Bruner asks how ‘good learning’ can be achieved in advance of development. "How can the
competent learner lend consciousness to a child who does not ‘have’ it on his own?" (74).
He developed the term scaffolding in the sense of "scaffolding erected for the learner by the
tutor” which helps to answer his question. This term has become a common name for forms
of assistance in the learner’s ZPD. "Because scaffolds are literally temporary, adjustable
frameworks for construction in progréss, their metaphorical sense retains the important

Vygotskian meaning of an ever-shifting ZPD" (Cazden 1994:174).

Roehler and Duffy (1986) analysed the way fifth-grade teéchers taught reading skills. They
identified four characteristics of the verbal mediation or scaffolding provided by effective
teachers. Firstly, teachers provided students with the information needed to use the skill.
Secondly, they explained how a particular skill was useful as part of a strategy for when
meaning broke down. Thirdly, they helped students to assume responsibility for the control
and use of skills. They did this "by directing students, by gradually reducing assistance as
students assume responsibility for using the skill, and by allowing students to verbalize and
clarify the thinking required" (282). Fourthly, they helped students transfer the skill to other
contexts. I think that these steps, subject to variation, characterise the type of features that

scaffolding is made up of.

I need to clarify my use of the term ‘mediation’ or ‘mediated activity’ as at times I use it in
a similar sense to scaffqlding. Vygotsky uses the term ‘mediate’ in a broad sense, which
seems to mean to affect or change, for instance in the case of the use of tools or
psychological signs affecting activity. Activity is mediated because it is shaped by the use of
tools or signs (Vygotsky 1978:54-55).

Language is one of the most widely used and significant psychological signs. According to

Vygotsky, social interaction is characterised as an ‘interpsychological process’ that signs and
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language in particular mediate. Vygotsky describes higher mental functions as originating
when ‘interpsychological processes’ are internalised, creating ‘intrapsychological processes’
(Rodby 1992:62). Thus, social interaction is also an agent for mediating cognitive
development, and a teacher or a particular learnipg situation can mediate learning. Thus I
have attempted to trace the use of the word ‘mediate’ from what I see as a more general
meaning to its use in an educational context. I see scaffolding as related to mediation in this

sense, but with a more specific meaning, which I have explained and will discuss more.

An acceptance of the ZPD and its role in learning poses a number of challenges for course
development. A clear implication is that one should provide material that is challenging to
the learner. Thus, in the case of disadvantaged students, there is no point in seeing them as
slow or stupid and providing them with tasks which they are easily capable of doing. Tasks
need to stretch the learner, but they also need to be designed in such a way that scaffolding
is provided, either built into the task, through pair-/group-work, or through assistance from

the tutor.

.~ - -

In practicé, aiming to locate tasks within the student’s ZPD poses a number of difficulties.
Naturally, the students are at different levels of development and one cannot aim a task at
precisely the right level for each student. I think that in a context like an EAP course, one
has to aim at a middle level of students’ abilities and build in further challenges for more
advanced students and supports for less advanced ones. The use of group work in class, if
carefully planned, can address this problem to some extent, as more capable students play the “
role of mediator for their peeré,A aﬁd all participants can learn from this experience, Writing
tasks can be tiered at different levels, so that mofe advanced students can take the task further
than those who are struggling at a more basic level (Boughey and Van Rensburg 1994:160).
Even though there are these difficulties, for me the most important implications of the ZPD
are firstly, the need to strive to make tasks challenging for students, but to provide
scaffolding to enable them to engage with the task. Secondly, it accords with thé basic
principle of always aiming to take students from where they are to a higher level of
understanding. This seems like an obvious, commonsense principle in education, but I think
it is often ignored in teaching and curriculum development. Perhaps the problem is more that

educators do not know how to do this and Vygotsky’s theory of the ZPD draws attention to
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the need to focus more on how this process can be engaged in in teaching and research.
4.2 Scientific and everyday concepts

Another aspect of mediation that Vygotsky stressed was the development of conscious
awareness and voluntary control of knowledge, which he explained using "scientific” and
"everyday" concepts. Scientific concepts are part of a system of knowledge-and are learned
through formal instruction, whereas everyday concepts are acquired unconsciously through
experience, are "saturated with experience" (Vygotsky 1986:193). According to Vygotsky
(1986;1987) the strength of scientific concepts is in the child’s capacity (developed through
instruction) to use these concepts voluntarily. In contrast the weakness of everyday concepts

is the child’s incapacity to manipulate them in a voluntary manner (Moll 1990:9).

Vygotsky also emphasized that everyday and scientific céncepts Aarlk"e closely connected and

interdependent. It is through the use of everyday concepts that children make sense of the
definitions and explanations of scientific concepts. That is, everyday concepts mediate the

acquisition of scientific concepts. However, everyday concepts also become dependé'ﬁ{ on,

and are mediated and transformed by scientific concepts; "they become the ‘gate’ through

which conscious awareness and control enter the domain of the everyday concepts" (Moll

1990:10). Thus scientific concepts grow down into the everyday, into the domain of personal

experience, acquiring meaning and significance. Scientific concepts, in turn, supply structures-
for the upward development of the child’s everyday concepts towards consciousness and

deliberate use (Vygotsky 1986:194). |

I am including this aspect of Vygotsky’s theories, not in relation to conceptual development
of children, but with a question as to whether it has relevance for the conceptual development
of young adults concem{ng the relationship between everyday, commonsense knowledge and
academic knowledge. One could argue that for meaningful learning to take place, there needs
to be a dialectical relationship between the learner’s life experience and the academic concepts
which she is learning. The learner could use the academic ideas which she is learning to
reflect on and relate to her life experience. At the same time her life experience would be

used to test whether the academic knowledge is valid and to add depth and substance to it.
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Both academic and everyday knowledge would undergo change because of this dialectic

process.

5. The relationship between language and learning

The understanding of language and learning underlying this research is that 1af1guage plays
a critical role in mediating learning. I explore the nature of this relationship in this section
by discussing the views of Vygotsky (briefly) and Cummins, who addresses bilingualism in
education. The shaping of thought through concepts and schemas will also be discussed.
Lastly, I look briefly at the relationship between conceptual understanding and grammatical

control in students’ writing.

Views on the relationship between language and thought have been divided between followers
of Whorf (1956) and Vygotsky (1962) and at the other extreme, Piaget (1926) (cited in-
Nightingale:1988:66). Whorf and Vygotsky believed that language has a determining effect
on cognitive processes, so that "on the one hand, possessing language makes it pbsgible to
order experience into learning, but on the other hand, the nature of the language resources
possessed determines the style of learning and even shapes perceptions and understandings"
(Nightingale 1988:73). Piaget emphasized the dominant role of cognition, arguing that as

increasingly sophisticated learning takes place, language develops to express concepts

Vygotsky viewed tﬁought and language not as "inner and outer manifestations of the same
mental phenomenon" (Fredericks 1974:283 in Schinke-Llano 1993:122) but as two distinct
cognitive operations which develop along separate lines in young children but grow together
at a certain stage in childhood (Vygotsky 1986:93-94). He argued that inner speech develops
with the child differentiating the social and egocentri\c; functions of speech and that "the
speech structures mastered by the child become the basic structures of his thinking"
(Vygotsky 1986:94). He believed that "the child’s intellectual growth is contingent on his
mastering the social means of thought, that is, language" (ibid.). Once thought and language
have grown together, they develop in an intertwining pattern, each reinforcing and changing

the other as development proceeds (Schinke-Llano 1993:122).
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What relationship between language and thought would develop in bilingual or multilingual
children?® Cummins (1980a, 1981a) developed the common underlying proficiency model
of bilingualism. According to this, although two languages are outwardly different, they
operate through the same central processing system (cited in Baker 1993: 134) The model
sees bilingualism in the following ways. Irrespective of the language in which a person is
operating, their thinking comes "from the same central engine” (Baker 1993:135) and there
is one integrated source of thought. Information processing skills and educational attainment
may be developed through two well developed language channels or through one monolingual
channel equally successfully as both channels feed the same central processor. However, the
language the child uses in the classroom needs to be sufficiently well developed to be able
to meet the cognitive needs of the classroom. If children are made to operate in a poorly
developed second language in the classroom, the quality and quantity of what they learn and
produce may be relatively weak and impoverished. This seems to have been the case in most
DET sclioois, and is perpetuated at university, when students havé to study through English
without having adequate competence in it. R

Linked to the theory of common underlying proficiency, Cumimins (1978) fo’r'mula‘t'éd’ his
developmental interdependence theory. He argued that there is a threshold level of
competence in the first language which a child must attain before learning a second language
in order to gain the potential benefits of bilingualism. He added that if instruction in the
child’s first language was effective in promoting cognitive/academic proficiency, there wmﬂd" 4
be transfer of this proficiency to a second language, provided there was exposure to the

second language (i1 Harlech-Jones 1991:106).

As has been mentioned above, the effects of the sudden transition to education through the
medium of English in Standard 3 in DET schools indicated that students were unlikely to
have developed a cogni;ive academic proficiency in their first language sufficiently before
they proceeded to studying through the medium of English. This is likely to have negatively

affected their development of proficiency in English and their academic development

6 I will limit my discussion to bilingualism, assuming that one can extrapolate these

theories to deal with multilingualism.
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generally.

Cummins (1984a) distinguished between two components of language competence. These are
basic interpersonal communicative skills (BICS), which are those aspects of linguistic skills
that are necessary for functioning in everyday contexts and cognitive academic language
proficiency (CALP), the ability "to use language effectively as an instrument of thought and
represent cognitive operations by means of language" (Hoffmann 1991:127). The distinction
between BICS and CALP explains the failure of bilingual children in mainstream education,
who appear to have sufficient language competence (BICS) to cope, but fail because their
CALP is not developed enough to cope with the demands of the curriculum. What Cummins
(1984a) regarded as essential was that the ‘common underlying proficiency’ was well
developed. That is, he argued that a child’s language-cognitive abilities need to be sufficiently
well developed to cope with the curriculum processes of the classroom. This underlying
ability could be developed in the first or second lranguagé;‘ or in both languages
simultaneously (in Baker 1993:138).

What are the implications of research on bilingualism and education for an EAP course? The
idea of a common underlying proficiency supports an approach which is not just language
based, but which strives to develop the cognitive, academic abilities linked to language,
which students need at university. The point that students cannot study through the medium
of a second language without having adequate competence in it suggests that one needs- to
work at developing students’ competence in the second language as well as developing a '
common underlying proficiency. Practically at %1 university level, with students from a range
of multilingual backgrounds, it is difficult to address the problem of students not having
gained a sufficient level of competence in their first language. However, one can try to
promote additive bilingualism by valuing students’ first languages and introducing support in
African languages at a fevel that is practically possible. For example, Kapp (1996:460) made
a proposal that a co;teaching tutorial system be introduced for first-year classes at the UCT,

where post-graduate students who are speakers of African languages would co-teach with

tenured academic staff.

In a further development of the theory of BICS and CALP, Cummins (1986) outlined a
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framework of range of contextual support and level of cognitive demand of communicative
activities. This proposes that ‘language proficiency’ can be conceptualised along two continua.
First is a horizontal continuum relating to the range of contextual support available for
expressing or receiving meaning. The extremes of this continuum are described in terms of
‘context-embedded’ versus ‘context-reduced’ communication. They are distinguished by the

fact that:

-—-

in context-embedded communication the participants can actively negotiate meaning ... and

the language is supported by a wide range of meaningful paralinguistic and situational

cues; context reduced communication, on the other hand, relies primarily ... on linguistic

cues to meaning and may in some cases involve suspending knowledge of the ‘real’ world

in order to interpret (or manipulate) the logic of the communication appropriately.
(Cummins 1986:152-3)

The vertical continuum is related to how cognitively demanding the task or activity is.

At university, students are required to understand and work with language that is both
context-reduced and cognitively demanding. Cummins refers mainly to spoken language as
being context-embedded and written text as context-disembedded. However, one can also see
a continuum of contextual support operating in written texts, where narrative text provides

far more contextual support, than expository text which is highly decontextualised.

This model of language proficiency helps us to understand why students who are fluent ‘in'k 4
English at an interactive, communicative level, struggle with certain academic tasks. It
supports the idea that linguistic competence canﬁot be separated from the(cognitive demands
of a task. It also has implications for curriculum development that activities should be
scaffolded; there should be a development from those with more contextual support, which
are less cognitively derzlanding to those which are context-reduced and more cognitively

demanding. In this way, it complements the ideas of Vygotsky. .

In the following section I explore an approach to how concepts are developed through
language. Entwistle (1987:36) argues that images of past events and concepts are stored in
long-term memory, concepts providing a way of condensing meaning. He defines a concept

as a "class of objects, (like a ‘building’), or a general notion, (like ‘freedom’) which can be
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defined formally in terms of its main attributes" (36). In everyday life, our understanding of
a concept is built up by seeing what fits or does not fit that particular label. Besides images
of past events, we seem to have semantic long-term memory made up of the concepts we

have developed.

Bloom (1981) explores the linguistic shaping of thought through the concept of schemas. His
starting point is that humans impose meaningful organisation on their experiepce of the world
"by means of a highly complex and extensive repertory of discrete cognitive schemas” (61).
I outline his argument at some length because I feel that it gives substance to what is often
understood intuitively. He argues that at around eighteen months, according to both Vygotsky
and Piaget, a child’s capacity for symbolization develops and with it the capacity to link a
set of lexical schemas to cognitive ones. This opens the door to linguistic communication
(64).

To learn the language of his adult culture, the child has to "reformulate and extend his
cognitive map of the world in the directions to which his lainglzage points, so that he can
come to mean and understand by his use of these linguistic labels what the adults of his
culture do by theirs" (Bloom 1981:65).

Bloom argues that the point of instruction, aimed at developing thinking structures rather than
instilling facts, is to use linguistic labels to encourage the development of cognitive structures
that can operate in the absence of the labels through which they have been taught. For *
example, teaching the word "perspective” should lead an art student to 'loék at paintings in

a new way, without the word "perspective” necessarily coming into his mind (74).

He argues that although linguistic labels do not act as the medium in which we think, or act
to exclusively determin; the way in which we think, they do lead us "to extend our cognitive
repertories in language-specific ways, to develop many schemas through which we c;)me to
cognize the world, store information about it and plan our reactions to it that we would be
unlikely to develop without their aid" (74). We formulate many of the thoughts we intend to
communicate within the unlabelled portions of our schematic repertories. However, "to

communicate those thoughts through language we must first ‘put them into words’" (75).
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He argues that we use language not only to give direction to the behaviour and thoughts of
others, but also to give direction to our own behaviour and thoughts. We pose questions to
ourselves in words in order to direct our thoughts to a specific topic and we try to formulate
our ideas in words in order to represent it "as a discrete, stable cognitive unit which we can
thereafter call upon when we want to direct our mental attention to the specific perspective
on the world it represents” (77). Inglis and Grayson (1992) mention two byproducts of
students verbalising ideas. "Once these ideas have been put into words, that is made concrete
by the student they can be transferred to another context more easily" (Perkins and
Salomon:1989 in Inglis and Grayson 1992:193), and the student is in a stronger position to

be able to monitor his or her learning.

The most significant effects of language on thought are "the cognitive effects of linguistic
labels that lead us to build those highly complex, abstractly derived perspectives on reality
that we -[afe] unlikely to construct without their aid" (83). Successful performance in these
tasks depends on the use of information that can neither be represented in perceptual terms
nor easily disengaged and maintained in one’s mind without the aid of associated linguistic~
labels.

Although speakers of different languages may differ in how they label aspects of reality and
what labels they use, they still come to hold many cognitive schemas in common. Thus they
can communicate to each other, through translation, much of what they mean. With
specialised concepts which do not exist in the other language, what is required is not simply ‘
translation, but a complex, cognitive accompi_ishment, that may be aided by referring to
categories the speaker already has and to exemplar situations that he has experienced.
Furthermore, it must involve mastering, under the direction of linguistic labels, a new mode
of thought. "Here, in highly abstract realms of thought, translation depends on, and provides

the direction for, cognitive growth" (86).

This is particularly relevant in the case of disadvantaged, black students coming into a
university situation where the medium of instruction is English. Like all students, they are
required to learn new terminology and concepts, but those terms may be more unfamiliar to

them, than to first language speakers. Furthermore, it is likely that in the case of many
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academic terms and concepts, there is no equivalent in their first language. ESL students may
be bombarded with unfamiliar terms initially at university. However, in a foundation course,
it is necessary to consider to what extent new and unfamiliar terms and concepts are being
used in the selection of materials and to provide careful scaffolding to assist students to

develop an understanding of them.

Entwistle (1987) sees meaningful learning as taking place "when we try to make sense of new
information or new concepts by creating links with our existing set of concepts and factual
knowledge or with previous learning" (36). Furthermore, education involves the use of
increasingly abstract concepts, many of which may be defined formally. Such definitions can
be learnt by rote, but then they are, in effect, separated in the memory from other potentially
relevant concepts and experiences. "Understanding depends on being able to develop a web
of interconnections which relate previous knowledge and experience to the new information

or ideas 'being presented” (37).

- - -

In many cases, academic disciplines use everyday words with specialised meanings, which
may be specific to that discipline. Often students’ prior understandings of those words;:WBich
are commonsense understandings do not assist students in mastering the more academic
meanings of the terms and may in fact interfere with their developing understanding. In these
cases, I would argue that one should engage with students’ prior understandings of the terms,
and make students aware of how the academic meaning differs from the commonsense one,

not just impose the academic meaning as another layer on top.

Researchers studying the writing of Englisﬁ first language students have observed
inconsistencies in control of grammatical structures. For example, Taylor, West and
Nightingale (1987) found that " ... students are quite able to use [various parts of speech or
sentence constructions]) ;dequately in many contexts of meaning," but they struggle to do this
in less familiar contexts (quoted in Nightingale 1988:70). Ballard and Clanchy arg;Je that
often at first year level "precision in grammar and syntax gives way under the pressure of
conceptual sophistication or density" (1988:17). This also applies to ESL students, who may
be more fluent writing in a narrative form in English, for example, than in an argumentative

essay.
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Cummins’ framework of range of contextual support and level of cognitive demand of
communicative activities can help to explain inconsistency in students’ control of language.
Different tasks at the same level of students’ development may differ in terms of firstly, how
context-embedded or disembedded the writing .is required to be and, secondly, how
cognitively demanding the task is. A student may have more control over language in a more
context-embedded task related to a task which is context-disembedded, and less control as the
tasks become more cognitively demanding. The framework may also explain Taylor’s
observation of students’ ability to handle grammar deteriorating "under the more rigorous,
perhaps more subtle, and certainly more abstract demands of ‘higher’ studies in the same
discipline” (Taylor 1988:59).

Nightingale (1988:81) echoes Vygotsky’s image of language and thought developing in an

intertwining pattern, when she conceptualises

the relation of language and knowledge as interlocking spirals up which a learner moves
unevenly; at points where the language and the cognition intersect the learner is capable-
of articulation of the knowledge. Sometimes learners have the vocabulary but Jack
understanding of the concepts; but sometimes the concept is grasped intuitively while the
vocabulary is inadequate to express it.

This draws aftention to how carefully language development and cognitive/conceptual
development need to be interwoven in the curriculum, in any course, but particularly in -an
EAP course.

6. Academic literacy

=

The issue of language and learning at university is clogely linked to the notion of academic
literacy, which is thoroughly explored in Literacy by Degrees.” Ballard and Clanchy

(1988:8), two of the authors of this book, describe academic literacy as a set of cultural

7 Taylor, G., Ballard, B., Beasly, V., Bock, H. K., Clanchy, J. and Nightingale, P.
(1988). theracy by Degrees Mﬂton Keynes: SRHE and Open University Press.
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understandings which most academics would broadly agree on. These understandings, also
referred to as ‘rules and conventions’, "effectively define what can be cgnstrued as knowledge
since they relate not merely to textual conventions but to ways in which what counts as
knowledge is explored and constructed within the: university as a whole and within specific
disciplines in particular" (Boughey 1994:24). Thesé cultural understandings also define the
ways in which a student’s cognitive and linguistic competences may legitimately be brought

to bear on a task - and the ways in which they may not (Ballard and Clanchy 1988:8).

Ballard and Clanchy argue that in learning to ‘read’ the university culture, the student is also
acquiring a set of values, learning to respect the rules and conventions which define how

language and thinking may proceed:

Thus arguments should cohere, must be internally consistent; they should not contain
propositions which contradict other propositions in the same text - or, at least, should not
leave such contradictions unresolved. Assertions may not lurk, go unexamined. They must
be led out into the clear light of reasoning, made explicit, even challenged. And so it goes
on. o

(11-12)

Students are not only required to learn the general rules of academic discourse and
argumentation, but also the literacies of different disciplines. This includes the distinctive
methods of investigation and modes of analysis of a discipline and the "appropriate
disciplinary or sub-cultural rules which govern how thinking and ... language may function"

in specific disciplines (14)..

These ‘rules and conventions’ are rarely addressed directly in communication between
academics and students, who are required to learn them ‘by osmosis’. Moreover academics
are often so immersed in their own disciplines that they take for granted the groundrules of
those disciplines and find it hard to see the need to - or in fact to — make them explicit to
students. Taylor ef al, in various essays, develop a strong argument that they need to be made

explicit to students and consciously integrated into curricula.

The idea of ‘rules and conventions’ of academic literacy and of particular disciplines can be

linked to Strohm Kitchener’s concept of epistemic cognition. As I have mentioned, Strohm
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Kitchener defines epistemic cognition as the activity of consciously interpreting the nature of
a problem and defining the limits of any strategy for solving it. It involves the nature and
limits of knowing and knowledge. Epistemic cognition "includes conscious awareness of and
an attempt to pay heed to what may count as a claim to knowledge in a particular discipline,
course or topic" (Craig 1989:169). It includes what may count as evidence for the claim(s)
advanced; the certainty of knowing and knowledge as well as limits of knowing and
knowledge; and the criteria by which knowledge or claims to knowledge can be evaluated.

It seems that academics working within the field of academic literacy, when discussing
knowledge of ‘rules and conventions’ are referring to a similar concept to that of epistemic

cognition, although their focus may be more on the implications for language.

It is part of the task of an EAP course to teach students general academic literacy, and to
make them more aware of how knowledge is constructed in the ‘ﬁhiversity. It may also be
appropriate to show students that there are different ways of constructing knowledge in
different disciplines, although I think it is largely the responsibility of academics within the
disciplines to make explicit the epistemological guidelines which their disciplines are based
on. I am not saying that these epistemologies are fixed or static, nor that they should be
taught through a transmission mode, but that students’ attention could be brought to them in
a creative way, and with more mature students, even tensions within a discipline could be

exposed and discussed.

7. The role of voice in conceptual development

Whilst analysing my data, I read an article by Wertsch (1991a) outlining ideas of Bakhtin.
Reading this deepened my understanding of the notion of voice, which I had come across

before and Bakhtin’s ideas resonated with the voices of the students that I had been reading

in my data.

Wertsch sees semiotic mediation as a central theme in the work of both Vygotsky and Bakhtin

as it serves to link the sociocultural setting with individual mental functioning. It does this
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by, on the one hand, particular semiotic practices (e.g., using language in literacy activities)
reflecting and helping to constitute sociocultural settings; on the other hand, it shapes the
development of individual mental functioning (through the interpsychological plane) (Wertsch
1991a:93).

Bakhtin focused his analysis on the utterance or "the real unit of speech communication"
(Bakhtin 1986:71 in Wertsch 1991a:93). Thus he focused on actual language in use, rather
than on analytical abstraction of language. He argued for an alternative approach, which
Wertsch interpreted as translinguistics, which would incorporate a concern with how

utterances and the voices producing them are organised in sociocultural context.

The concept of utterance is inherently linked with that of voice or the "speaking personality,
the speaking consciousness” (Holquist and Emerson 1981:434 in Wertsch 1991a:94). An
utterance can only exist by being produced by a voice and it is alwéys expressed from a point
of view. The notion of voice applies to written as well as sRokechommunication and it is
concerned with "the broader issues of a speaking subject’s perspective, conceptual horizon, ~

intention 'and world view" (Wertsch 1991b:51).

Bakhtin stressed the idea that voices always exist in a social milieu, and in interrelationships
with other voices. For example, in addition to the voice producing an utterance, the point of
view or speaking consciousness being addressed was also fundamental. He viewed meaning.
as an active process rather than a static entity. He believed that meaning can come into «
existence "only when two or more voices come into contact: when the voice of a listener

responds to the voice of a speaker" (Wertsch 1991b:52).

Bakhtin saw an utterance as "a link in the chain of speech communication" (Bakhtin 1986:84
in Wertsch 1991b:52) ar;d saw utterances as being connected to each other — "they are aware
of and mutually reflect one another" (Bakhtin 1986:91). The addressee’s voice is also
involved in the chain of speech communication as the speaking voice may show an awareness
of it and reflect it in the production of utterances. Bakhtin saw every utterance as being a
response to preceding utterances. The responses he had in mind could include the following

forms: they could involve the speaker quoting another voice, processes of abbreviation, such
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as those that take place with inner speech, or the formulation of an argument in order to

circumvent counterarguments anticipated from other voices (Wertsch 1991b:53).

Furthermore, Bakhtin did not limit the notion of addressee to only those speakers in the
immediate speech situation. The voice or voices to which an utterance is addressed could be
temporally, spatially and socially distant. It could be a particular type or group of people
being addressed or it could be "an indefinite, unconcretized other" (Bakhtin 1986:95).

Thus Bakhtin’s constructs of utterance and voice presuppose an understanding of dialogicality.
For Bakhtin, the notion of dialogue extended beyond face-to-faqe communication or a dialogic
orientation of one speaker’s utterances to "others’ utterances inside a single language"
(Bakhtin 1981:275 in Wertsch 1991a:95). One of his concerns was with forms of dialogicality

that emerge in connection with "social languages".

A social language is a way of speaking that is characterisfiq of a particular group in a
particular sociocultural setting. He was concerned’ with the soci;J languages of professions
(e.g., lawyers or doctors), the social languages of different genders or génerations and so on,
as they appear in concrete cultural and historical settings (Wertsch 1991a:95). This seems to
correspond to the concept of ‘Discourse’ used by Gee (1990). An analysis of social languages
moves away from an exclusive focus on unique utterances to types or categories of utterances.
According to Bakhtin, speakers always use social languages in producing unique utterances, *
and these social languages sﬁape what their individual voices can say. “The process of
producing unique utterances by speaking in social languages involves a specific kind of
dialogicality or multivoicedness that Bakhtin termed ventriloquation (Bakhtin 1981 in Wertsch
1991a:95), which refers to the process Whereby one voice speaks through another voice or

voice type as found in a social language. According to Bakhtin,

The word in language is half someone else’s. It become’s "one’s own" only when the
speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the word
... Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word does not exist in a neutral and
impersonal language (it is not, after all, out of a dictionary that the speaker gets his
words!), but rather it exists in other people’s mouths, in other people’s concrete context,
serving other people’s intentions: it is from there that one must take the word, and make
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it one’s own.
(Bakhtin 1981:293-294 in Wertsch 1991a:96)

Bakhtin also saw words as being "overpopulated with the intentions of others” so that
"expropriating it, forcing it to submit to one’s own intentions and accents, is a difficult and
complicated process" (Bakhtin 1981:294 in Cazden 1992:202) especially when those "others”
occupy a more powerful place in a stratified society. Cazden (1992:202) uses this to clarify
how even though a student may understand the concepts that she is engaging with, it may
take time for her to feel comfortable with and take ownership of certain subject-specific

words.

As I conclude this chapter, I reflect on a process that I’ve been through from initially
intending to make conceptual and cognitive development my main focus. As the research took
shape, the focus broadened. The theoretical base gained a centre in the framework of
constructivism, but other theoretical approaches emerged, which seemed to pull the research
in other directions, yet needed to be included. Some of the th;ory in this chapter is not
actively drawn on in the discussion, but acts as a background conceptualisation.to the

analysis. The following two chapters contain the analysis and discussion of data.
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4. Students’ conceptual development in relation to culture

Before examining the conceptual development of students in the course, I will discuss how
the course was designed to mediate conceptual development. I will then outline the concepts
of culture which were held by students at the beginning of the Culture course as revealed in
the data. I identify trends in the development of students’ understanding of culture generally,
and focus in more depth on the development of one student, Abdul, as revealed in his writing
and interviews. When looking at the development of students, I will be concerned with their
conceptual development in terms of culture, and their development of academic literacy. I
will also discuss the voices coming through in students’ utterances®, particularly in Abdul’s
writing. On the whole this chapter contains descriptions of students’ conceptions of culture
and indications of change or development, as indicated in their writing or interviews. Chapter
5 contains more analysis of students’ learning in relation to the théory surveyed in Chapter
3.

- - -

1. The Culture course

I frame the analysis of students’ conceptual development in the course with reference to
Shalem’s discussion of Felman’s course on ‘Literature and Testimony’. Felman refers to-her

course as a journey which the class experienced. The starting point was two taken-for-granted «
conceptions that she wanted to falsify. The ﬁré_t was "the view that ‘testimony’ conveys a
representation of events which have already occurred [while] the full meaning of these events
is independent of the act of testimony itself ..." (Shalem 1997:18). The second taken-for-
granted conception that §he critiques is " the view that learning develops as a movement from
darkness to light, from confusion to clarity” (18). Against the taken-for-granted meaning of
testimony, Felman wanted her learners to attune to its complexity. In the process of discovery

which she designed, students were estranged from their past knowledge. They were moved

% I use ‘utterance’ in the sense of a unit of spoken or written communication (Bakhtin

1986 in Wertsch 1991b:50-51).
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beyond their old understandings to experiencing a sense of how much they didn’t really know
... "In this pedagogical path the students had to acquire a framework of meaning through
which they were moved to the encounter with its partial loss ... and finally to a constructed

point of ‘resolution’ and re-connection (‘finding it again’)" (19).

There is a parallel between what Felman wanted to achieve through her course and the aims
of the Culture course. The Culture course aimed to challenge students’ commonsense concepts
of culture and facilitate the development of more complex and critical understandings. It may
be that in order to go through this process students needed to become estranged from their
past knowledge and experience the sense of uncertainty, loss of meaning and suspension that

Felman described (19) before hopefully reaching a new understanding.

Shalem (1997) analyses the journey of Felman’s course in order to:

illustrate the vital role of the pedagogical authority used by the teacher when conducting
epistemological labour of selecting a segment of a tradition (thetdken-for-granted meaning -
of ‘testimony’) and staging a process of deconstruction of this tradition, in a class which
its explicit educational goal (sic) was to transcend the limitations of this tradition through
criticism and pedagogical invention.

(18)

She seems to use the term epistemological labour to mean the act of planning and conducting
a programme for the learner to engage in, which aims to advance significant pedagogical
ends. The term pedagogical authority is used to describe the epistemological labour conducted
by the teacher. Shalem argués that pédaéogicai authority is essential for susﬁﬁning a vibrant

and engaged process of learning.

I do not feel comfortable with Shalem’s ierminology (with reference to Bakhtin, I have not
expropriated it). However, the argument which comes. across clearly in her paper, is the
importance of teaching and learning processes being driven by clear pedagogical aims, ;;vhich
are translated into the planning and conducting of programmes, which are directed at
furthering these aims. To analyse this more closely, one needs to explore how learning is

mediated in a course in order to do this.
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In the following section I describe the Culture course, looking at how it engaged with the
understandings of culture which students brought to the course, how it strove to challenge
students’ commonsense understandings and provided scaffolding for the constructing of new
understandings. The central form of mediation of conceptual development in the course was
through texts — a series of articles on culture. The first one is by Robert Thornton, an
anthropologist, entitled Culture: A Contemporary Definition. 1 wrote an adapted version of
this article, to try to make it more accessible to students (Appendix A4). The other articles
are by Steve Biko, Chinua Achebe and Mamphela Ramphele. They all reflect different
understandings of culture, though in some cases (Achebe and Ramphele) these understandings

are slightly hidden within the autobiographical genre. I will discuss them further below.

At the start of the course the students were asked to write their own definitions of culture,
and then to construct joint definitions in groups. Students’ individual definitions were written
in their journals so that they could return to them later. They were then given a worksheet
with different definitions of culture which they had to work W‘lth (Appendix A3). One of the
aims of the worksheet was to show that a concept like culture can ;)e defined in very different
ways. One of the questions asked the students to consider which definition/s they found most
useful and to explain why. Thus they had to start positioning themselves in relation to the
various perspectives. During this class, tutors found that students wanted them to point out
which were the "correct” definitions and when they did not do this, some of the students
appeared confused and uneasy (Meeting 29/4/97). This marks one of the points where
students experienced the sense of uncertainty and loss of meaning which Felman referred to ‘
(Shalem 1997:19). In this case _it wés not only because their taken—for-grahted understandings
of a concept were being questioned, but alsor bécause their epistemic assumption that there
is one correct understanding of a concept was being shaken (See Chapter 3, Section 3). For
many of them this may have been the ﬁrét time that they had been explicitly challenged about
this.

=

The students then read the article adapted from Thornton (See Appendix A4), which was most
overtly conceptually challenging and which was intended to provide a framework from which
to approach the topic of culture (See Chapter 1, Section 2). They worked through a

worksheet on the article in groups and the worksheet was then discussed in class, with the
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tutor giving feedback and clarifying problem areas (Appendix AS). (There was also a lecture
on Thornton’s article by Dr Robin Palmer from the Anthropology Department at Rhodes
scheduled for the following week, but due to unforseen circumstances it had to be postponed
by a week.) In the following week students read the Biko, Achebe and Ramphele articles and
answered worksheets on them (Appendices A6-A11). Biko’s article, written in 1971, contrasts
the features of African culture with those of western culture and warns against the dangers
of assimilation. Achebe’s article, published in 1975, is an autobiographical essay. In it he
discusses his childhood experiences of growing up in Nigeria with different cultural
influences. He presents this through the symbol of being at the crossroads of these different
influences. The article by Ramphele, published in 1995, presented the students with a
dynamic view of culture and stressed the importance of "transgressing boundaries” in order

for processes of transformation to take place in South Africa.

The worksheets assisted the students to understand the texts, byA ésking guiding questions
about the content. They also aimed to create "an awareness that definitions of concepts are
often time and context-bound and that knowledge is not fixed nor unchanging" (Alfers, Dison
and Theophilus 1997:5). They required students to identify what view of culture was h‘éld by
each writer and to compare the different writers’ views of culture. The readings were also
mediated by two writing tasks leading up to an essay (See Appendix A12; See Chapter 5,
Section 1). A workshop was run on Multiculturalism and Rhodes Culture in the fifth week,
which stimulated discussion about students’ experience of Rhodes culture and gave them ideas:
which they could develop in their essays. The first three weeks, described above, forms the |

core part of the course which I will be researching.

The rest of the course included a lecture on Gender and Culture and tutorials on reading and
writing skills such as cohesion and coherence, summarising etc. which were linked to this
topic. During this periodsstudents were still engaged in the process of writing their assignment
tasks and the essay, so while the core of the course which I’'m focusing on took place in three
weeks, the process that students underwent was in the time-frame of about five weeks to eight
weeks if one includes their exam essays, which I also used (See Appendix A1l). At the end
of the second week, students were again asked to define culture in their journals and to reflect

on whether their understanding had changed in relation to their original definition of culture.
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This was aimed at developing students’ metacognitive ability, their ability to monitor their
own learning (Craig 1989:169; Strohm Kitchener 1983:222). We intended to set them a
similar task further on in the course but later realised that the students would experience this

as "overkill”.

2. Students’ initial understandings of culture oo

As has been mentioned, the first tutorial in the course required students to write their own
definitions of culture, addressing the question, "What do I understand by Culture? What role
does it play in my life?" They were then asked to share their definitions in groups and to
construct joint definitions of culture (See Appendix A2). The purpose for this was two-fold.
Firstly, we felt that it was a good educational principle to start with students’ own knowledge
and understandings (Entwistle 1987:36-37), to bring them to the surface (Carrell and
Eisterhold 1988:76-81), to encourage them to work with their own understandings and .
develop them further. Secondly, their written deﬁrﬁtions generated valuable research data.

One of these classes was video-taped.

I had certain expectations of the types of definitions which students would generate, for
instance I expected many of them to have commonsense definitions of culture as being
traditions and customs of a particular group. Many of them did see it in this way, but there
was a diversity and richness-amongst-the definitions. Also, some of the students had
encountered the céhcept of culture in courses like Sociology and Anthropology, so their

definitions were influenced by this.

I have extracted the main themes from a sample of the students’ individual and group
definitions of culture, and the content of their deﬁnifidns will be described under these
themes. Of course, there were contrasting views among the students, which will be discussed
below. Some ideas which did not come across so strongly in the definitions which I collected,
but which seemed to be an important theme in the video-taped group discussion and which

emerged later in the students’ writing, will also be discussed.
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A central idea in many of the definitions was that cultures belong to particular societies. For
example, "Culture is all about beliefs and customs of different races which originate from our
ancestors". Culture was seen as "the way in which people from different societies identify
themselves where we have for example Xhosa’s being different from Zulus when it comes

to culture". One group wrote culture "is different from one clan to another”.

Linked to this is the idea of culture being something that is shared. Culture is-"shared group
behaviour with similar values, morals, thinking patterns and beliefs". Members of a society
"share ideas and interact according to the expectation of their society”. Culture is also seen
as "ideas and habits formed together by a society". The discourse of some of these definitions
as well as the content appear to be influenced by a subject like Sociology, and there were

students in that particular class that did Sociology.

Another strong theme that emerged was that of roots and'identity“. "Culture is what one is,

one’s roots and origins". "... it guides me, it gives me the direction to follow in life and
lastly it enables me to identify myself". "Culture is a provider of true identity to its people.
... (it) works hand in hand with our living conscience in keepirig on reminding us of whi; we
really are". Lastly one group definition stated that "Culture makes you feel confident and a

sense of belonging (sic)".

From watching the video of the one group particularly (21 April), it was clear that culture
was seen as relating to people’s traditional background and included customs, rituals and «
practices related to'that. It was not linked to normal everyday life. Nomfundo expressed this

point most clearly in her interview:

... the way I thought of it — I thought to myself — I’'m not a cultural person because our
traditions, our customs are some things that I don’t do anymore, my family doesn’t
practise anymore, so that means not to be a cultural person. So, I didn’t see it as part of
my daily life. I saw it as something that I do once in a while, or a certain practice that I
practise once in a while, the kind of attire that I wear once in a while. Since I was no
longer dressing like that, practising those things, I just thought I was no longer a cultural
person, or culture is not part of my life.
(NM 22/5)

There were two areas of disagreement which emerged. One was the issue of culture being
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prescriptive and needing to be obeyed and the second was the issue of whether culture
changes. The theme of culture prescribing to people how they should behave was reflected
strongly in the video-taped group discussion and emerged later in the students’ writing.
Culture is "about the do’s and don’ts, ... about principles". "It help people to behave in a

right manner in their society".

In the one group discussion which was video-taped (21 April)°, the students use the word
"obey" in relation to culture and customs alternated with "follow". The word "obey" fits into
a discourse of command, where people are obligated to behave in a certain way. Whilst this
could be an issue of ESL students not having the precise English word to use, this theme of
culture needing to be obeyed is echoed elsewhere in the video and in some students’ writing

later on in the course. It will be further explored in Section 3.6.

Nomfundo expresses a contrasting view to this in the videoed group discussion:

To me, ...(inaudible)..., culture — it does play -a role, but it doesn’t play a major role, -
because, um, I do obey some of the customs, I do ... norms, some of them, but not all
of them. And on the other hand, you find that if you try and obey all the customs, you can
and if you look at it, you find that this thing is not actually significant and the thing that
this thing was said by someone, was created by someone, it is there because as you see we
are all human beings, you see, and you might agree and you might disagree with the
person, so like its hard to say I follow my culture, I follow all the customs, I do
everything that my ancestors did, I do everything that they pass on.
(NM Video 21/4) .

Nomfundo expresses a partiéufar viéw tilat oné'doesn’t need to obey all the prescriptions of
one’s culture but that one is free to choose whether something is meaningfui to one
personally. Part of the joint definition that she was involved in formulating sees culture as
voluntary and subjective. Abdul and Thémbinkosi, later in the course, express the view that
one has to obey the reauirements of one’s culture, which I will return to. Thus one can
identify two contrasting views, one that one has to obey one’s culture and a view that culture

is voluntary and subject to choice. Both see culture as outside of everyday life.

® The sound quality of the first video was extremely poor. I have quoted Nomfundo

mainly as she spoke a lot in her group and was audible.
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One of the issues about culture that appeared to be most controversial in the class discussions
was whether culture changes or remains static (ELAP Meeting 29/4). One of the group
definitions stated that culture "changes from one generation to another generation". Another
view of culture changing was that it "changes as we become more civilised". "... As you get
civilised, people ___ (inaudible) their cultures and adopt other groups’ cultures” (NM Video
21/4). An alternate view to this was that culture doesn’t change, but people change, for
example, "A person is changed by the environment and leave his/her culture-but the culture
itself remains the same and others who are interested in keeping it do so" (AN Task 23/4).
This will be discussed further in Section 3.4.

One last aspect of culture, which was brought up by Nomfundo was the idea that one is not

born with culture, but that it is "instilled in a person".

3. Tracing students’ development R

In this section, I analyse the development of students’ understandings of culture, dréWiﬁg on
various writing tasks, journal entries and interviews. Most of the students said that their
understanding of culture had developed rather than changed and the ways in which students’
understandings showed evidence of changing or developing will be examined under a number

of themes.

1 will also look at how students linked concepts to their own experience, and made knowledge
their own. In the second week of the course, Helen expressed a dissatisfaction with
Thornton’s article as she felt that it was written at too abstract a level with insufficient

concrete examples worked into it. She said:

... my feeling was that students didn’t really understand and they asked the odd word, but
they weren’t asking broader questions ... so I read through sections with them ... so I
could make sure that they either understood or I could help them understand. But I found
it extremely difficult to explain a lot of the concepts, and I feel that there should have been
much more concrete examples built in (my emphasis).

(ELAP 29/4)
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In a further meeting, she said:

... we have to provide our own concrete examples and students should be taught how to
do that as well. That is why I think this whole culture course is so good. It’s forcing them
to do things that good students do, that you are always relating new information to old,
and your experience of life ... and reassessing ...

(ELAP 5/5)

It seems that through the process of working through the worksheet and discussions in class,
many students did grasp the concepts in the article to varying degrees. I found it particularly
interesting how students provided their own examples to concretise their understandings of
the concepts and examples of some of these explorations of concepts will be provided in the

discussion below.
3.1 Change from "different cultures" to "culture"

The first point that Thornton made in his article was to challenge a view of seeing culture as
different "cultures" belonging to different ethnic groups (Th(;rhf;)n 1988:17), which I have
introduced in Chapter 1. Instead he argued that culture is best thought of as a resource, which
"cannot belong exclusively to any particular individual or group of individuals" (Thornton
1988:24) This was an essential point for students to understand although most of them found
it difficult to understand the difference between "cultures” and "culture" and some of them
disagreed strongly with this argument. Many of the students did agree with this argument
towards the end of the course, although in some cases, they still seemed to be struggling with
it.

In an interview, Enoch spoke about how he had shifted away from an understanding of

culture as cultures belonging to different ethnic groups (See Appendix D2):

=

I used to think that culture is something by which people differentiate themselves against
one another. I used to think of culture as something which has some connection with race,
just like me being a Xhosa and being able to see that this one is a Zulu. I used to take
culture on those grounds and now I've discovered that culture is just a way of living
together — it has nothing to do with races."

(EH 21/5)

Enoch explores this idea further, by using the image of two armies.
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... there are differences between people but as one of the writers says, it’s like every
society coheres to those differences, but there are common thing between each and every
one. So, what I’m saying is it’s those common things that we need to recognise them, so
that we create harmony among ourselves. It’s not like — it should not be something like
two armies standing on one side and the other one standing on the other side, where you
just look at differences, so that we know who’s on my side when we are at the battle. It
should be something that is harmonious, it should be something where we unite and know
this is different — I mean what Abel is doing is different from what I’m doing, then you
try and put respect on that. Then what is common to us, you celebrate that.
(EH 21/5) -

The idea of two armies facing each other is likely to come from Dr Robin Palmer’s lecture
on Thornton’s article. In this lecture, Palmer talked about the confrontation between the
British and the Zulu in South African history. These two groups could only see differences
between them and could not see commonalities (my notes from Palmer’s lecture). This idea
comes from the original article by Thornton but had been cut out of my adapted one. It seems
to have captured the imagination of Enoch, who used the image in his interview, his essay

and his exam essay.
3.2 Culture being part of life

Many of the students appeared to see culture as something rarefied and static, part of their
traditional heritage and not part of everyday life. A few students expressed how their
understanding of culture had shifted to seeing culture as part of everyday life.

Nomfundo, in her interview talked ébout how her understanding of culture had changed: (Part

of the following quotation has been used aboVej.

... the way I thought of it — I thought to myself — I’m not a cultural person because our
traditions, our customs are some things that I don’t do anymore, my family doesn’t
practise anymore, so that means not to be a cultural person. So, I didn’t see it as part of
my daily life. I saw it as something that I do once in a while, or a certain practice that I
practise once in a while, the kind of attire that I wear once in a while. Since I was no
longer dressing like that, practising those things, I just thought I was no longer a cultural
person, or culture is not part of my life.

... I didn’t know that like culture is part of my daily life, what I do, what I say, what I

wear, the way I behave — I had no idea about all that and I didn’t really understand the
term culture. '
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... I didn’t take it to the lengths of communication, the lengths of reasoning, um then
(inaudible) to associate it with music, associate it with food, associate it with language,
I didn’t. It was just so limited. The scope of it was just so limited.

(NM 22/5)

In a similar vein, Zandile said, "Now I am beginning to understand, like (culture) it’s in a
institution, it’s at home, it’s where you live, it’s where you work, it’s everywhere" (NA
21/5). Abdul said that he hadn’t previously associated culture with things like food and sport,
which I saw as being more part of everyday life (AXM 22/5). Yekani, who is a minister, said
that he hadn’t previously seen religion as being part of culture, but that doing the course had
made him realise that it was (YV 20/5).

The above comments illustrate a broadening and deepening of students’ understandings of
culture from the commonsense view of culture as meaning purely traditional practices and
rituals to a more academic, contemporary anthropological view of culture as being part of
everyday life. The comments to varying degrees also seem to indicate more than just an
academic, abstract realisation that culture is part of everyday life. gome students seem to have
reflected on their own daily life experiences and been able to see how culture was bound up

in everyday life.

3.3 Culture as a resource

As I have mentioned, a central concept in Thornton’s article is that culture should be seen
as a resource. On-the one hand, this informs and strengthens an understanding of culture
being part of everyday life. On the other hand, it was also used by students to argue against
a static view of culture, by claiming that people draw on the resources offered by various

cultures, and don’t stick narrowly to one culture.

=

Thornton argues that:

... culture is best thought of as a resource. Like other resources, such as energy, sunlight,
air and food, it cannot belong exclusively to any particular individual or group of
individuals. All groups and individuals must have access to at least some of these resources
to survive. Similarly, culture is the information which humans are not born with but which
they need in order to interact with each other in social life.

(Thornton 1988:24)
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When Helen’s students were first exposed to this definition, she felt that they found it

meaningful and useful. She said in relation to the worksheet on the Thornton article:

I checked the understanding of the others and I mean they weren’t wonderful, but they
were definitely trying to grapple with it, and Frreally feel its working, you know. The
bright students are definitely flying with that Thornton definition. They love it. Nomfundo
is bringing it in at every possible opportunity. And its great, because she’s really — that’s
what understanding is, you know, she’s using examples from her experience and then
saying, well, I agree with Thornton ...

-

(ELAP 29/4).

From the class in which the students were exposed to different definitions, Abel found
Thornton’s definition of culture as a resource useful. In his task on definitions, he discussed

how he understood this concept and this was also developed in Task 1 (See Appendix C2):

The definition I agree with and find it most useful is the one by Thornton, R (1988) where
s/he says culture is a resource. I further agree with him/her when s/he says culture is the
information which humans are not born with. We all know that when a child is born he
knows nothing about what is happening and where he is. But as-years goes on, he tend to
copy or do what his fellow-family members do. I'mean, if the fellow-family member pray "
before s/he eat food, the child will do the same.

(AN Definition Task 23/4) -

Here, Abel is making the concept of culture being a resource his own by explaining it in
terms of his life experience.
In Task 1, he develops this point once more, but does so at a more abstract, decontextualised “

level than in the previous task:

Thornton define culture as the information which humans are not born with but which they
need in order to interact with each other in social life. I agree with him because culture
is something we learn or copy from our fellow family members, what they do and don’t.
As years goes on you find yourself accustomed to those customs and the social life of your
family. Those customs and the social life then becomes your culture.

(AN Task 1)

Reflecting back on the course, it seems that developing a fuller understanding of the idea that
"culture is the information which humans are not born with but which they need in order to

interact with each other in social life" (Thornton 1988:24) was an important conceptuai step
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in the course. Deconstructing commonsense notions of culture was insufficient without
providing an alternative conceptualisation of "what culture is" or how it could be understood.
It seems that most students focused on the development of culture being a resource in terms
of people being able to draw on the resources of "other cultural groups”. This is an aspect
of Thornton’s argument which challenges a very static view of culture. However, I think that
the idea of culture being the information which humans need ... may have been slightly
neglected by the tutors, due to a lack of substance to our understandings of the concept.
Thornton did not discuss this aspect in much detail and the tutors seemed to lack the

background knowledge in Anthropology or Sociology which would help to elaborate on this.

Yekani seemed to enjoy using the concept of culture being a resource in relation to the idea

of drawing on resources of other cultures. In his interview, he said:

... when Thornton speaks of culture as a resource, I think thatis where then if there is a
difference I can draw something which I think it’s good and it’s applicable to my own
culture. And then I draw that as a resource and put it into my culture and into my context
and maybe change it a little bit here and there. . T

... one would think of a resource as like water, something that you go with and you take
from and you come and sit down and when it’s finished here, you go again and withdraw
again, so for me it should be something that if once I have taken something out of that
culture, I should live with that thing that I have taken. It should be part of me and the next

person should see it and take that and live with it and becomes the culture of that person.
(YV 20/5)

The idea of culture as a resource ties in closely with the image that is central to Achebe’s
essay, in which he writes about living "at the crossroads of cultures” (Achebe 1975:67). The
one arm of the cross represented the influence of Christianity and Western culture, the other
arm represented indigenous African practices. Although it is not explicitly stated, the ELAP
tutors’ interpretation of this article was that one can be influenced by different cultures, and
that they can be reconcilable within one person, that a person is made up of multiple
identities, and doesn’t have one cohesive identity. Nevertheless, it implies a more fluid view

of culture and identity than most of the students started the course with.
In his interview, when I asked Yekani to give an example of culture being a resource, he
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talked about the practice of ukuhlolwa , which he described as virginity school, in which Zulu
adolescent girls were taught how to conduct love affairs without losing their virginity. He said
that when the missionaries came, they saw this practice as a disgrace and forbade Christians
from engaging in it. He said "that is why today we find many children which are thrown in

dustbins, the single parents, I think, emanates from that area” (YV 20/5).

Yekani concluded that he found this practice very important and that:

-

... if the western missionaries thought of that and saw that as something they can withdraw
(draw on) if at all, there was anything that was vital, which could be applicable to their
culture. They could have withdrew (drawn on) and applied to them. And if they were not
positive about it, they should have said ‘Oh what and say let’s just observe it and let it be
the culture which they practise’ without destroying it.

(YV 20/5).

According to Yekani, a logical outcome of seeing culture as a resource is being able to draw

on the cultural resources of different groups, or at least to see their value and respect them.

3.4 Does culture change or is is just people who change?

In this section I will trace the development of Abel, as seen in his writing, particularly in
relation to the question of whether culture changes (See Appendix C1). During the Culture
course, Abel seems to be grappling with Thornton’s argument that culture is controlled by
the environment and with a dilemma about whether culture changes. At first he is adér;l;uif :

that culture doesn’t change,‘ but he seems to shift this view towards the.end of the course.

In his Definition task, following on directly from his explanation of culture as a resource,

Abel wrote:

=

Thornton further says culture can be controlled by the environment, which is true and

false. We are born without culture, so whatever the environment is we tend to change or

adjust ourself to that environment. In other ways I disagree with him on his opinion. A

person is changed by the environment and leave his/her culture bur the culture itself

remains the same and others who are interested in keeping it do so. (my emphasis).
(AN Definition Task 23/4)

His writing conveys a sense of thinking carefully about Thornton’s concepts, considering
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whether he agrees with them and explaining thoroughly why he holds the view that he does.

In his journal and in Task 1, Abel expresses a similar view that culture does not change. He
writes, "I think culture remains and will remain the same even in future. A person changes
from culture and leave it as it is" (AN Task 1). However, in Abel’s essay, there is a shift in

his view and it is expressed in relation to Biko’s paper.

- -

Lastly, Biko’s experience made him to believe that culture changes. He made an example
of his culture (African culture) which was endevoured (devoured) by colonialist culture and
drastically changed. In other words I think he meant that any change in the environment
of a group will results in the change of their culture.

Through my experience, Biko’s experience has a true meaning in my life ...
(AN Essay)

This seems to indicate that he has come to agree that culture changes. A shift seems to have
occurred from a static view of culture to one that is more fluid. However, when I questioned
Abel about this in October, he claimed that there had been no Cﬁéinge in his understanding -
of culture. He still believed that a person changes but a culture remains the same.- He
explained that he adapted to Rhodes culture when he was at Rhodes, but when he wenl home
he practised what his family did at home. Thus, he saw himself moving between two cultures
but he didn’t see culture changing. He did, however, express some confusion about it and
remembered a comment that Helen had made that culture exists because of people who
practise it. It cannot live on its own. This had made an impact on him. He said that when —hé :
set up his own home, he would try to take what he liked and leave what he didn’t like from
his home culture. However, he continued to argue that a person changes, but a culture

remains as it is.

I found this hard to reconcile with the development which I saw in Abel’s writing. There
seemed to be a clear development from the view that "a person is changed by the
environment and leave his/her culture but the culture remains the same..." (AN Definition
task) (my emphasis) to arguing that "any change in the environment of a group will results
in the change of their culture" (AN Essay) (my emphasis). Perhaps Abel wrote the latter

comment, without believing it fully or without having internalised it. Perhaps he did make
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this shift but returned to his previous understanding in the time that had passed since he did
the course. It may be that Abel moved into the state of uncertainty described by Felman
(Shalem 1997:19) and developed a tenuous grasp of a new understanding. However once the
Culture course ended and he was no longer exposed to the arguments which he encountered

in it, he returned to his old understanding of culture.
3.5 Transgressing boundaries

A concept which was important in the course was Ramphele’s idea of transgressing
boundaries. Ramphele does not explain clearly in her chapter '(Ramphele 1995) what she
means by boundaries. This has to be inferred from her examples. However, the idea of
boundaries is clearly outlined by Thornton (1988:26), where he states that culture creates
"boundaries of class, ethnicity (identification with a larger historical group), race, gender,
neighboﬁrhbod, generation, and territory within which we all live". Ramphele’s focus, when
she talks of boundaries, seems to be on race, class and gender (Ramphele 1995:207).
Understanding this concept, with its different implications was &ifﬁcult for us as tutors as
well as for the students. As part of a wrap-up session to the class at the end of the ceﬁ}se,

I said:

Sometimes when she talks about crossing boundaries she means reaching across from one’s
own social group to a different social group. Sometimes she uses the term in a more
flexible way to mean breaking through old ways of doing things, or breaking out of.the
barriers which restrict how one acts or how one thinks. (She uses Mandela conducting talks -
with the Nationalist Government, whilst still in prison, as an example of this).

Because Ramphele’s chapter is written in an autobiographical genre, the students initially
found it difficult to extract what her understanding of culture was from it. "They couldn’t see
how it related to culturé” (HA, Meeting 12/5), "they said, ‘this is so boring — this article’,
initially" (FT, Meeting 12/5). However, tutors discussed how they worked through the article
thoroughly in class and Fleur said that "by the end of the double period they were enthralled
and they were actually relating to it much more than in the beginning" (FT, Meeting 12/5).
In Task 2 where the students had to identify and discuss the writers’ understandings of

culture, some students seemed to stick quite closely to the text in discussing Ramphele’s idea
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of crossing boundaries as if they felt too insecure too explore it further. However, during the
course, the phrase "transgressing boundaries” or "crossing boundaries” became thoroughly
integrated into students’ vocabulary and many of the students interviewed used it often and
freely. I think that some of the understandings of students of transgressing boundaries may

be fairly superficial and this will be discussed further below.

A common interpretation of transgressing boundaries was that of reaching out to gther groups
and being open to other cultures. I include two quotations from students’ interviews which

illustrate this:

.. and a problem is — once you become boxed in your culture, you don’t want to go and
explore other cultures. So that must be changed. People must actually go — as Ramphele
says, they must stretch across the boundaries of culture and explore other cultures. Maybe
they can find out that OK, if you go and explore other cultures then they’re going to find
out that OK — it’s very good and you can learn a lot from other cultures too. There are
actually advantageous things upon — from other cultures that you can take and use with
your culture. But it does not mean that you must do away with your culture, first .... You
must know your culture and you must understand it and you must love it.

(MM 27/5)

.. one should open up, one should give up himself or herself and open to other cultures
and allow those cultures to flow through his or her mind and to think about them as if he
or she is thinking of his or her own culture and to put them at the same path and, once one
develops a negative attitude, then it becomes dangerous.

(YV 20/5)

I include an extract from an essay by Enoch, showing how he used. the concept of
transgressing boundaries, relating it to his experience at Rhodes and the transformation
process at Rhodes. He introduces Ramphele’s idea of transgression of social boundaries being

an important part of any transformation. process. He goes on to write:

These boundaries include issues like social life boundaries where people talk about social
inequality, racism, gender, handicap etc.

First of all I would like to mention classism as one of the boundaries which made sense
in the past but still existing among the students of Rhodes University. The fact that a
number of Rhodes students grew up in the apartheid era still affects their feelings towards
this multiculturalism. Some student view this issue as if two armies are standing there
preparing for a battle and in this case none of the two is thinking about negotiations. the
only thing in their minds is war and as a result they do not recognise things that are
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common between them instead they only consider differences.

Alexander (1994:237-263) approaches this issue by showing how people from different
cultural backgrounds combine and form one or under one cultural umbrella (sic). In his
article he shows how vital it is for people coming from different cultures to share their
common social values while respecting the difféerences ...

(EH Essay)

Here Enoch is giving substance to the idea of transgressing boundaries by discussing how
students are affected by boundaries which have been created by apartheid, and how they have
a strong separate identity. He integrates this with the argument of Alexander (1994) that we

have to develop a common South African culture.

His exam essay followed a similar line, but he inserted an example under the image of the

two armies:

... it is also my Rhodes experience. I remember one day we were playing as a team for

our residence. During half time we automatically seperated (sic) into two camps where

blacks were on their side and whites on the other one. :
(EH Exam)

In.these two similar pieces of writing, Enoch shows evidence of developing some important
academic literacy skills. The first of these is developing an idea from a text further and
making it one’s own, which he does with the image of the two armies, which illustrates the
concept of boundaries. Secondly, he links ideas together from different texts, in this. case.
linking Alexander’s idea of developing a common South African culture with the idea of *
transgressing boundaries. Thirdly, in his exam essay, he relates academic toncepts to his own

experience, which was a requirement of the essay topic.

I mentioned that some students tended to develop a superficial understanding of transgressing

=

boundaries. Some students saw crossing boundaries as assimilating into a Western cultural

environment.

In his interview, Abdul said:

... in some cases I find that to adopt some situations, not to be stereotyped and think about
my environment (home environment) and go according to my environment, whereas I’'m

77



here in Rhodes. I have to change. I think I learn that. According to Ramphele —
something like that — to cross boundaries. Just like when I arrive here I didn’t, I never
wear jean-trouser, but when I'm here, I suppose because I see that the — most of the —

I can say 99% wear jeans.
(AXM 22/5)

This idea is echoed in Abdul’s essay. He writes:

According to my experience of transition to the Rhodes environment, I am coming from
another environment which is far different from Rhodes environment. This does not mean
that I have to be stereotyped, I have to stick to my environment’s expectations and ignore
the situation of Rhodes. As I already mentioned, I have to learn Rhodes culture and try
by all means to adapt it (sic) in order for me to interact with others.

(AXM Essay)

Certainly when Ramphele talked of transgressing boundaries, she did not mean assimilating
into western culture. This may be individual students’ interpretation of the concept. However,
as a tutor, one of the issues that I needed to stress with my students was that they could
develop their own interpretations of concepts, but they had to have a clear understanding of
what the writer’s view was, and if their view differed from the w'riter, they needed to make

this explicit.
3.6 Conflict between old ways of seeing culture and new

I mentioned earlier a tendency for students to see culture as being prescriptive and ruje-
bound. In Abdul’s writing, this view manifests itself strongly. During the course of his
writing tasks, his perspective seemed to shift, but there was evidence of conﬂict between his
views of culture being prescriptive and new ideés that he was exposed to in the course. (See
Appendix C2). One can also interpret the voices that come across in Abdul’s writing in terms

of Bakhtin’s theory of social languages, which I have discussed in Chapter 3.

Before I enter into a discussion of Abdul’s conceptual ‘journey’, I will quah;fy my
interpretations in the light of Abdul’s lack of fluency in English. When reading extracts from
his writing and interview, one can appreciate how carefully he has to think about the language
that he uses, which must exacerbate his struggle with concepts. What impressed me about

Abdul was the effort that he put into engaging with the concepts of the course, in spite of his
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difficulties with English.

In Task 2, Abdul wrote that Ramphele’s view that one can cross boundaries "puts people in
risk because we know that there are norms and values that restrict people and if you break
those norms and values you will be punished” (AXM Task 1). This links to an idea expressed
by Thembinkosi in his interview that "if you don’t stay within the boundaries of respecting
your ancestors, you go abroad the boundaries, many things could go wrong in your life" (TK
27/5). Abel also expressed the idea that "some people seem to have bad luck of this
behaviour (changing or forsaking their culture)" (AN Journal 21/4).

On the one hand the above students are expressing a particular view which arises from
traditional African belief systems. On the other hand, they are also adopting a particular
discourse, or speaking in a particular social language — a discourse of strict guidance or
control linked to traditional African cultural practices. ‘

In Task 2, Abdul seems to shift his view and support Ramphele’sfidea that one should cross
boundaries, but in terms of the assimilationist view that I have described above. In his'-efsysay
he writes that "every individual must not be ethnocentric that is, to stick to his or her culture
only and neglect other cultures” (AXM Essay). What he goes on to say reflects a shift away
from an assimilationist view, as he stresses that one should continue to appreciate one’s own

culture.

We know that there are norms and values for each culture, the fact that you have to show
interest to other cultures does not mean that you must ignore your culture. Therefore we
can cross the boundaries which are abstract in our minds in the sense that you keep on
appreciating your culture.

(AXM Essay)

(Here the use of the transitional phrase, "in the sense .:." seems to be inappropriate, and it

would make more sense if he wrote, "but you need to keep on appreciating your culture".)

In his interview (Appendix D3) Abdul reflects on the shift in his views, saying:

I used to agree with Biko’s perception, but as the day goes on, I just change my mind
because I find that we can cross the boundaries. Biko’s view is that we cannot cross the
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boundaries. He sees culture as a fixed ___ (inaudible). So, that is what I don’t like is that
a person can be stereotyped, following his culture only, not being interested in other

people’s culture. You have to cross the boundaries, ja.
(AXM 22/5)

In the quotation from Abdul’s essay, he descril;eé boundaries as being "abstract in our
minds". The fact that he felt it was necessary to specify this, reveals a process of him
developing an understanding of the concept of boundaries, and realising that j@ is an abstract
concept. This is a development that the tutors tended to take for granted, but it’s a significant
realisation that each of the students had to make. Thus, it is a significant part of the process

of developing abstract forms of thinking, which appears to be neglected in school education.

I’m not sure how valuable exam essays are as an indicator of conceptual development, as they
are written under stress. Abdul’s exam essay is interesting as one can see from the way he
writes that he is under stress and he seems to be thrown back into the conflicts that he has
about culture. One response to stress may be losing access to the conscious, reflexive
knowledge that is still precarious and being forced to draw ‘on ;d;e’s tacit, commonsense -
knowledge. Abdul compares boundaries to norms of a society, giving an example of a person
being afraid to commit a crime because of the rules of his or her society. The implication is
that breaking boundaries is something illegal. I don’t think his example is a good one, but
it reveals something interesting about his views of crossing boundaries.

Abdul defines transgressing as "[to] violate norm or a certain rule, in other words is to make :
a sin. But in this case it doesn’t mean 0. To trénsgress is where by a member of a particular
culture comes to accept another culture” (AXM Exam). This reflects a process 'whereby
Abdul has probably looked up the meaning of "transgress" in the dictionary and identified the
unmarked meaning of it, but recogniséd that in this context it has a slightly different
meaning. However, the'idea of violating a norm or a rule does tie in with his earlier view
expressed about crossing boundaries, and it ties in with the discourse of culturelbeing
prescriptive, consisting of norms and values which have to be obeyed. ("... Ramphele’
understanding I think it puts people in risk by crossing boundaries because we know that there
are norms and values that restrict people and if you break those norms and values you will
be punished”, AXM Task 2.)
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According to Bakhtin, speakers always use social languages in producing unique utterances
and these social languages shape what their individual voice can say (Bakhtin 1981 in Wertsch
1991a:95). It is as if Abdul speaks through different voices in his various pieces of writing
during the course. Initially one hears the voice of a social language which constructs culture
as strictly prescriptive. Abdul then seems to try on a voice which he has been exposed to in
the course, a voice that advocates transgressing boundaries and one can sense him grappling
with what the implications of this are. Is it an assimilationist process or can one still continue
to appreciate one’s own culture? In his exam, the discourse of culture being prescriptive

reemerges.

As I have mentioned in Chapter 3, Bakhtin viewed meaning as an active process, which came
into existence "only when two or more voices come into contact: when the voice of a listener
responds to the voice of a speaker” (Wertsch 1991b:52). One can interpret Abdul’s utterances
as respdnsés to the social language which he has been immersed in of culture being
prescriptive, and then to the voices which he has been exposed tgwm the course (Thornton,
Ramphele). At the same time he is writing for an audience, for the tutor, and this addressivity .
affects the nature of the utterance. (It may be that Abdul is writing what he thinks she wants
to hear.) There is also evidence of a dialogue taking place within Abdul, when he moves
from an assimilationist perspective to arguing that you should not "ignore your own culture”
or where he defines transgressing as "[to] violate norm or a certain rule ... But in this case

it doesn’t mean so".

Chris Weedon writes about subjectivity as being "precarious, contradictory and in process”
because several often conflicting forms of subjectivity coexist in individuals (1987:33 in
Thesen 1994:40). Whilst this applies to everybody, it is particularly pertinent in an
educational context, where learners are undergoing processes of change. Lather refers to
learning (in this case ajprocess of feminist consciousness-raising) as " not a linear process:
it moves back and forth ... throughout one’s life often being in contradictory locations
simultaneously" (Lather 1991:127). The sense of being "in process" is likely to be even more
pronounced in ELAP students as they are in the process of moving between different worlds.
Students tend to speak in different voices and reflect different social languages as a result of

the shifting influences exerted on them by the different worlds or cultures which they move
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between. There was evidence in a number of cases in the course of students using concepts

that they had learned in the course to reflect on and understand this process of transition.

In my location as an African I do know I have to attend our traditional works, but the
most thing I’m interested in is to go to parties, braai, watching sport and reading kick-off
magazines. In this way, I have cross boundaries because I’m not allowed to do some of
these things, but I see a light in future in them.

(AXM Exam) -

In the above extract, Abdul sets up a polarity between the narrow constraints of a
prescriptive, traditional culture and the attractions of a permissive, urban popular culture.
There has been much discussion and disagreement as to how this quotation should be
interpreted.!® In the context of Abdul’s exam essay, it seems that on the one hand, he
identifies his culture according to a narrow definition of culture as "traditional works" the
customs, rituals and practices of his traditional background. On the other hand, he has come
to include aspects of popular culture as also being culture. Although, in the extract, he
positions himself with the obligations of a traditional culture, he i§ reaching out towards the -
aspects of popular culture, which he has identified. He is "most ... interested" in them.-He
sees "a light in future in them". The quotation reflects a shift that is beginning tc; hab;?en. At
another level, it implies that what Abdul sees as his culture is still narrow, but it is in the

process of broadening.

In this chapter, I have discussed students’ initial understandings of culture and I have :
explored changes or developments in their understandings of culture, which occurred during
the course. I hope that I have been able to communicate something of the openness,
enthusiasm and creativity with which students engaged with the course, both in their writing
and in their interviews. However, the ‘discussion of aspects of the development of two
students, Abdul and Abel, shows the real struggle for some students in working through

previous understandings and grappling with new ones.

1% The quotation has been used in a conference paper written by the ELAP tutors, and
was discussed at a presentation to the Department of Linguistics and English Language
at Rhodes.
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In the following chapter, I will shift the focus from whar students’ learnt in the course to ~ow
they learnt, looking at facilitation of students’ learning and students’ perceptions of their
learning in the course. I will also discuss what the ELAP tutors learnt from their involvement

in the course.
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5. Students’ learning and staff development

In this chapter student learning is examined from three different angles. Section 1 examines
specific aspects and instances of mediation of léaining which took place in the Culture
module. In Section 2, students’ views of the type of learning which was developed in the
Culture module are discussed. In the third section, I reflect on outcomes of the course — the

results of a course evaluation, the effect of the course on students and the growth of the tutors

that resulted from their involvement in the course.

1. Facilitation of students’ learning

In Chapter 3 1 discussed the concept of mediated learning, where students are provided with
scaffolding to assist them to do problem-solving tasks which they wouldn’t be able to do on
their own (Bruner 1986; Vygotsky 1986, 1978). In Chapter 4 I discussed broadly how the
Culture course was designed to mediate students’ conceptual development. In this section, I
focus on how scaffolding is provided in ELAP and the Culture course in order to mediate
students’ learning. I will also discuss how scaffolding was provided in the way that the essay
task was broken up for the students. I will then look at two examples of tutors mediating the
learning of students in the classroom environment. o
Most of the teaching in ELAP tékes f)lacs in srﬁall tutorial groups. (This yeafl groups ranged
from 12 to 22 students.) In this way the tutor can give students more attention and is able to
provide scaffolding for the learning activities taking place. Tasks are designed to facilitate
student learning and pair and group wofk are built in to the lessons. In the Culture course
students were exposed to articles which were conceptually difficult, in particular Thornton’s
article, and provided with worksheets designed to help them to understand the main idsas of
the articles (See Appendices A5, A7, A9 and Al1). The students were given time to work
on these in small groups in class, which provided another form of scaffolding and tutors were
also available for assistance. Tutors also explained aspects of the articles to students which

they felt they were struggling with. Once students had had a chance to complete the

84



worksheets for homework tutors went over the questions with them in-class.

The assignment was broken up into three stages: Task 1 related to the Thornton article and
demanded that students engage with the content of the article by asking them what they
agreed with, disagreed with and didn’t understand in the article. Task 2 was based on the
Biko, Achebe and Ramphele articles and required students to identify how each of the writers
understood culture and to position themselves in relation to the different concepts of culture,
by explaining which concept they found most useful (Appendix A12). These tasks provided
scaffolding for the essay which required students to draw on at least two of the above sources
and to apply what they’d read to their own experience at Rhodes University (Appendix A13).
The writing tasks were responded to by the tutors, using an approach to feedback which
enters into a constructive dialogue with the writer, rather than providing criticism in a judging
way. Direct, specific questions in the body of the essay are preferred to broad comments on
structure or argument (See Boughey and Goodman 1994; Boughey and Van Rensburg 1994;
Coetzee and Boughey 1995). It has been found that this type of feedback can help to facilitate
students’ conceptual development (Van der Riet, Dison and Quinn 1996) as it can guide
students’ emerging understandings and help them to clarify the ideas which they exptess in

their writing.

An important aim of providing feedback in this way is for students to use the comments
which they receive on their earlier pieces of writing to help them to formulate their ideas, in'
particular for when they write their essay. In order to use this feedback -effectively the
students need to have metacognitive understanding of this process. Althoﬁgh the tutors made
it clear to students that Tasks 1 and 2 were aimed at assisting them with the essay, this
understanding was not internalised by all students. This is demonstrated by comments like the
one made by a student on the evaluation questionaire, "I don’t understand why should we

have too much work before the final version i.e. task ‘1}, ‘task 2", .

I will now show how one of the tutors, Fleur Theophilus, helped to facilitate students’
understanding of Thornton’s concept of culture as a resource. In a tutor’s meeting, Fleur
talked about a discussion which her class had had about this (See Appendix E1). She said
they had started off with an idea which a student had brought up in his journal — "the fact
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that the idea of culture being a resource is actually a metaphor". She-said she helped them
understand what a metaphor is because "a lot of them were battling with that because they

saw a resource as only something concrete like water or metal or whatever".

They discussed:

... what ideas a resource brings to you, how does that carry over to the metaphor of it as
a resource and that worked very well as well because people would say everyone has
access to resources, and then we discussed, well, actually, is this in actual fact the case?
For instance water — everyone is supposed to have access to it, but it doesn’t really work
that way. There’re a lot of poor people who do not have access to water as they should,
and in the same way culture can work that way because everybody for instance should
have access to university education as a culture, in actual fact this doesn’t really happen
as yet.

... Another idea that the metaphor brought forth was one cannot live without wateror
(inaudible) resources in the same way that one cannot live without culture, and there were
wonderful ideas that sprung forth because of that, and it was like a bridge to understanding
that concept.

(Meeting 5/5)~

Fleur’s reflection on her teaching reveals how she assisted students to understand an abstract
concept by providing links between concrete and abstract ideas. By explaining what a
metaphor was and that seeing culture as a resource was constructing a metaphor, she provided
the students with the cognitive tools to help them to understand the abstract concept. This is
an example of a tutor lending consciousness to students to help them to master an abstract
concept (Bruner 1986:73-74; Vygotsky 1986:170-171; 1962:91-92). Fleur helps to deepen
the students’ understanding of the concept by discussing access to the reséurce, looking at it
at a concrete level, in terms of access to water, and then taking it back to a more abstract
level, with university education. It is also noteworthy that Fleur got the idea of culture as a
resource being a metaphor from one of her students’ journal entries. This is an example of

students contributing to the learning process which will be discussed below. .

When Fleur describes the metacognitive awareness of a metaphor as being like a bridge to
understanding a concept, she is providing another metaphor which is similar yet different to
the concept of scaffolding. However, scaffolding has an association with building up an

understanding of a concept which is fluid, which does not refer to a fixed "ontological

86



reality" (Glasersfeld 1989:182 in Emest 1992:2). The metaphor of a bridge implies that the
concept which the students are learning about has a fixed meaning which the bridge is leading
them to. In the lesson which Fleur referred to she was trying to assist students to understand
the concepts of culture which Thornton discusses inhis article. Although as tutors we felt that
some understandings were more convincing than others, we could not be confident that any
understanding was the "correct” answer, including our own understandings. In response to

my analysis of the "bridge" metaphor, Fleur wrote: -

... what I think I was trying to do was not pass on purely ‘my’ view of what Thornton

meant (I’m still not sure what he means!!), but for the students to create their own

understanding of what he meant which is made easier by using a metaphor, as a metaphor

has personal associations which are different for each individual so helps to access or

create their own understanding as opposed to my interpretation ... (Her own emphasis)
(FT 6/12)

This demonstrates how the tutors’ involvement in the course and the research enabled them
to explore their own understandings of the construction of knowledge, which also developed

in the process (See Section 3.3 below).

The above class discussion took place when the students were working through the worksheet
for the Thornton article. I will discuss mediation of students’ understanding, through
analysing an extract from a groupwork session in Helen Alfers’ class, which was video-taped.

The class was also working on the worksheet for the Thornton article. T

The students had to discuss the following questions:

7a.  According to Thornton and Said, do people have a clear cultural identity? Explain.

b. Think about your own identity, by listing the labels which name what you are.eg.
male/female, language group, urban/rural, working—class/middle—class, student etc.

... Do you agree with the views of Thornton and-Said in relation to how you see your
own identity? ’

(See Appendix AS).

From the video, it was evident that the students struggled to begin to answer these questions.
In particular, they were confused about what was meant by a "clear cultural identity", which

was essential to understanding the question. Helen was called on to assist. She first tried to
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explain the idea that people don’t have a clear cultural identity, but she seemed to realise that

she needed to address the question from another angle.

She then moved to the second part of the question, asking the students individually to
describe what labels fitted them. She extracted information from them such as their gender,
language group, religion, urban/rural background and whether they were a daughter, a sister,
an uncle and so on. Then she looked for an easy example to work with. She asked the female
students if they acted differently as a sister and as a daughter, and they agreed that they did.
Helen responded, "OK, so that means that in those two different roles that you fill, you feel
and you act differently. Now that means that you don’t see yourself only — you are not only
a daughter, or only a sister. Now let’s think further, broaden it, you are Xhosas all of you.
Are there times when you don’t feel like a Xhosa?" (HA Video 25/4). Thus she moved the

discussion onto a level of more conceptual difficulty.

Thus Helen first engaged students’ involvement at a concrete lgvel, by discussing family )
relationships which were easy to identify with. It was easy to understand how one can be
different as a daughter and a sister, and yet be the same person. She then moved the
discussion on to a level of greater complexity, discussing ethnic identity. This was linked to
the previous discussion addressing the question of whether as a Xhosa, you always feel like
a Xhosa, or whether there are other aspects to your identity. Helen succeeded in drawing in
all the students in the group into the discussion, by consciously addressing them by name and-

asking for their contribution. This was likely to have the effect of making all the students |
active partners in facilitating the understanding of the group, and thus active partners in

constructing knowledge.

=

2. Students’ reflections about learning and knowledge in the course .

In this section, I will discuss how students perceived the processes of learning which they
experienced in the course, and how they saw knowledge more broadly. In the interviews, I
wanted to find out how the students perceived the type of learning process required in the

Culture course and I did this by asking what type of learning was encouraged at school and
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how this compared to the type of learning required in the Culture course.
2.1 Experiences of learning at school

Students’ comments about learning at school were predictable. (All of the students were at
Department of Education and Training (DET) Schools, except for Carmenita, who was at a
Department of Education and Culture convent school.) Students commented on the rote-
learning that took place, the lack of emphasis on understanding and the discouraging of
questioning. Carmenita said that at school " ... you learn a subject to be able to answer the
questions for an exam. So, its a parrot style of learning. There is no perspective in it, there’s
no how you interpret it, there’s no discussion level at all” (CD 21/5). Abdul said "the way
I used to study at school — its like most of the time I'm memorising. I’m not reading to
understand most of the time ..." (AXM 22/5).

He added that: R

. sometimes you memorise something. You don’t know whether you understand-it or
what, but you just read it, OK, you memorise, you memorise ... it’s in your mind, then
it becomes you write a test, the question raise that point — you just write it, and then you
pass.”

(AXM 22/5)

According to Enoch, at his school, students were discouraged from making connections
between related topics in different subjects. He mentions an example of his questioning a
contradiction between the advocating of pesticides in agriculture and what he had learnt in
Nature Conservation from the same teacher. The teacher’s response was that the students
shouldn’t link the two subjects (EH 21/5). (See Appendix D2.)

The comments suggest that a transmission mode of léafnmg took place at school, .where
knowledge consisted of fixed facts that were learnt by rote and reproduced for assessment.
Students contrasted this with their experiences of learning at university, particularly in the

Culture module.

2.2 Experiences of learning in the Culture course
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In ELAP we are allowed to use our own initiative, apply it in a group and to be able to
speak to it, and I must say this group work learned me a lot because I'm sitting there with
one perspective and the minute somebody else will talk, then I will like either write it
down or I will listen to that particular person, and that gives me a different perspective
again. At the end of the day when we have a formal discussion or we have class
discussion, I finally realise that there is no right and wrong in culture specifically. I
thought there was a wrong and a right. Only it opened up my mind for other possibilities.
There’s not one particular answer for a question.
(CD 21/5)

—— -

Carmenita clearly describes how group discussion emphasises the existence of different
perspectives, and the implication is that one has to construct one’s own understanding of a
concept, or one’s own view, through considering various perspectives. Her realisation that
"there is no right and wrong in culture” and "there’s no particular answer for a question" is
an important development in epistemic knowledge, which should help to equip her to solve
"ill-structured” problems (Strohm Kitchener 1983, Craig 1989). This is particularly relevant

for disciplines in Arts and Social Sciences at an undergraduate level.

This realisation is echoed in the point made by Abel in Task 2:

Thornton argues that it is difficult to define culture, because culture is so complex.-From
Thornton’s argument, one can deduce that (no)one is incorrect in defining culture the way
s/he understands it.

(AN Task 2)

Nomfundo goes into more detail about the type of process that she was going through in the

culture module: e

-~

The ELAP course — it’s more based on the discussion, whereas if you have a topic, you
have a module on culture, you get to talk about it as the whole tut group. You get to hear
different views from different people. Thereafter, you go home and you read so you get
another perspective of people who have studied and have tried to look at culture broadly,
and then you combine your views with-the views that you heard in class, you combine and
you compare with the views that you read from all the authors and then thereafter you
have a chance to make a decision that OK, this is how I see culture, this is what I see
culture as related to, this is what I can associate culture with. But at school, we were only
given a topic, say, for instance, Discuss multilingualism — you were never really told to
go and search for information, you only wrote down what you thought of multilingualism
and never really had a chance to discuss about anything. You never really were given a
time to go about searching for information, so that you can have substantial facts for an
essay.
(NM 26/5)
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Nomfundo focuses on the need to synthesize information from different sources and to deal
with different perspectives on a topic, which she was not required to do at school. These are
important aspects of developing academic literacy, and the ability to evaluate different
perspectives and synthesize them in some way is a crucial part of learning how to solve ill-

structured problems (See Chapter 3, Section 3).

During the course, one of the tutors commented on a problem with the students’ ability to
deal with different perspectives. "Once something is learnt, its right and everything that is
read must then be adapted around that idea ... without being able to shift one’s perspective"”
(Meeting 29/4). This tendency is a product of the approach to knowledge underlying (the
former) DET education and is part of an appraoach to learning that the Culture course was

trying to counteract.

Nomfundo also discusses the need to apply knowledge at university, to test if it is valid:

.. if you see that you can apply it, then you can say that OK this is true, or if you take
— somebody gave you something, you take it and apply it and it doesn’t come out the way
its supposed to come out, then you can come to a decision and say, no, th1s 18 not true,
this is not effective, so I don’t agree with the person.
NM 26/5

This need to test knowlege links to the radical constructivist idea that a person "generates
cognitive schemas to guide actions and represent its [her] experiences. These are tested
according to how well they ‘fit’ the world of [her] experience. The best ‘fitting’ of the -
schemas are tentatively adopted and retained as guides to action” (Ernest 1992:2).

Zandile stresses her own involvement in the learning process:

.. my experience of how I've learnt at school, it differs a lot from now. Now I can get
involved, like I can get personally involved, and that at least gives me motivation to be

more — , to try to be at your best cos the information as I can understand — it all lies
in me, but I don’t know what block it from coming out.
(NA 21/5)

She says its as if she’s known these things all along, but wasn’t aware that they were there,
and that the learning experience has helped her to become more aware of herself. I interpret

this as saying that she’s known these things all along, but the course has helped her to clarify

91



her understanding and to articulate it. It ties to a point that Fleur made that it’s very
important to bring out into the open "what’s subconsciously going on in your mind in order
to be able to work with it" (ELAP 5/5).

In a presentation of some of these research findings, some members of the audience
interpreted the tutors’ view of constructivism as privileging the students’ own processes of
construction of knowledge and denying the reality that there are canons of knowledge to be
learned. On the one hand these criticisms come from a more traditional approach to
knowledge and learning. On the other hand they raise an important question about the
constructivism which has emerged as a central force in this project. Shalem (1997) tackles
this question when she criticises constructivist approaches which privilege the learners’
processes and situate teachers as mere facilitators of the learning process (517). She describes
learner-centred pedagogy "seen as free growth process which is instinctively driven by the
inner ofgahic powers of the learners" (27-28) as a false and Ar‘nisleading conception of

pedagogy because it denies the leading constructing pedagogical power of the teacher (28).

The constructivist approach which I see emerging in this project is not one which afﬁrrﬁ;‘any
process of knowledge construction by students. Instead it has a particular pedagogical project,
which is to develop students’ epistemic knowledge (See Chapter 3, Section 3) and to assist
students to develop the abilities which we believe are necessary for Arts and Social Sciences
courses — abilities such as synthesizing information from different sources, understanding
writers’ perspectives and accommodating different perspectives and developing their own «
understandings. These underlying goals informé_d the course design in a clear, thorough way.

The students were assessed according to how well they developed these abilities.

As a last point of this discussion I will discuss issues raised by a journal entry of Yekani’s.
The students had been required to write down their understanding of culture in their first
journal entry of the course, and then they were asked to reflect on their first definition and

revise it.

Yekani wrote;
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I agree with what I wrote on culture but I can add since I have gained some insight from
the definations (sic) and Thornton’s article.

. my ideas of culture did not change really. 1 understood culture to be a communal
binding factor irrespective of our differences such as race, colour or creed. ...
~ (YV Journal 2/5)

Yekani goes on to discuss how his understanding of culture relates to the concept of ubuntu.
He explains that he has had these ideas from before he did the course, but it seems that doing

the course has helped him to refine them, extend them and possibly articulate them better.
2.3 Awareness of the relativism of knowledge

An interesting aspect of Thornton’s article is that in exploring concepts of culture, he also
raises 1ssues about knowledge. He stresses that ideas are strongly 1nﬂuenced by their historical
contexts and are also culturally relative ("we must include our own ideas about culture as part

of the resources that culture provides”, Thornton 1988:24). _

Enoch picks up on this idea of cultural relativism (Appendix D2), saying that he likes thé idea
that:

.. you can’t just explain what culture is unless you are part of that culture. In order to be
able to say, no, this culture is like this, you need to be part and parcel of it. You can’t for
example just stand up and say, no, the Zulus are doing it like this and that, although-Fm
not a part of them, so its one and the same with them — they cannot say I’m doing this -
and that until they join me and say no, we have experienced this, and now we say this is
wrong with your culture.

.. I'm just saying to define culture, you must be part of it. You can’t just say this culture
is like this, while you are not there. The observer himself or herself must be there.
(EH 21/5)

=

This links to Brown et al’s point (1989:33) (mentionéd in Chapter 3) that "the activities of

many communities are unfathomable unless they are viewed from within a culture”.

In Task 1, Enoch explains Thornton’s idea of one’s ideas about culture being part of the

resources that culture provides. He does this in a very articulate way:
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Defining culture is a problem and is also a difficult issue simply because trying to define
and understand culture is also part of culture. Defining culture is not like trying to explain
how a certain diseas (sic) is spread or how a certain chemical soulotion (sic) is prepared,
to discuss culture is to be part of it and it is also to have an effect on and lastly changing
it. As Thornton says that we must include our own idea about culture as part of the
resources that culture provides. '

(EH Task 1)

By using medical and scientific examples, he is differentiating scientific kxi’dwiedge, which
he sees as having an objective existence, with knowledge in the Social Sciences. (In the
interview he makes a similar comment but uses the example of water being made of
Hydrogen and Oxygen.) I interpret his statement as saying that knowledge (in the Social
Sciences) cannot be seen objectively, independently of the observer, because the observer
herself plays a part in constructing knowledge. Although leading natural and physical
scientists have in recent years been questioning notions of objectivity in science and have been
moving away from a positivistic framework (Janse van Rensburg 1994:5), Enoch’s point is

a very insightful and useful one for a first year student to bé making.

In the group discussion, this stimulated discussion about the importance of the influence of

a person’s background on his/her understanding. Abel said:

... Thornton says that we have to add our own understanding when defining culture. In

other words, in my interpretation, I can say, no one is incorrect when he’s explaining

culture, and Dr Palmer was talking about when a person can explain culture, in his own -

way, you must simply understand which background he is coming from ...
(AN 21/5) y

The influence of environment and time that one is living in was also discussed. Enoch said:

Ja, the environment and the — well partly the time when you grew up, like me I grew up
in Cape Town in Crossroads, just one of the poor villages of Cape Town and staying in
that place, being blacks only and being oppressed or depressed by the way, and with me
— when I’'m talking about culture, I take culture on those grounds of apartheid — blacks
are only blacks and whites are only white — there’s nothing that is common between black
and white. But now that I'm in a new environment where I am between people from
different backgrounds, people of the western and people of the south, its changing now
because I’'m experiencing a new knowledge now. Its new because its not what I’ve been
growing with, its something new.
(EH 21/5)
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Enoch clearly articulated an awareness of the relativism of knowledge in relation to one’s
context — both cultural and socio-political as well as the time that one is working in. The
development of this type of awareness shown by Enoch and other students was one of the
aims of the Culture course. The points made by -Enoch reflect a sophisticated epistemic
assumption, an awareness that knowledge is not absolute and that thinking cannot take place
independently of a particular context. (See Strohm Kitchener 1983:225-226). Although one
cannot claim with certainty that Enoch developed this awareness through doing the course,
one can infer that the course has at least assisted him to articulate these ideas clearly,
provided him with a discourse to do this and enabled him to gain more confidence in

expressing them.

3. Some outcomes of the course

In this section I briefly discuss feedback from an ELAP course évaluation done by students-
at the end of the term. I then look at how students were affected by doing the course and the
tutors’ development arising out of their involvement in the course. The section on ;iﬁdents
looks at their development in relation to their essays, journal entries and tutors’ perceptions.
The section on staff development is also concerned with students’ development. They are very
closely linked because the tutors’ learning came about through their reflection on the students’

learning processes and their role in this.
3.1 Feedback from the course evaluation -

The ELAP students were asked to fill in questionnaires at the end of the second term (See
Appendix F). The students were asked to rate the usefulness of the content of the modules
and of the assignments of each module. A total of 90% Aof students rated the content of the
Culture course as useful. (51% rated it as very useful while 39% rated it as quite useful).
89% of students rated the assignments in the Culture course as useful. (53% rated them as
very useful while 36% rated them as quite useful). The ratings for the preceding module on
Language Issues were slightly higher, so overall there was a positive response to these aspects
of the ELAP course.
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The students were asked to rate their level of interest or enjoyment of the two modules. A
total of 84 % of students rated their level of interest/enjoyment of the Culture module as high.
(34% of students rated their level of interest/enjoyment as very high, 50% rated it as high).
The total was slightly higher than the total rating fer Language Issues, which was 80%. They
were also asked to rate the amount of work required in each module and 48% of students
indicated that the Culture module required too much work, compared to 33% in relation to
Language Issues. Many of the students who complained about too much -work made
comments to the effect that ELAP was not their only course and that the tutors tended to
forget this. Some of them complained about having too many articles to read and that they
were difficult to understand. Certainly, some of the articles were difficult either conceptually
or in terms of language use and they may have taken students a long time to read through on
their own. Part of the problem was because there was a lack of time, the students were asked
to read three articles — Biko, Ramphele and Achebe — over a short period of time. One
student éorhplained about having to do Tasks 1 and 2 before the ﬁnal version of the essay.
It seems that this student didn’t understand that Tasks 1 and 2 were actually building up to

the final essay and just saw them as extra work (See Section 1 above).

I will include two positive comments made by students:

"The Culture issues has been very useful to me. I have been challenged by this issue in terms
of my attitude towards other cultures. I have gained incredible insight."

"Culture is directly a part of (our lives), so it was interesting". SRt

Two negative comments:

"Personally culture issue is too much complicated and abstract and it was difficult to
understand”.

"Term 2 (the Culture module) was not useful to me because I didn’t understand the articles,
they were confusing me."

These two sets of comments reflect the positive and negative poles of students’ attitudes
towards the Culture module. From the figures cited above, it seems that most students had

a positive attitude towards the course and found it useful in some way.

3.2 Students’ development
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On the whole, the students actively engaged with the course, and showed a positive
development. This was the case, particularly with the "brighter" students, but there was the
potential for all students to get something out of the course and to develop at a level relative
to their ability. However the tutors did express disappointment in the students’ essays. The
fact that the strong students did not fulfil their potential in their essays could have been due
to a number of factors. It may be that tutors sometimes underestimate the difficulties for
students writing in a second language, and forget how much harder writing isthan speaking.
Furthermore, at that stage in their first year, students are still inexperienced in writing essays.
While they may have coped well with the more limited, directed tasks preceding the essay,
making the shift to coping with a longer, more complex piece of writing may have been
difficult for them. One needs to bear in mind that for most people learning to write well in
a complex genre such as that of the academic essay is a lengthy process, which would be
likely to take longer than one semester. The students were also not given the opportunity to
write a 1;ough draft of the essay and get feedback on this béfore writing their final draft. This
is usually done in ELAP, but because we divided the essay into two-different tasks and a final
draft, there was no time for a rough draft. Another possible reason for students’ essays being
weaker than expected, could have been because of the time of the year which was close to
exams when students were under a lot of pressure. Thus they may not have had the time or

energy to apply themselves sufficiently to their essays.

The essays also seemed to be greatly influenced by the discussion from the workshop “on *
multiculturalism and Rhodes culture which was held on 19 May. By running this workshop,
we had intended to apply the concept of culture to a real-life scenario,' which affected the
lives of all the students. We also wanted to give them ideas for their essays, but we hoped
that they would apply the theoretical concepts that they’d been learning in their discussion of
their transition to Rhodes culture. Some students did this, but many largely left the theoretical
concepts behind or dealt with them superficially and focused mainly on aspects of Rhodes

culture, which were easier to write about. This made their essays thin and superficial.

However, I don’t want to draw attention away from the many positive developments, which
students went through, if one looks at the whole process of the course. Many of these are

evident in excerpts from students’ writing and interviews which I have discussed above and
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also emerge in tutors’ comments below.

There was an indication of the effect that the course had had on certain students when their
journal entries in the third term referred to the course or showed the influence of their having
done the course. S’khona wrote about his experience during his holiday at his Grandmother’s
home in a rural area. He had been reprimanded for making himself something to eat in the
kitchen, as it wasn’t appropriate for a male to do this. He commented that 'That made me
realise Thornton’s views of Culture, that it is controlled by the environment. The environment
in which my Grandmother lives allows them to divide the jobs according to Genders" (SN
Journal 4/8).

In the third term one of the topics covered was female circumcision and a number of students
discussed it within the context of culture, for example, Beverley said, "But surely there are
some giﬂs who wants it to happen to them. It’s their culture. It is here that culture comes up
and you cant say your culture is more civilised. But when you think of it ..." (BT Journal
August). This comment reflects one of Thornton’s important arguments that one culture is~
not more evolved than another, which challenged a fundamental belief of manyﬂfof: the

students.

In retrospect the tutors commented that virtually all of the students had been influenced in
their thinking by the course at some level, not only the strong students (Meeting 27/8). One
of the effects of the course which I thought was most profound, was when May, a coloured «
student wrote in her journal that she didn’t use ti_) think that she had a culture, but since doing
the course she realised that everybody had culture. One of the problems of seeing culture in
terms of cultures belonging to different African ethnic groups in South Africa, is that of
cultural identity for people who do not fit into those ethnic groups, whether they are coloured
or white. Recognising ;hat everyone has culture is likely to have the effect of building self-

esteem and self-knowledge for those people.

However, there were students whose understanding of culture remained the same in spite of
doing the course. This is illustrated by the following extract from a journal entry where

Chippa was reflecting on female circumcision. "Culture in my own view it is the thing that
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you have to respect. If it was in my culture I will go with it and I will support circumcision
of the women" (MCK Journal August). He goes on to say that if you don’t practise your
culture or try to change it, your ancestors will get angry with you and you’ll get bad luck in
your life. He concludes by saying, "I know that times are changing but there are things that
will never change if you are an African, you have to do it although you are crossing the
boundary" (MCK Journal August). There seems to be a contradiction between "crossing the
boundary" and the idea that you have to continue practising a culture that doesn’t change.
Why does Chippa bring in "crossing the boundary" and what does he understand by it? He
may see crossing boundaries as going into situations where there is a culture, other than your
own, which is dominant. However, he doesn’t use it in Ramphele’s sense of crossing
boundaries socially and psychologically (See Chapter 4, Section 2.4). Thus, he has
appropriated Ramphele’s term, but is using it with a different meaning, in an argument that

is based on a very static notion of culture.

How does one respond to a perspective like this, which is likely to be representative of the
views of a number of the students? A relativist approach would be that this fixed concept of ~
culture is valid, and would question why a fluid understanding of culture should *b"'eq‘any
better. This is a point of view that has to be carefully considered. Although one cannot
evaluate a student’s development, based on one journal entry, I think that if a student had
really engaged with the Culture course, she/he would at least show more evidence of an
awareness of the criticisms of a static notion of culture, even if they still understood culture
in that way. I don’t think she/he would have made a statement like this in such a confident, -
unproblematic way. Chippa’s reference to "although you are crossing the boundary” is the

only indication that he has done the course, and even this is stated quite unproblematically.

3.3 Staff development

Staff development is implicitly a central aim of educational action research. The main aims
of action research according to Carr and Kemmis (1986:165) are to improve practice, to
develop practitioner’s knowledge and to involve those who are involved in the situation being
researched. The aims which I stated (in Chapter 2) were to contribute to the process of

curriculum development in ELAP, as well as to develop a deeper understanding of the
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conceptual development of students within the course. In my first draft, I stated that the
project would be collaborative to a certain extent, as I was unable to anticipate to what extent

the tutors on the course would choose to get involved.

The tutors exceeded my expectations and became very involved in the course and excited by
it, and they have indicated that they learnt a lot from being involved in the process. They
reflected on their teaching in journals and shared their experiences at length-in ‘weekly staff
meetings, which I recorded. I refer to the tutors in the third person, excluding myself, as I

am wanting to focus on the other tutors’ experiences.

An important factor in the tutors’ development was that they were grappling with the subject
matter of the course, slightly ahead of the students. This is often the experience of EAP tutors
who use diverse subject matter to teach English and academic skills. However, in this case
it was mbré pronounced for two reasons; firstly, the coursé deals With the concept of culture
which is an important concept with implications for our understandings of other things, and, ‘
secondly, the thrust of the course was so challenging to all of ~our commonsense
understandings. At one point Helen comments that she was going through a profound
experience, reflecting on her thoughts and beliefs. She talks about "writing all this confusion

to the students” in their journals, "showing them that I’'m confused" (Meeting 5/5).

This raises questions about whether this uncertainty of the tutor provides a threat to-her
pedagogical authority or that of the course. Here one has to distinguish between pedagogical «
authority in a constructivist context and the tca&;her’s authority in a context underpinned by
a "unitary and singular conception of knowledge" (Shalem 1997:5). In the Culture course,
the tutors’ lack of certainty in some areas actually worked to further the pedagogical aims of
the course. For exampl}e, Helen commented that "it’s perhaps also important for them to
realise that we don’t know everything, we don’t know the answers to all these questions”.
Fleur added that that in itself was an important learning experience for the students that the
module was also teaching (Meeting 5/5). Showing the students that the tutors do not know
all the answers challenges the commonsense epistemic assumption that there is a right and
true answer (Craig 1991:137) and that this is known to the teacher (See Chapter 3, Section
3).
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Helen added:

[the students were] also being treated as having an equal share in the construction of
knowledge — that we’re doing it together. So I feel that in lots of cases, not in all cases
by any means, but I feel as though in my response to their journals, in my response to the
Thornton article things, my response all the time is that I'm trying to show, you know,
when they make fresh ideas or — I say that’s great, I hadn’t thought of that, you know,
they’re being treated as equals. So I think it’s been a really very 1mportant expenence as
a learning experience apart from, you know, anything else. -

(Meeting 12/5; Appendix E2)

There is evidence of this where Enoch wrote an explanation of Thornton’s point that our ideas
about culture are part of the resources that culture provides (I have discussed this extract in
Chapter 4, Section 7). Helen had previously conveyed that she wasn’t sure what was meant
by that. She made the comment on Enoch’s task, "Brilliant. I found this concept difficult and

you made it much clearer for me" (EH Task 1).

There is a development from discussion that took place in a meeting in the second week of .
the course to one in the third week. In the second week, Helen observed that after having
read Thornton’s article and done the worksheet on it, many of the students seemedto still
have a superficial understanding of the concepts. "They are sajing things like ‘Its a resource’
and ‘culture can change’. But when they actually write a bit more, they’re saying quite the
opposite. Its this — I’m sure it’s just part of the process — it’s them developing their

understanding ..." (Meeting 5/5).

During the third week of the term, students appeared to be engaging more fully with the
concepts. Talking about a discussion of Biko’s article, Helen said "students have really started
thinking — I could see that they were really thinking about culture and what it meant for
them in their lives and making meaning out of it" (Meeting 12/5).

Further on in the discussion she said:

I can feel that there’s a shift in gear, that people are changing patterns of thinking and of
doing things, you know suddenly the lecturer isn’t sure of the answers — that I'm showing
as much confusion as they are. You know, they’re being confronted by fuzzy, grey,
uncharted territory where rheir knowledge and understanding of culture is being
constructed from zheir understanding and experience and what they’re reading and there’re
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no clear rights and wrongs and they’re learning all that in a very authentic way because
I’m not able to give rights and wrongs ...

... it’s not like we’re saying that students must be critical in a vague kind of way. We’re
actually showing them that this is how to be critical and this is how to um — when they
read — these are the kinds of things that they must be thinking, they must always be um
reflecting on their experience and their understandings and how that reading is — relates
to it.

(Meeting 12/5; Appendix E2)

Possibly the most important aim of the course was to take students through a process in which
they were required to construct knowledge in a way that we believe is required in certain
aspects of university education. The course also challenged some of their commonsense
understandings of knowledge, such as notions that there is one correct answer, or one correct
definition of a concept. They were required to reflect on their own beliefs and experiences
and relate new knowledge to their previously held knowledge. One cannot teach students
about constructing knowledge. This can only be done in context of a course with authentic
content where students are taken through a process of constructing knowledge themselves. It
seems that to varying degrees, the course was successful in realising this aim. Thus, this
research provides support for the case for using challenging subject matter in an EAP course.
However, the material needs to be accessible to students, relevant and engaging, and the

learning process needs to be carefully scaffolded.

Whilst the issues related to the construction of knowledge were implicit in my planning of
the course, they had not been clearly expressed as such. Thus, they were not foregrounded
for the other tutors/,r- and emerged for them during their teaching of the cm;rse. Because of the
dedicated, enthusiastic and self-reflective way in which they engaged with the teaching of the
course, it became a very valuable learning experience for them.

This research project was planned as one cycle of actioi{ research and thus far there have not
been formal plans to continue into further cycles. However, as I have described, the
implementation of the Culture course has had a significant impact on the tutors and thus it
is likely to affect the ongoing development of the course. I will point to possible areas for

research and development which have generated from this project.
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The Culture course is definitely going to be run again next year, but will need to be
improved, based on reflection on the course this year. One of the problems this year has been
a lack of time and a need to rush through difficult articles with students. There has been a
suggestion to shift it to later in the year, because it is more conceptually difficult than other
modules which come after it and more time could be given to it. This curriculum intervention

could then be researched.

-

One of the aims of the research was, through intensively researching a small section of the
course, to gain insights into the curriculum development of the course more broadly. This
issue was raised by Fleur when she said that there was a challenge to maintain the ways of
teaching that the tutors had used in the Culture module and to use a similar approach in other
parts of the ELAP course (Meeting 27/8). The tutors then jointly defined what she meant by
"the ways of teaching” as drawing on students’ knowledge and challenging it, facilitating
conceptual development, having a strong link between content and skills and teaching
academic thinking (Meeting 27/8). A further project could be to-develop other modules or_
sections of the course, aiming to meet similar objectives to those described above and to

research them.

Thus the first cycle draws to a close. The last chapter will contain a critical reflection on the

research project and discuss some issues arising from the research.

103



6. Conclusion

This research project grew out of my experience of teaching on and developing the ELAP
course at Rhodes University. It has enabled me to explore in more depth the idea that content
should be more than just a vehicle for teaching language and academic skills; that one of the
tasks of an EAP course is to assist students to develop their ways of learning and ways of
thinking and that an EAP course should also aim to facilitate conceptual development of

students, which necessitates content being included as an integral part of the learning process.

Talking about these ideas in the abstract leaves them vague and undeveloped, both in one’s
own mind, and when one tries to communicate these ideas to other tutors. Developing,
implementing and researching a course which had these aims and involving the ELAP tutors
in the prbcéss allowed me to explore these ideas in practicé, and also exposed the other tutors

to them in a concrete and meaningful way.

-~ -

1. Participatory action research — the involvement of the tutors

What I have discussed above shows the potential power of participatory action research
methods to involve practitioners in research and to enhance their understandings of aspects
of their practice. The success of action research relies on the willingness and commitment-of
practitioners to be involved in the research. I was very fortunate in this project to work with »
colleagues who were so open to the ideas whi(_:h I was introducing to the course and who

engaged so enthusiastically with teaching and reflection once the course began to unfold.

The approach to EAP jwhich I was exploring in the Culture course was different to the
approach of the other tutors, but its aims were not so far removed from their beliefs and
understandings about teaching, so as to alienate them. I quote at length from a conference
paper written by the tutors, to convey a sense of what their approaches to teaching were and

how they were affected by being involved in the teaching of the course and the research:

Although we as teachers have always located ourselves within a broadly constructivist
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framework, we all felt that we had been significantly altered by the experience of teaching
this module. We now believe that our understanding of what it means to construct
knowledge existed at a theoretical level but that during the course of this module we were
confronted by very concrete examples of how students, who come from rote-learning
educational backgrounds, can have their learning patterns changed. Scaffolding of tasks,
exposure to different perspectives and reflection‘on learning were not new to us as methods
for building up new knowledge but the way in which students and tutors became partners
in the learning process was not something we had experienced before. As teachers we
could see how these strategies (scaffolding, reflection and partnership) helped students
construct an understanding of culture which linked their common-sense, everyday
understandings with abstract and conceptually more sophisticated understandings.
Alfers, Dison and Theophilus (1997:11)

Fullan (1991) discusses the difficulties of implementing educational change, particularly in
relation to changes in belief as they are related to core values held by individuals regarding
the purposes of education. "Moreover, beliefs are often not explicit, discussed or understood
but rather are buried at the level of unstated assumptions” (42). Doing participatory action
research is a way of bringing those beliefs and understandings to the surface, allowing
practioners to reflect on their own approaches and creating a Epaég for colleagues to engage”

with each others’ understandings in a constructive way.
2. Development of the students

Some trends can be identified in terms of how students responded to the Culture course. All
of the students involved in the research actively engaged with the ideas in the course in t’hei‘r‘ )
own way, though there were students in ELAP who did not really engage. There were some
students, like Yekani, who had thought through some of the ideas in the course béfore, but
who seemed to be equipped in the course with conceptual tools and language to help him
engage with these concepts more clearly'and more articulately. McCormick (1996:49) writes
"if students are to leain how to read the world critically, they must be given access to
discourses that can allow them to analyse that world ...". Students like Yekani have clearly
already been exposed to discourses which have enabled them to analyse the world. Similarly
with Enoch, who was able to engage fluently with the concepts in the course, even concepts
that tutors were struggling with, and apply them to his own life experience. In the case of

these students, the course is likely to have stretched them even further and helped them to
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channel their thinking into academic forms of argument and writing.

I chose to focus most closely on the development of Abdul and, to a lesser extent, Abel, two
students who seemed to work hard at understanding the concepts in the course and who
struggled with the challenges of new ways of conceptualising culture and the strong pull of
their previous understandings. Why did I chose to focus on these students? I think it was
largely because of a process that was evident in their writing; a process that was for Abdul
difficult, recursive and sometimes contradictory. In Abel’s case, I identified that there was
a significant change in his understanding, which he denied. I also chose to focus on them
because I don’t believe that it’s honest or useful to design challenging courses and just
investigate how the high achievers respond to them. What I learnt from the work of these
students is that having your beliefs and understandings challenged, in relation to a concept
that is well known to you in an everyday life context, is a painful process. Working towards
developing new understandings is a process of struggle, with movefnent between new and old

S

understandings. R

In terms of approaches to learning, the students who were interviewed seemed to val‘ii; the
approach to learning which was being developed in ELAP and particularly in the Culture
course. The opportunity to reflect on this (in the interview) was probably useful for them,
and there possibly should have been a more explicit emphasis on development of

metacognitive awareness in the course. e

When writing up research, the students whose utterances one is using can feel very removed.
When I met one of the students to clarify something, his response reminded me of how
enthusiastic and involved students had been in their interviews, in terms of how they

responded to the topic of culture and to the course.
3. Challenges for EAP courses

At another presentation on the research project to a largely Academic Development Centre
audience at Rhodes, a question was asked as to whether it is appropriate to teach students

critical ways of constructing knowledge, when most of the lecturers that they encounter have
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traditional approaches to knowledge and learning, and teach their courses accordingly. This
question reaches to the heart of the research project and raises what is an ongoing issue for
EAP and foundation courses. A tentative response to this is that one can conceptualise
approaches to learning as being on a continuum- with reproductive modes of learning
(Entwistle and Entwistle 1991:205) at one end and constructivist approaches at the other.
Most lecturers in Arts and Social Sciences disciplines at a university like Rhodes would not
have social constructivist approaches to learning and many would be opposed-to the ontology
inherent in this approach. However they would probably be closer on the continuum to
constructivist approaches to learning than to a reproductive approach in that they require
students to synthesise information from different sources, develop arguments based on
evidence and critically evaluate arguments, particularly at later stages of their degrees. This

is an area which needs to be researched further.

I have chosen to focus on the needs of students in the Arts and Social Sciences faculties for
this research. However ELAP is a general course, which has studgnts from various faculties.
The majority of students in ELAP, including a number of the students who volunteered to
be involved in this project, are Commerce Foundation students. From the second year of their
degree they do Management and Economics in which they are required to write essays.

However, the extent to which they are required to develop their own critical understandings

of concepts at an undergraduate level, is questionable. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, the
ELAP tutors believe that there is an intrinsic usefulness in teaching a critical approach-to

learning, that even if it is not immediately useful to students, it has the potential to enhance '
students’ capacity for life-long learning. The Commerce students that T interviewed felt that
the approach to learning which was encouraged in ELAP would be useful to them in their
degrees. Even though they did not know.exactly what to expect from their future courses, the
ELAP course had credibility for them. (Of course this does not apply to all students.) Again,

this is an area which needs to be further researched. = .
4. Implications for curriculum development

In Chapter 3, I discussed the concept of academic literacies and the need for academics in

mainstream disciplines to make the groundrules of those disciplines explicit to students and
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to consciously integrate them into curricula. In EAP courses there is the space to experiment
with integrating content and academic literacy development in a meaningful way, as has been
done in the Culture course. Although there are obvious differences between EAP and
mainstream courses, I believe that lecturers involved in curriculum development in the
mainstream could learn from the findings of research such as this. The Culture course and
the research could provide useful stimulus for discussion about curriculum development, as
I have suggested in Chapter 2. Furthermore, there are elements of the course development

which could be transferred to mainstream courses.
5. Tensions, limitations and gaps in the research

One area of tension in the research was language issues. There was an ongoing danger of
focusing mainly on conceptual development and issues of learning and neglecting the reality
that the students who were the focus of the research were speakers of English as an additional
language. I have to also recognise my limitations as a researcher-in that I am not fluent in
any African languages. This would have been a requirement for reaching really mmningful
insights about students’ conceptual development, taking their various language competencies
and processes into account. However, this focus would provide a whole research project in

itself,

A possible flaw in this thesis is a lack of integration of some of the theory in the Literature
chapter into the discussion chapters.-I believe that the inclusion of all the theory which I did
was necessary for me as part of the process of developing a theoretical framework. Some of

it needs to be seen as background to the research, which I have drawn on.

At the outset of the research I intended to study students’ interactions in group discussions,
and how this provided mediation of learning. However, as I selected material from a large
bank of data, this aspect was excluded. I see this exclusion as a gap in the research and I

hope to still explore this area in further research.

There have been many metaphors which have surfaced in this thesis, metaphors with layers

of meaning or ways of seeing the world and learning attached to them. There are oi'ganic
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metaphors of growth and terms linked to building and construction - scaffolding, tools,
framework, bridge. There are metaphors linked to technology such as engine and computing
such as processing system. There are the three central metaphors from the readings on

culture, culture as a resource, standing at the crossroads, and transgressing boundaries.

I will end with a metaphor. As I have been sitting at my computer day after day, I keep
thinking the words "chipping away". I am tapping away at the computer, I feel as if I am
chipping away very small shavings from a huge sculpture. There are times when I work fast
and productively, the sculpture unfolds before my eyes. But mostly I am just chipping away.
Often I meet with the resistance of hard wood - the rigidity of my own thinking and I long

for a fluid and lyrical shape to emerge. I wonder if my students experience this.

There are parallels when it comes to our work with students. People outside of Academic
Development — Deans, administrators, people who sit on committees, expect us to work
miracles, expect us to equip students from villages and ghettees to fly into mainstream
courses, and to do it in a year. I have come to think that when we research the work that we
do, one has to look for small, subtle changes, developments of the type that I have described,
and see them as being part of a longer term process. Of course, there are students that
undergo transformations, or who shine from the start, but these are not in the majority. I
think it is important to value the small developments as well as the large ones, to see them
as significant. Lastly, this research has provided affirmation for the idea that one needs tok »
provide students with courses that are challenging, that treat them as learners with potential

to grow, and to provide careful scaffolding for them in that process.
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Appendix A1l

ENGLISH LANGUAGE FOR ACADEMIC PURPOSES

COURSE OUTLINE: TERM 2 1997

THEME: CULTURE AND IDENTITY

THURS

MON WED FRI
WEEK 1: Group seminar: Group seminar: Group seminar;
21-25 April Definitions Previewing Thornton article
Group Seminar: readings. i
Defining culture Thornton article T
WEEK 2: Group seminar: PUBLIC HOLIDAY | Group seminar:
28 Apr - 2 May Thornton article Return Essay 1
PUBLIC HOLIDAY Give out Task 1
: Grammar
*Hand in journal
WEEK 3: Library practical Group seminar: Group seminar:
5-9 May Autobiographies Cohesion &
Lecture: Culture | coherence
Dr Robin Palmer - Grammar

Group seminar:

Give out Task 2

Autobiographies *Hand in Task 1 -

WEEK 4: Group seminar: Group seminar: Group seminar: -~
12-16 May Argument Argument cont. I
Workshop: Grammar
Multicultural

education & *Hand in Task 2 *Hand in journal
Rhodes culture Hand back Task 1

WEEK 5: Group seminar: Group seminar: Group seminar: - - - |
19-23 May Revising & editing | Intros & concs Prepare for debate
Lecture: ST ‘ o

Gender & Culture
Mary van der Riet
Give back Task 2

Grammar

*Hand in final
version

WEEK 6:
26-30 May
Debate

Wrap-up of module

Group seminar:
Summary practice

Group seminar:
Exam skills

Group seminar:
Return final
version

Grammar




Appendix A2 (Tutor’s guide)

ELAP:Term 2
Week 1 (21 - 25 April)

Monday 21 April
Tapping students’ understandings of culture.

First period:
Introduction: 10 minutes
Hand out course outline for term.
Explain aims of term:
Content: Working with concept of culture, starting from students’ understandings of
culture, working towards more academic understandings.
- generate debate about culture
- look at Rhodes culture
- look at gender and culture

—~— =

At a metacognitive level: (explain this concept)
-learn more about how knowledge is constructed at university.

Academic & language skills:
- more about essay writing, library skills, cohesion and coherence, argument,
more about revising and editing. - e

Individual activity: 10 m
Students write on:

What do I understand by culture? What role does it play in my life?

Groupwork: 25m
Students read their writing to each other and then discuss:

Do we have similar understandings of what culture is? Are there differences in the way we
see culture? If so, explain what these differences are.

Develop a joint definition of culture. (Work out how you’re going to.deal with different
understandings, if there are differences.) :

If this takes longer, give them more time. 10 m break.
2nd period:
Reportback: * L 20 m

Groups read out their definitions. Any discussion coming out of this.
Students hand in individual writing and group definitions.

Start with "Definitions of Culture" worksheet. 25 m



Appendix A3

ELAP: Definitions of Culture
A. Discuss the following questions in class:

1. On Monday we asked you to develop your own definitions of culture. How did you
find the process of writing definitions? Was it easy or difficult? Why?

2. Why do we define concepts? Think about why lecturers define concepts, why writers
of books and articles do it and why students do it? Of course there are common
reasons, but they may differ slightly.

B. Read the definitions and discuss the following questions in pairs:

3. Definitions often explain what a concept refers to, and then give an example to
illustrate this meaning in concrete terms. Find an example in the definitions you have
been given and explain how it illustrates an abstract idea.

4. Look at the dictionary definition of culture (Definition 3). How useful do you think
it is for developing our understanding of culture for this course? Explain your answer.
How would you use a dictionary to help you to understand a complex concept like
culture? -

5. There are two references in the definitions to university disciplines. Find these
references. Do you think that the same term could be defined differently in different-
disciplines? Explain.

6. You may have noticed that the definitions show different perspectives on culture. Can
you find some examples in the definitions of ideas that contradict each other? Explain
why you think this?

1. Which of the definitions do you agree with the most or do you find most useful? Are
“there some that you disagree with? Explain your answers. .-
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The concept of culture
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In this chapter we shall look at the unity and diversity of human life
and culture. The concept of culture, together with that of society, is
one of the most widely used notions in sociology. Culture consists of
the values the members of a given group hold, the norms they follow,
and the material goods they create. Values are abstract ideals, while norms
are definite principles or rules which people are expected to observe.
Norms represent the ‘dos’ and ‘don'ts’ of social life. Thus monogamy
- being faithful to a single marriage partner — is a prominent value in
most Western societies. In many other cultures, a person is permitted to

have several wives or husbands simultaneously. Norms of behaviour in-

marriage include, for example, how husbands and wives are supposed
to behave towards their in-laws. In some societies, a husband or
wife is expected to develop a close relationship with parents-in-law;
in others they are expected to keep a clear distance from one another.

When we use the term in ordinary daily conversation, we often -

think of ‘culture’ as equivalent to the ‘higher things of the mind’ -
art, literature, music and painting. As sociologists use it, the concept
includes such activities, but also far more. Culture refers to the whole
wav of life of the members of a society. It includes how they dress,
their marriage customs and family life, their patterns of work, religious
ceremonies and leisure pursuits. It covers also the goods they create
and which become meaningful for them - bows and arrows, ploughs,
factories and machines, computers, books, dwellings.

‘Culture’ can be conceptually distinguished from ‘society’, but there
are verv close connections between these notions. ‘Culture’ .concerns

the way of life of the members of a given society — their habits and
customs, together with the material goods they produce. ‘Society’ refers
to the system of interrelationships which connects together the individ-
uals who share a common culture. No culture could exist without a
'society. But, equally, no society could exist without culture. Without
culture, we would not be human’ at all, in the sense in which we
usually understand that term. We would have no language in which
to express ourselves, no sense of self-consciousness, and our ability
_to think or reason would be severely limited - as we shall show in
this chapter and in chapter 3 (‘Socialization and the Life-Cycle’).

/T\r\orh}ﬂ’h, K C\Q%%B . ‘

‘gb Ur C€

Culture is a resource

Today, culture is best thought of as a resource. Like other
resources, such as energy, sunlight, air and food, it cannot belong
exclusively to any particular individual or group of individuals. All

groups and individuals must have access to at least some of these cul-ture FRaltfa(r) n

resources to survive. Similady, culture is the information which
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1 [U] (a) refined
;. understanding and appreciation of art, literature,

humans are not born with but which they need in order to interact
with each other in social life. It must be learned during the long
process of education, socialisation, maturing and growing old. Like
other kinds of resources, culture can be — and is - controlled by the
environment, which places limits on what can and cannot be done. But
the physical environment can never determine the content ?f culturc’.
Unlike other physical resources, hovt'ever, cul.turc is never used up’,
but can only grow, change or even disappear in use. It s people who
create cultural resources and control access to them.
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i ete: a society without much culture © She is a
f'u-oman of considerable culture. © Universities
* should be centres of culture. (b) (often derog) art,
¢ literature, etc collectively: tourists coming to
%' Venice in search of culture. 2 {U] state of
£-intellectual  development of a  society:
¥ lwentieth-century mass culture o a period of high/
- lowculrure. 3{U, C) particular form of intellectual
. expression, eg in art and literature: We owe much
< to Greek culture. o She has studied the cultures of

.. Oriental countries. 4 {U, C] customs, arts, social -

+ Institutions. etc of a particular group or people: the
~ culture of the Eskimos © working-class culture.
8 [U] development through training, exercise,
" treatment, etc: physical culture, ie developing
© one’smuscles and fitness by doing exercises ¢ The

culture of the mind is vital. 6 [U} growing of plants

i or rearing of certain types of animal (eg bees,

silkworms, etc) to obtain a crop or improve the
species: bulb culture, ie the growing of flowers
from bulbs. 7 [C} (biology) group of bacteria
grown for medical or scientific study: a culture of

© cholera germs.



One can take two very different and basic views of culture.

The first takes its cue from cultural anthropology which took off in the
early twentieth cenwry. Here we had people studying the beliefs,
practices, life styles and organisation of small scale and usually relatively
isolated and self-contained societies. They called these patterns of living

and thinking the culture of the society. From here it has been applied to
other societies but with the same set of basic ideas; as a set of beliefs and
practices pertaining 1o a demarcated group of people within a larger
society, [which] beliefs and practices are oriented to the past in that they
are associated with tradition.. This ‘culture’ is essentially something that
can be described and is believed to be a crucial constituent of the
‘identity’ of individuals within the cultural group. ... ‘Culture’ here is a
given within which people’s lives take shape.

The second view sees culture as a construct used to organise and interpret
human behaviour. As such it is contested. It can be used to block progress
and development.. to legitimate oppression. Or it can be used to help
people achieve their ... aspirations ... ‘Culture’ here is a value concept ...
it is a political concept which has to be understood in the context and the
purposes for which it Is being used.

... must admit, though, that the first view of culwre is the dominant and
popular view. It is so dominant that even people who adopt the second
view often fall back into using ‘culture’ in the first sense.

ovrea . B Kodha
QU 1~ Wore, Q L\O‘C‘A'B-

-

It is around a core of shared cultural meanings that any society or nation -

coheres. Within any healthy society there are differences. {?ul underneath
those differences there are shared values which um'te_ the different groups.
When difference is seen as different forms of expression of the core values,
then difference is not divisive. It gives life and energy, to the unity.

In South Africa we have to attack the Euro-centric nolz:on of cul!{lre w/u'_ch
see$ language, culture and nation as co-terminus. It is this notion which
was used by apartheid to drive people into separate cullurle corners and
construct these corners as separdte nations. If we are going lo creale a
new South Africa we have (o bring people out of those cultural ghettoes to
see what each has in common with the others and celebrate that ...

We do not have to start from scratch. Already most black communities
are multilingual which hreaks the language-culture nexus and helps us
see the cultural between people. And, despite the success of
apartheid-in manufactﬁring in some people a sense of belonging to a Zulu
nation or a Xhosa nation, the overwhelming majority of black peoplg do
think of themselves as South Africans. Each believes that Ihelr' heritage
has a contribution to make to a common South Africa. That is ‘whar I
understand by culture. It is not etlnic or linguistic difference. It is a set
of core values and meanings which enables a collection of diverse

individuals and groups cohere as a single society or nation. In that core
culture everyone participates.”” ‘
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A WORKING DEFINITION OF CULTURE

First, culture is all around us; we live our lives by means of
culture, just as a fish always swims in the sea. As a fish takes
the sea for granted, so we tend to take culture for granted. When
we do think about culture, we very often forget that it is an
organic part of our life, and Wwe talk about it as something
external and removed from us. Consequently, we tend to think
abourt culture as a set of objects - like musical instruments,

or a set of traditional values - like religion. This means we
usually think about culture as something handed down to us,
finished and complete, something decided upon by others in the
past. This way of looking at culture can be misleading; musical
instruments and religion are part of our culture, it is true.

But what makes them 'cultural'? They are part of culture because
they are all ways of making sense of the world we live in. We
must never forget that 'making sense' is something we do all the
time. Swimming in the sea of culture must not hide from us the
fact that culture is about swimming. Or to put it another way;
culture is the storehouse of ways in which we create a meaning-
ful world We have to use those meanings all the time, too.
Culture is about what we do today not just about what our
forefathers did yesterday. If their ways still work for us today
too, that is lucky for us. If they don't, then we need to make
new ways if we don't want to live our lives like a fish

‘out of warter. R
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Appendix A4

CONCEPTUALISING CULTURE IN CONTEMPORARY SOUTH AFRICA.

Adapted from an article by Robert Thornton.

Culture or cultures

When we hear about culture in South Africa, we usually hear how South Africa is composed |
of many cultures, and that these cultures are the products and properties of different peoples
or volke. Robert Thornton, an anthropologist, believes that these common concepts of culture
distort our understandings of culture. .-

The following extracts from Anthropology textbooks illustrate the idea of different cultures
being owned by different peoples. "Soveel volke wat daar is, soveel kulture bestaan daar”
(There are as many cultures as there are peoples)(Coertze, 1973, 1973:61). An Introduction

to Anthropology by DP Stoffberg, says that culture is "the expression of an ethnic group’s
speech, thought processes, actions and aspirations. An ethnic group and its culture develop
organically and simultaneously to become an indivisible, homogeneous group” (Stoffberg,
1982:1).

BV Levitas claims that the members of a group "i.e. a people, possess a common way of life "3
and share a common culture" and goes on to say: "All South Africans are classified into races
..(and South Africa) ... consists of many peoples, the Xhosa, Zulu and Tswana etc. each with
a distinct language and culture" (Levitas n.d.:19). '

Thornton argues that the idea of cultural differences being closely linked to different ‘peoples’ ({_
or wvolke is contradicted daily. "In the marketplace and workplace, listening to music or
watching television, at homes and in churches, people in fact experience the same desires,
profess the same religions, follow the same leaders, and eat the same cornflakes,
notwithstanding their "multicultural” condition!" (Thornton, 1988:18).

Neville Alexander explores this idea further: o

BAVA

In South Africa we have to -attack the Euro-centric notion of culture which sees
language, culture and nation as co-terminus. It is this notion which was used by
apartheid to drive people into separate cultural corners as separate nations. If we are
going to create a new South Africa we have to bring people out of those cultural
ghettoes to see what each has in common with the others and celebrate that ...

We do not have to start from scratch. Already most black communities are b
multilingual which breaks the language- culture nexus .... And despite the success of
apartheid in manufacturing in some people a sense of belonging to a Zulu nation or
a Xhosa nation, the overwhelming majority of black people do think of themselves as
South Africans. Each believes that their heritage has a contribution to make to a
common South Africa.

(Quoted in Moore, 1994:247).



Was ethnicity invented?

The idea that a culture is associated with one nation and language was developed in the
nineteenth century in Europe.

Debi Pattanayak argues that:

the concept of a nation state is built around unitary symbols, one language, one
culture, one religion and so on. This is how the nation state is conceived of in the
European plan. Their one language is the national language. This is an entirely
inadequate concept. It is inappropriate both to European countries, as they have
discovered to their great cost, and even more so to developing countries. National
monolingualism is a complete myth.

(Cited in Alexander, 1995:212).

Similarly, many Southern African historians have shown how ethnicity was created in
Southern Africa by missionaries, colonial administrators and entrepreneurs in the course of
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Leroy Vail (1991) demonstrates how the
economic needs of colonial modernisation, especially the demands of deep-level mining and
plantation-style farming, brought about the system of forced migrant labour by means of
which African males of the surrounding territories were recruited according to which ethnic
group they belonged to. In the mines, different ethnic groups were kept separate, and this
caused them to develop strong ethnic identities.

In South Africa, it was particularly the missionaries and their mainly male converts who
determined the content of these ethnic identities, by, for example, developing a written form
of each of the African languages and by recording the heroic epic, myths and customs of the
"tribe". Vail’s conclusion was that ethnicity is not a natural cultural phenomenon but a
"consciously crafted ideological creation" (Vail, 1991:7 quoted in Alexander 1995:212).

Michael Cross argues that during the first two centuries of colonial history in South Africa.

the concept of ‘civilisation’ influenced the relations between the colonisers and the indigenous
population. As bearers of ‘civilisation’ the colonisers saw themselves as-having a ‘civilising
mission’ which legitimated the patterns of domination and subordination established in
government and social relations. In the early twentieth century, Afrikaner intellectuals took
the concept of ‘culture’ from cultural anthropology i.e. the concept of each ethnic group
having its own culture. They applied this concept to the population groups in South Africa
and ‘discovered’ ‘Bantu culture’ and indeed ‘Bantu cultures’ (Moore 1994:242-3),

But although Cross believes that different cultures were created artificially during our history,
he argues that we still need to recognise cultural diversity as a real issue. He says, "One
cannot just ignore it and say we are concerned with national unity. Of course unity is a
common goal. But it has to be a national unity which is built on the existing reality ... of
ethnic diversity" (quoted in Moore 1994:245).

Culture is a resource

3
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Thornton (1988:24) argues that culture is best thought of as a resource. Like other resources,
such as energy, sunlight, air and food, it cannot belong exclusively to any particular
individual or group of individuals. All groups and individuals must have access to at least
some of these resources to survive. Similarly, culture is the mformatzon which humans are
not born with but which they need in order to interact with each other in social life. It must
be learned during the long process of education, socialisation, maturing and growing old.

Like other kinds of resources, culture can be - and is - controlled by the environment, which
places limits on what can and cannot be done. But the physical environment can never
determine the content of culture. Unlike other physical resources, however; culture is never
‘used up’, but can only grow, change or even disappear in use. It is people who create
cultural resources and control access to them.

Although culture is an essential resource, this does not mean that all people have equal access
to all of culture, or even access to all of the cultural resources that they might need or desire.
For the most part, earlier theories about culture assumed that everyone had more or less the
same degree of access to the cultural resources that their particular social environment
provided. Today, we see that this is not true - and believe that it was probably never true,
even of the so-called ‘egalitarian’ or ‘tribal s001et1es Wthh were once thought to be
completely homogeneous.

If we think of culture as a resource, however, then we must include our own ideas about
culture as part of the resources that culture provides. This is particularly true in South Africa
since the concepts of ‘different cultures’ and ‘own culture’ have become central to the
political thought of most South Africans. For the most part, these political uses of the word
‘culture’ are not about culture at all, as we use the term here, but rather about cultures. In
this case, it is the final ‘s’ that makes all the difference. This has been an effect of the
apartheid system, which had a strong influence on how people understood society. It has
caused people to see others as belonging to different cultures, which are separate from each
other. Furthermore, people’s understanding of society, including how they see culture,

become part of the cultural resources, which they use to deal with the world. e

Thornton argues that while there are differences in the way people behave and think and live,
this reflects their differing access to cultural resources (the information which humans need
to interact with each other) as well as their use of these resources to make statements to each
other and about themselves.

One such statement, perhaps the most significant for our understanding of the concept, is the
statement about identity and group membership. Wearing a safari-suit or a tee-shirt and
beads, participation in a rugby team or a dance band, répresent choices made from a selection
of cultural resources that comprise a statement about identity. Culture, however, is more than
this. It includes clothes that we wear, events and practices that we participate in, languages
that we speak. Moreover, it also includes all of the ways of using and expressing these and
many other material and conceptual resources which our human environments present to us.

Muller (1989) writes that we tend to think of culture as a set of objects - like musical
instruments, or a set of traditional values - like religion. These are part of our culture, but

what makes them ‘cultural’? They are part of our culture because they are all ways of making

sense of the world we live in. Or to put it another way; "culture is the storehouse of ways

V20

1

5

V7



in which we create a meaningful world" (51).

An understanding of culture, then, is not simply a knowledge of differences, but rather an
understanding of how and why differences in.language, thought, use of materials and
behaviour have come about. There are certainly cultural differences; just as there are
differences in climate or personality or the various batches of the same colour of paint - but
those differences have meanings, functions and histories. Contemporary cultural studies, look
at these meanings, functions and histories in order to understand the differences; they do not
use the apparent ‘fact’ of differences to explain history, politics and beliefs.

Culture chan

Since cultural changes are controlled and limited in many different ways by social and
environmental factors, culture changes. Over the very long term we can talk about the
evolution of culture. Evidently, the resources that humans have used to cope with each other
and with their environments have undergone a dramatic evolution from simple stone and
wooden implements, primitive drawings, and simpler languages to the complex forms we see
everywhere today. It is clear that no single region or regional population is more or less
responsible than others for the most important changes in the evolution of culture. It is also
clear that the evolution of culture and the evolution of the human physical form and racial
characteristics are completely unrelated. In fact physical anthropologists agree that the human
body ceased to evolve once humans became fully Auman, that is, when they no.longer
interacted directly with the environment with their bodies and sensations, but indirectly
through the use of tools and concepts. From the dawn of our species, Homo sapiens, it has
been culture which has evolved in order to provide the knowledge, tools, habits and beliefs
that permitted humans to adapt to changing environments rather than live directly in the
natural environment. These changes have proceeded at more or less the same pace, over rthe
long term, everywhere. o
In the shorter term, however, it makes little sense to talk about more-evolved or less-evolved
cultures, since all but a very few humans possess at least the minimum necessary cultural
skills to permit their survival and the full expression of human social and emotional life. The
exceptions, where they exist, have nothing to do with ‘evolution’, but rather with specific
social relationships of political power, economic exchange and control of cultural resources
that have led to cultural deprivation, poverty and powerlessness of some people relative to
others. It may seem attractive to some people to explain these differences in terms of the

ideas of biological evolttion of species, but Thornton, argues strongly that culture is not .

comparable to the genes and organic substance of an organism. Thus, the metaphor of
evolution drawn from biology is not helpful in understanding culture.

What culture does

Thornton (1988:26) argues that it is difficult to define culture, because it is so complex.
Although there is not much point in trying to say what culture is, it is useful to look at what
culture does and how it does it.

%
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"One thing that culture does is to create the boundaries of class, ethnicity ... race, gender, 2 7.
neighbourhood, generation and territory within which we all live" (27). Boundaries are
created and maintained when people observe, learn and finally internalise the rituals and

habits of speech, body language and dress and ways of thinking to the extent that they
become entirely automatic and unconscious. These.boundaries come to seem uniquely real

and permanent.. Their creation through cultural means is only obvious when we step outside

of our normal day-to-day interactions.

Thornton uses the example of borders of state to illustrate how boundaries are created. In 2 3
crossing an ‘international boundary’ we involve ourselves in a complex political ritual which
includes signposts, people wearing uniforms, gates and narrow corridors. There is always an
element of risk, of interference with personal freedom, even death if the formalities of this
particularly powerful ritual are not acknowledged and complied with. The boundaries between
countries, in fact, exist only in the imagination. They are created through international
agreements and laws constructed by humans. They are identified through complex
geographical calculations.

Boundaries between classes and races are similarly maintained by habits of language, 4
positions of subordination and domination, dress, differential access to cultural and economic
resources, and patterns of residence. These cultural boundaries, whileé automatic and in many

cases unconscious, are learned within communities. They can be brought to the level of
consciousness through education, discussion, art or drama and thu$ un-learned. They can be
changed. In fact, individuals in South Africa do change their class position, their racial
classification, their ethnicity and nationality, even their gender. Although time decrees that

we cannot change our age, there are different cultural expectations of what people can or
cannot do at different ages, thus this can be changeable as well.

The existence of boundaries and the fact that they are created by means of culture presentus 7 &
with a kind of paradox. Boundaries divide individuals and groups of people, but they can. -
only do so if the groups so divided share a common belief about what criteria and what -
rituals constitute a boundary. People must believe that it is important to ‘be a South African’,

to ‘be an elder’, to. ‘be a man’. It seems that being human guarantees that some set of
identities will always be important in this way. These identities overlap and often conflict

with each other. They almost never correspond with other identities , however, in a way that
would justify the belief that each ‘people’ has a uniquely different culture.

Edward Said explores this idea further: 74

No one today is purely one thing. Labels like Indian, or woman, or Muslim, or
American are no more than starting points which if followed into actual experience
for only a moment are quickly left behind. Imperialism consolidated the mixture of
cultures and identities on a global scale. But its worst and most paradoxical gift was
to allow people to believe that they were only, mainly, exclusively, white, or black,
or Western, or Oriental. Yet just as human beings make their own history, they also
make their cultures and ethnic identities. No one can deny the persisting continuities
of long traditions, sustained habitations, national languages, and cultural geographies,
but there seems no reason to keep insisting on their separation and distinctiveness, as



6

if that was all human life was about. Survival in fact is about the connections between

things.
Said (1994) quoted in Alexander (1996:9)

Alexander (1996:10) argues that under certain conditions such as political stability, people
experience their "culture" as a definite "thing", a kind of envelope that determines to a large
extent how they perceive and react to their normal surroundings. Under other conditions such
as periods of rapid social change) they experience their "culture" as a process, as something
that is itself changing and unstable. He argues that in a multilingual, "multicultural" society,
a more dynamic view of culture seems to be approprate.

Thornton (1988:28) argues that cultural categories such as ‘a nation, ‘a conimunity’, and ‘a
society’ are political entities only when they act together in some way (for example, when
a nation goes to war, or the Lions club makes a street collection). Otherwise, they are merely
categories based on some criterion or set of criteria (for example ‘the coloured people’, ‘the
residents of Hillbrow’). Such categories are created by humans. They provide a means of
classifying and coping with the complexity of life. They are not cultural groups in any sense,
unless they believe themselves to be so, and act together as a consequence of these beliefs.

This paper has criticised the common understanding of culture as different cultures belonging
to different ethnic groups. The idea that each volk or people ‘belongs to’ or possesses a
different culture is itself a part of the cultural processes of establishing political and personal
identities. When seen in historical perspective, these ideas emerge clearly as products of their
times (our times), which will themselves change. Societies, pelitieal groups, nations, and so.
on have boundaries. Their edges are often very easy to perceive and to define. This is
because culture creates these boundaries and makes them seem important to us. However,
what we have been arguing in this paper is that when we study culture it is not what is
defined by those boundaries, that we are concerned with. Rather, we may be asking how and
why those boundaries have been created, whether they may be shifting, and whether people
are constrained by those boundaries or are crossing them.
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Appendix A5

Worksheet for "Conceptualising culture in contemporary South Africa".

Please use the article (by Thornton) to answer the following questions. Answer in your own
words.

Conceptual questions

la. What is the difference between "culture" and "cultures” as used in the first sub-
heading? '

b. Why does Thornton have a problem with the idea of "different cultures belonging to
different ethnic groups"?

c. Do you agree with Thornton’s statement in paragraph 4 that "people in fact experience
the same desires, profess the same religions, follow the same leaders, and eat the
same cornflakes" ?

2. Alexander (in paragraph 5) and Pattanayak (in paragraph 7) criticise the European
notion of culture which sees one nation having one culture and one language etc. Why
do they think this idea is inadequate, and why especially for-South Africa?

3. What does Vail mean (in par.8) when he says "ethnic‘ity*ig not a natural cultural -
phenomenon but a consciously crafted ideological creation". Why does he believe
this? ' : o

4a.  Thornton argues that culture is best thought of as a resource (par. 12). Explain the
meaning of resource in this context.

b. Does this seem to you to be a useful way of conceptualising culture? Why/ Why not?
c. Thornton (in paragraph 14) argues-that "we must include our own ideas about culture
as part of the tesources that culture provides". What do you think he means by this?

5. According to Thornton’s argument in paragraphs 19 and 20, would it make sense to
talk about "more civilised" or "less civilised" cultures? Explain your answer.

£

22
6a.  What does Thornton mean (in par. 20) by boundaries which are created and
maintained by culture?

b. Why does he use the metaphor of borders of states to illustrate how boundaries are
created?



Ta.

According to Thornton and Said, do people have a clear cultural identity? Explain.

Think about your own identity, by listing the labels which name what you are. eg.
male/female, language group, urban/rural, working-class/middle-class, student ... .
Do you agree with the views of Thornton and Said in relation to how you see your
own identity?

Thornton says that the idea of cultures belonging to different peoples is a product of
its time (par. 29).
How is an idea a product of a particular time? and

Why has the idea of cultures belonging to different peoples been so popular in South
Africa?

Language questions

9.

10.

11.

12.

12.

What does the verb ‘conceptualise’ mean (used in the title of the paper)?

In paragraphs 1,2 and 4, the word ‘peoples’ is used. The word people is is not usually
used with an ‘s’ as it is already in the plural form. Why is it in this case?

In the article, a number of words are written in quotation marks, eg. ‘peoples’
(par.4), ‘civilisation’, ‘civilising. mission’, ‘discovered’, ‘Bantu culture’, ‘Bantu
cultures" (par. 10).

Why do you think the writer has used these quotation marks?

In paragraph 10, it says that "Afrikaner intellectuals ... ‘discovered’ ‘Bantu culture’

‘and indeed ‘Bantu cultures’. What does ‘discovered’ mean in this context? Do you

think someone can ‘discover’ another person’s culture?

What are the meanings of the following §_vords and phrases?

organically (par.2) egalitarian (par.13)
homogenous (par.2) ~ evolution (par.19)
entrepreneurs (par.8) ethnicity (par.22)

ideological (par.9) paradox (par.25)
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This is a paper given by Steve at a conference called by
IDAMASA (Inlerdenominational Association of African Ministers of
Religion) and ASSE C A (Association for the Educational and Cultural
Development of the African People) at the Ecumenical Lay Training Centre,
Edendale, Natal, in 1971. The conference drew together a number of black
organizations who might be interested in a closer association. Several papers
were given including one by Chief Gatsha Buthelezi. This conference proved
to be a staging post on the way to the formation of the Black People’s
Convention in Johannesburg in December of that year.

Some African Cultural Concepts

One of the most difficult things to do these days is to |
talk with authority on anything to do with African culture. Somehow
Africans are not expected to have any deep understanding of their own
culture or even of themselves. Other people have become authorities on
all aspects of the African life or to be more accurate on BANTU life.
Thus we have the thickest of volumes on some of the strangest subjects
— even The Feeding Habits of the Urban Africans’, a publication by a
fairly ‘liberal’ group, Institute of Race Relations.

In my opinion it is not necessary to talk with Africans about African 2

culture. However, in the light of the above statements one realizes that
there is so much confusion sown, not only amongst casual non-African
readers, but even amongst Africans themselves, that perhaps a sincere
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attempt should be made at emphasizing the authentic cultural aspects of
the African people by Africans themselves.

Since that unfortunate date - 1652 ~ we have been experiencing a 3
process of acculturation. It is perhaps presumptuous to call it ‘ac-
culturation’ because this term implies a fusion of different cultures. In our
case this fusion has been extremely one-sided. The two major cultures
that met and *fused’ were the African culture and the Anglo-Boer culture.
Whereas the African culture was unsophisticated and simple, the Anglo-
Boer culture had all the trappings of a colonialist culture and therefore
was heavily equipped for conquest. Where they could, they conquered
by persuasion, using a highly exclusive religion that denounced all other
Gods and demanded a strict code of behaviour with respect to clothing,
education, ritual and custom. Where it was impossible to convert, firearms
were readily available and used to advantage. Hence the Anglo-Boer
culture was the more powerful culture in almost all facets. This is where
the African began to lose a grip on himself and his surroundings.

Thus in taking a look at cultural aspects of the African people one
inevitably finds himself having to compare. This is primarily because of 4
the contempt that the ‘superior’ culture shows towards the indigenous
culture. To justify its exploitative basis the Anglo-Boer culture has at all
times been dirccted at bestowing an inferior status to all cultural aspects,
of the indigenous people.

1 am against the belicl- that African culture is time-bound, the notion '
that with the conquest of the African all his culture was obliterated. I am
also against the belief that when one talks of African culture one is
necessarily talking of the pre-Van Riebeeck culture, Obviously the African
culture has had to sustain severe blows and may have been battered
nearly out of shape by the belligerent cultures it collided with, yet in
essence even today one can casily find the fundamental aspects of the
pure Alfrican culture in the prescht-day African. Hence in taking a look at
African culture | am going to refer as well to what [ have termed the
modern African culture.

One of the most fundamental aspects of our culture is the importance b
we attach to man. Qurs has always been a man-centred society. West-
erners have on many occasions been surprised at the capacity we have
for talking to cach other — not for the sake of arriving at a particular
conclusion but merely to enjoy the communication for its own sake.
Intimacy is a term not exclusive for particular friends but applying to a-
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whole group of people who find themselves together cither through
work or through residential requirements. ‘

In fact in the traditional African culture, there is no such thing as two
friends. Conversation groups were morce or less naturally determined by
age and division of labour. Thus one would find all boys whose job was
to look after cattle pcnodlcally mecting at popular spols to engage in
conversation about thmr cattle, girlfriends, parents, heroes, etc. All
commonly shared their 'sccrcts, joys and woes. No one felt unnecessarily
an intruder into somcone else’s business. The curiosity manifested was
welcome, It came out of a desire to share. This pattern one would find in
all age groups. House visiting was always a fcature of the elderly folk's
way of lifc. No reason was needed as a basis for visits. It was all paﬂ of
our deep concern for each other.

These are things never done in the Westerner's culture. A visitor to Cb
someone’s house, with the exception of friends, is always met with the
question ‘what can I do for you?. This attitude to sce people not as
themselves but as agents for some particular function cither to onc's
disadvantage or advantage is foreign to us. We arc not a suspicious race.
We believe in the inherent goodness of man. We enjoy man for himself.
We regard our living together not as an unfortunate mishap warranting
endless competition among us but as a deliberate act of God'to make us
a community of brothers and sisters jointly involved in the quest for a
composite answer to the varied problems of life. Hence in all we do we
always place man first and hence all our action is usually joint community-_ |
oriented action rather than the individualism which is the hallmark of the
capitalist approach. We always fefrain from using people as stepping-
stones. Instcad we are prepared to have a much slower progress in an
cffort to make surc that all of us arec marching to the same tune. |

Nothing dramatizes the cagerness of the African to communicate with :
cach other more than their love for song and rhythm, Music in lhcq
African culture features in all emotional states. When we go to work, we
sharc the burdens and pleasures of the work we are doing through music.
This particular facet strangely enough has filtered through to the present
day. Tourists always watch with amazement the synchrony of music and
action as Africans working at a roadside use their picks and shovels with
well-timed precision to the accompaniment of a background song. Battle
songs were a feature of the long march to war in the olden days. Girls
and boys never played any game without using music and rhythm as its
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basis. In other words with Africars, music and thythm were not luxurics
but part ‘and parcel of our wa'1% communication. Any suffering we
experienged was made much mo'c real by song and rhythm. There is no
doubt that the so-called ‘Negro spirituals” sung by black slaves in the
States as they toiled under opprassion were indicative of their Afric. .
heritage. :

The major thing to note about our songs is that they never were 0o
songs for individuals. All African songs are group songs. Though many
have words, this is not the most important thing about them. Tunes were
adapted to suit the occasion and had the wonderful effect of making
everybody read the same things from the common experience. In war
the songs reassured those who were scared, highlighted the determination
of the regiment to win a particular encounter and made much more
urgent the need to settle the score; in suffering, as in the case of the black
slaves, they derived sustenance out of a feeling of togethemess; at work
the binding rhythm makes everybody brush off the burden and hence
Alfricans can continuc {or hours on end because of this added energy. .

Attitudes of Africans to property again show just how unindividualistic {|
the African is. As everybody here knows, African society had the village
community as its basis. Africans always believed in having many villages
with a controllable number of people in cach, rather than the reverse.
This obviously was a requirement to suit the nceds of a community-
based and man-centred socicty.'chcc most things were jointly owned
by the group; for instance there was no such thing as individual land
ownership. The land belonged to the people and was merely under the
control of the lpcal chicf on behalf of the people. When'cattle went to
graze it was on an open veld and not on anybody’s specific farm.

Farming and agriculture, though on individual family basis, had many | Z
characteristics of joint efforts. Each person could, by a simple request
and holding of a special ceremony, invite neighbours to come and work
on his plots. This service was returned in kind and no remuncration was
ever given.

Poverty was a foreign concept. This could only be really brought | 2
about to the entire community by an adverse climate during a particular
scason. It never was considered repugnant to ask one’s neighbours for
help if one was struggling. In almost all instances there was help between
individuals, tribe and tribe, chicf and chicf, etc. even in spite of war.

Another important aspect of the African culture is our mental attitude A
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to problems presented by life in gencral. Whereas the Westemer is
geared to use a problem-solving approach following very trenchant
analyses, our approach is that of situation-experiencing. I will quote from
Dr Kaunda to illustrate this point:

The Westerner has an aggressive mentality. When he sees a problem | §

he will not rest until he has formulated some solution to it. He cannot
live with contradictory ideas in his mind; he must settle for one or

the other or else evolve i third idea in his mind which harmonizes or
reconciles the other two. And he is vigorously scientific in rejecting
salutions for which there is no basis in logic. He draws a sharp line
between the natural and the supernatural, the rational and non-
rational, and more often than not, he dismisses the supernatural and k\.

non-rational as superstition . ..
i

Africans being a pre-scientific people do not recognize any conceptual | (1

deavage between the natural and supernatural. They experience a
situation rather than face a problem. By this I mean they allow both
the rational and non-rational elements to make an impact upon them,
and any action they may take could be described more as a response
of the total personality to the situation than the result of some mental

excrcise.

This 1 find a most apt analysis of the essential difference in the |7

approach to life of these two groups. We as a community are prepared to
accept that nature will have its enigmas which are beyond our powers to
solve. Many people have interpreted this attitude as lack of initiative and
drive yet in spite of my belief in the strong nced for scientific experi
mentation 1 cannot help feeling that more time also should be spent in
teaching man and man to live together and that perhaps the African
personality with its attitude of laying less stress on power and more
stress on man is well on the way to solving our confrontation problems.
All people are agreed that Africans are a deeply religious race. In the
various forms of worship that one found throughout the southern part of
our continent there was at least a common basis. We all accepted
without any doubt the existence of a God. We had our own community
of saints. We belicved — and this was consistent with our views of life —
that all people who died had a special place next to God. We felt that a

l
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communication with God could only be through these people. We
never knew anything about hell = we do not believe that God can create
people only to punish them ctemally after a short period on earth,

Another aspect of religious practices was the occasion of worship.
Again we did not believe that religion colld be featured as a separate
part of our existence on earth. It was manilest in our daily lives. We
thanked God through our ancestors before we drank beer, married,
worked, etc. We would obviously find it artificial to create special oc-
casions for worship. Neither did we sce it logical to have a particular
building in which “all worship would be conducted. We believed that
God was always in communication with us and therefore merited atten-
tion everywhere and anywhere.

It was the missionarics who confused our people with their new
religion. By some strange logic, they argued that theirs was a scientific
religion and ours was mere superstition in spite of the biological dis-
crepancies so obvious in the basis of their religion. They further went on
to preach a theology of the existence of hell, scaring our fathers and
mothers with stories about burning in eternal flames and gnashing of
teeth and grinding of bone. This cold cruel religion was strange to us but
our forefathers were sufficiently scared of the unknown impending anger
to believe that if was worth a try. Down went our cultural values!

Yet it is difficult to kill the African heritage. There remains, in spite of
the superficial cultural similarities between the detribalized and the
Westerner, a number of cultural characteristics that mark out the de-
tribalized as an African. I am not here making a case for separation on the
basis of cultural differences. 1 am sufficiently proud to believe that under
a normal situation, Africans can comfortably stay with people of other
cultures and be able to contribute o the joint cultures of the communities
they have joined. However, what I want to illustrate here is that even in
a pluralistic society like ours, there are still some cultural traits that we
can boast of which have been able to withstand the process of deliberate
bastardization. These are aspects of the modem Alrican culture — a
culture that has used concepts from the white world to expand on
inherent cultural characteristics. '

Thus we sec that in the area of music, the African still expresses
himself with conviction. The craze about jazz ariscs out of a conversion
by the African artists of mere notes to meaningful music, expressive of
real feelings. The Monkey Jive, soul, ctc. are all aspects of a modem type
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of African culture that expresses the same onginal feelings. Solos like
" those of Pat Boone and Elvis Presley could never really find expression
within the African culture because it is not in us to listen passively to

pure musical notes. Yet when soul struck with its all-engulfing rhythm it

immediately caught on and set hundreds of millions of black bodies in B

gyration throughout the world. These were people reading in soul the -
real meaning — the defiant message “say it loud! I'm black and I'm proud.” |

This is fast becoming our modem culture. A culture of defiance, sclf-
assertion and groupL pride and solidarity. This is a culture that emanates
from a situation of common cxperience of oppression, Just as it now
finds expression in our music and our dress, it will spread to other
aspects. This is the new and modern black culture to which we have
given a major contribution. This is the modemn black culturetthat is
responsible for the restoration of our faith in ourselves and U‘jercforc
offers a hope in the direction we are taking from here.

Thus in its entirety the African culture spells us out as people par-
ticularly close to nature. As Kaunda puts it, our people may be unlettered
and their physical horizons may be limited yet ‘they inhabit a larger
world than the sophisticated Westerner who has magpnified his physical
scnses through inverted gadgets at the price all too often of cutting out
the dimension of the spiritual’. This close proximity to nature enables the
emotional component in us to be so much richer in that it makes it
possible for us, without any apparent difficulty, to feel for people and
to casily identify with them in any emotional situation arising out of

suffering.

The advent of the Weslern culture has changed our outlook almost 3 4

drastically. No more could we run our own affairs. We were required to
fit in as people tolerated with great restraint in a Western type society.
We were tolerated simply because our cheap labour is nceded. Hence we
are judged in terms of standards we are not responsible for. Whenever
colonization sets in with its dominant culture it devours the native culture
and leaves behind a bastardized culture that can only thrive at the rate
and pace allowed it by the dominant culture. This is what has happencd
to the African culture. It is called a subculture purely because the African
people in the urban complexes are mimicking the white man rather

unashamedly.
In rejecting Western values, thercfore, we are rejecting those things

that are not only forcign to us but that seck to destroy the most
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cherishied of our beliefs ~ that the corner-stone of socicty is man himself
= not just his welfare, not his material well-being but just man himsclf
wih’H all his ramifications. We reject the power-based socicty of the
Westerner that scems to be ever concerned with perfecting their tech-
nological know-how while losing out on their spiritual dimension, We
believe that in the long run the special contribution to the world by
Alfrica will be in this field of human relationship. The great powers of the
world may have done wonders in giving the world an industrial and
military look, but the great gift still has to come from Africa - giving the
world a more human face.



Appendix A7 (UCT Materials)

Worksheet on Biko's 'Some African Cultural Concepts’
Read the article carefully and answer the following:

1. Preview and Overview

What does the title indicate? When was the article written?
Who was it written for? How can you tell? What can you say
about it's style?

2. What are the characteristics of what Biko describes as
‘African culture'?

3. How does it differ from what he calls 'Western culture'?

4. Read paragraph 22. What effect does Biko claim that ..~
'Western culture' has had on 'African culture'. What
evidence has he provided in the article which enables him to
reach this conclusion? What do you think of the evidence he
has provided?

5. What is the solution posed by Biko in his conclusion?

=

6. Write a description of Biko's view of culture.

7. How does Biko's view of culture compare with Achebe's?

8. What do you think of Biko's perspective on culture?
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The line between Christian and non-Christian was much more definitc

in my village forty years ago than it is today. When I was growing up I
remember we tended to look down on the others. We were called in our
language ‘the people of the church’ or ‘the association of God’. The others
we called, with the concceit appropriate to followers of the truc religion,
the heathen or even ‘the people of nothing’.

Thinking about it today I am not so surc that it isn’t they who should
have been looking down on us for our apostasy. And perhaps they did.
But the bountics of the Christian God were not to be taken lightly—
education, paid jobs and many other advantages that nobody in his right
senses could underrate. And in fairness we should add that there was more
than naked opportunism in the defection of many to the new religion.
For in some ways and in certain circumstances it stood firmly on the side
of humane behaviour. It said, for instance, that twins were not evil and
must no longer be abandoned in the forest to die. Think what that would
have done for that unhappy woman whose hcart torn to shreds at cvery
birth could pow hold on precariously to a new hope.

There was still considerable evangclical fervour in my carly days. Once
a month in place of the afternoon chyrch service we went into the village
with the gospcl. We would sing all the way to the sclected communal
mecting place. Then the pastor or catechist or one of the clders having
waited for cnough hcathen people to assemble would address them on the
evil futility of their ways. I do not recall that we made cven onc conversion.
On the contrary 1 have a distinct memory of the preacher getting into
scrious trouble with a villager who was apparently notorious for turning
up at every occasion with a different awkward question. As you would
expect this was no common villager but a fallen Christian, tcchnically
known as a backslider. Like Satan a spell in heaven had armed him with
unfair insights.

My father had joined the new faith as a young man and risen rapidly
in its ranks to become an cvangelist and church teacher. His matcrnal

jﬂ: WAS born in Ogidi in Eastcrn Nigcria of devout Christian parcnts.
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grandfather who had brought him up (his own parents having died early)
was a man of note in the village. He had taken the highest but one title
that a man of wealth and honour might aspire to, and the feast he gave the
town on his initiation became a byword for open-handedness bordering on

prodigality. The grateful and approving community called him hence< .
forth Udo Osinyi—Udo who cooks more than the whole people can *

eat.

From which you might deduce that my ancestors approved of ostenta-

tion. And you would be right. But they would probably have argued if the
charge was made by their modern counterparts that in their day wealth
could only be acquired honestly, by the sweat of a man’s brow. They would
probably never have given what I believe was the real but carefully con-
cealed reason, namely that given their extreme republican and cgaljtarian
world-view it made good sense for the community to encourage 4 man
acquiring more wealth than his neighbours to squander it and thus convert
a threat of material power into harmless honorific distinction, while his
accumulated riches flowed back into the commonwealth.

Apparently the first missionaries who came to my village went to Udo
Osinyi to pay their respects and seek support for their work. For a short
while my great-grandfather allowed them to operate from his compound.
He probably thought it was some kind of circus whose strange presence
added lustre to his household. But after a few days he sent them packing
again. Not, as you might think, on account of the crazy theology they had
begun to propound but on the much more serious grounds of musical
aesthetics. Said the old man: ‘Your singing it too sad to come from a
man’s house. My neighbours might think it was my funeral dirge.’

So they parted—without rancour. When my father joined the mission-
aries the old man did not seem to have raised any scrious objections. Per-
haps like Ezeulu he thought he needed a representative in their camp. Or
perhaps he thought it was a modern diversion which a young man might
indulge in without coming to too much harm. He must have had sccond
thoughts when my father began to have ideas about converting him, But
it Dever came to an open rift; apparently not even a quarrel. They re-
mained very close to the end. I don’t know it for certain but I think the
old man was the very embodiment of tolerance insisting only that whatever
a man decided to do he should do it with style. I am told he was very
pleased when my father, a teacher now, had a wedding to which white

missionaries (now no longer figures of fun) came in their fineries, their
men and their women, bearing gifts. He must have been impressed too
by the wedding feast which might not have approached his own legendary
performance but was by all accounts pretty lavish.
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About ten ycars ago, before my father died, he told me of a recent dream QJ
in which his grandfather, long long dead, arrived at our house like a
traveller from a distant land come in for a brief stop and rest and was full
of admiration for the zinc house my father had built. There was something
between those two that I find decp, moving and perplexing. And of those
two generations—defectors and loyalists alike—there was something I
have not been able to fathom. That was why the middle story in the
Okor:kwo trilogy as I originally projected it never got written. I had
suddenly become aware that in my gallery of ancestral heroes there is an
empty place from which an unknown personage seems to have dcparted.

I was baptised Albert Chinualumogu. I dropped the tribute to Victorian
England when I went to the university although you might find some early
acquaintances still calling me by it. The earliest of them all—my mother—
certainly stuck to it to the bitter end. So if anyone asks you what Her
Britannic Majesty Qucen Victoria had in common with Chinua Achebe,
the answer is: they both lost their Albert! As for the second name, which
in the manner of my people is a full-length philosophical statement, I
simply cut it in two, making it mon:: businesslike without, I hope, losing
the general drift of its meaning.

I have always been fond of storics and intrigucd by language—first |
Igbo, spoken with such eloquence by the old men of the village, and later
English which I began to learn at about the age of eight. I don’t know for
certain but I have probably spoken more words in Igbo than English but
I have dcfinitely written more words in English than Igbo, Which I think
makes me perfectly bilingual. Some people have suggested that I should be
better off wtiting in Igbo. Sometimes they seek to drive the point home by
asking me in which language I dream. When I reply that I dream in both
languages they seem not to believe it. More recently I have heard an even
more potent and metaphysical version of the question: in what language do
you have an-orgasm? That should settle the matter if I knew.

We lived at the crossroads of tultures. We still do today; but when I i{
was a boy one could sec and sense the peculiar quality and atmosphere of
it more clearly. I am not talking about all that rubbish we hear of the spirit-
ual void and mental stresses that Africans are supposed to have, or the
evil forces and irrational passions prowling through Africa’s heart of
darkness. We know the racist mystique behind a lot of that stuff and
should merely point out that those who prefer to see Africa in those lurid
terms have not themselves demonstrated any clear superiority in sanity
or more competence in coping with life.

But still the crossroads does have a certain dangerous potency; danger- | o
ous because a man might perish there wrestling with multiple-headed
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spirits, but also he might be lucky and return to his peoplc with the boon
of prophctic vision.

i

On onc arm of the cross we sang hymns and rcad the Bible night and | 2

fiay. On the other my father’s brother and his family, blinded by heathen-
ism, offcred food to idols. That was how it was supposed to be anyhow.
But I knew without knowing why that it was too simplc a way to describe
wl?at was going on. Thosc ido}s and that food had a strangc pull on mc in
spite of my being such a thorough littlc Christian that often at Sunday
scrvices at the height of the grandeur of Te Deum Laudamus I would have
drcams of a mantle of gold falling on mc as the choir of angels drowned
our mortal song and the voicc of God Himsclf thundering: This is my
b.ck.)vcd son in whom I am well pleased. Yes, despite those delusions of
divinc destiny I was not past taking my little sister to our ncighbour’s
housc when our parents were not looking and partaking of heathen
festival meals. I never found their rice and stew to have the flavour of
idolatory. I was about ten then. If anyone likes to belicve that I was torn
by spiritual agonics or stretched on the rack of my ambivalence, he cer-
tainly may suit himsclf, I do not remicmber any unduc distress. What

I do remember was a fascination for the ritual and the life on the other -

arm of the crossroads. And I belicve two things were in my favour—that
curiosity, and the little distance imposcd between me and it by the accident
of my birth. The distance becomes not a scparation but a bringing together
like the necessary backward step which a judicious viewer may take in
order to scc a canvas steadily and fully. '

I was lucky in having a few old books around the housc when I was
lcarning to rcad. As the fifth in a family of six children and with parents
50 passionate for their children’s education I inherited many discarded
primers and rcaders. I remember A Midsummer Night’s Dream in an
advanced stage of falling apart. I think it must have been a prose adapta-
tion, simplificd and illustrated. I don’t remember whether I made any-
thing of it. Except the title. I couldn’t get over the strange beauty of it. A
Midsummer Night’s Dream. It was a magic phrasc—an incantation that
conjurcd upsccnes and landscapes of an alicn, happy and unattainable land.

I remember also my mother’s Ije Onye Kraist which must have been an
Igbo adaptation of Pilgrim’s Progress. It could not have been the whole
book; it was too thin. But it had some frightcning picturcs. I:recall in
particular a most vivid impression of the valley of thé shadow of dcath. 1
thought a lot about death in thosc days. There was another little book
which frightened and fascinated me. It had drawings of diffcrent parts of
the human body. But I was primarily interested in what my elder sister
told mec was the human heart. Since there is a slight confusion in Igbo
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between heart and soul I took it that that strange thing looking almost like
my mothcer’s iron cooking pot turned upside down was the very thing that
flew out when a man dicd and perched on the head of the coffin on the
way to the cemetery. '

I found somc usc for most of the books in our housc but by no mcans
all. There was onc arithmetic book I smuggled out and sold for half-a-
penny which T needed to buy the tasty mai-mai some temptress of a woman
sold in the little market outside the school. I was found out and my mother
who had never had causc till then to doubt my honesty—laziness, yes, but
not theft—received a huge shock. Of course she redeemed the book. T
was so ashamed when she brought it home that I don’t think I cver looked
at it again whichwas probably why I never had much usc formathematics.

My parents’ reverence for books was almost supcrstitious ; so my action
must have scemed like a form of juvenile simony. My father was much
worsc than my mother. Hc¢ never destroyed any paper. When he died we
had to make a bonfirc of all the hoardings of his long life. I am the very
opposite of him in this, I can’t stand paptcr around mc. Whenever I sce a
Jot of it I am scized by a mild attack of pyromania. When I dic my children

-will not have a bonfirc.

The kind of taste I acquired from the chaotic literature in my father’s
housc can well be imagined. For instance I became very fond of those
aspects of ccclesiastical history as could be garncred from The West African
Churchman’s Pamphlet—a little terror of a booklet prescribing interminable
Bible rcadings morning and night. It had the date of consccration for
practically every'Anglican bishop who cver served in West Africa; and
cven more intriguing, the dates of their death. Many of them didn’t last
very long. I remember one pathetic case (I forget his namc) who arrived
in Lagos straight from his consccration at St Paul’s Cathcdral and was
dead within days, and his wifc a week or two after him. Thosc were the
days when West Africa was truly the white man’s grave, when those great
lincs were written of which T was at that time unaware:

Bight of Benin! Bight of Benin!
Where few come out though many go in!

But the most fascinating information I got from Pamphiet, as we called it,
was this cryptic cnury:

Augustine, Bishop of Hippo, died 430.
It had that clusive and cternal quality, a tantalising unfamiliarity which

I always found moving.
I did not know that I was going to be a writer because I did not really
know of the cxistence of such creaturcs until fairly late. The folk-storics
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my mother and clder sister told me had the immemorial quality of the sky
and the forests and the rivers. Later, when I got to know that the Europcan
storics I read were written by known people it still didn’t help much. It
was the same Europeans who made all the other marvellous things like
the motor-car. We did not come into it at all. We made nothing that
wasn’t primitive and heathenish.

The nationalist movement in British West Africa after the Second World
War brought about a mental revolution which began to reconcile us to
ourselves. It suddenly seemed that we too might have a story to tell,
Rule Britannia! to which we had marched so unselfconsciously on Empire
Day now stuck in our throat.

At the university I read some appalling novels about Africa (including
Joyce Cary’s much praised Mister Johnson) and decided that the story we
had to tcll could not be told for us by anyonc clsc no matter how giftéd or
well-intentioned. : ,

Although I did not sct about it consciously in that solemn way, I now
know that my first book, Things Fall Apart, was an act of atonement with
my past, the ritual return and homage of a prodigal son. But things happen
very fast in Africa. T had hardly begun to bask in the sunshine of recon-
ciliation when a new cloud appcared, a new estrangement, Political in-
dependence had come. The nationalist lcader of yesterday (with whom it
had not been too difficult to make common cause) had become the not so
attractive party boss. And then things really got going. The party boss was
chased out by the bright military boys, new idols of the people. But the
party boss knows how to wait, knows by heart the counscl Mother Bedbug
gave her little ones when the harassed owner of the bed poured hot water
on them: ‘Be patient,’ said she, ‘for what is hot will in the end be cold.’
What is bright can also get tarnished, like the military boys.

One hears that the party boss is already conducting a whispering cam-

paign: ‘You done sce us chop,’ he says, ‘now you sec dem chop. Which
onc you like pass?’ And the people are truly confused.

In a little nondescript coffce shop where I sometimes stop for a ham-
burger in Amherst there are some unfunny inscriptions hanging on the
walls, representing a one-sided dialogue between management and staff,
The unfunnicst of them all reads—poctically:

‘Take care of your boss
The ncxt one may be worse.

The trouble with writers is that they will often refuse to live by such
rationality.

New Letters, vol. 40 October 1973
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2 Tanganyika—
jottings of a tourist
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w Q I E tell the world that we live in a happy multi-racial socicty;
it’s all lics, nothing but lics. ..." T was listening from the
Visitors’ Gallery to a Legislative Council debate on school
integration. Date: November 1960. The African honourable member who
spoke the words was promptly called to order for his unparliamentary
language. But onc could scnsc the great awkwardness engendered by an
uncomfortable truth. Perhaps the much advertised difference between,
say, Kenya and Tanganyika in racial tension was a difference in degree
rather than kind, despite popular ﬁctib:n.

Some days later I visitcd the home of a rich and good-natured Asian
(with children in expensive public schools in England) who complained
bitterly that in spite of the large sums of money he had contributed to
African charity he was ncither appreciated nor trusted. ‘T was born here,’
he said, ‘I have no other home.’

A month later, a European club in Dar es Salaam was dcbating whether
it ought to amend its rules so that Julius Nyerere, Chicf Minister, might be
able to drink therc on the invitation of a member. (It did not scem to
occur to anyonc that Nycrerc might not wish to have the honour of
drinking there.) '

A Europcan yacht club which had madc its facilitics available to officers
of the King’s African Rifles removed this concession as soon as the first
African officer cadets completed their training in England. Perhaps only
a coincidence.

I went to the British Council to cancel an appointment I had madc (or
rather, rhey had madc for me) to address the local Rotary Club. A European
woman at the typewriter glared at me. “What do you want?’ ‘Can I scc
the Representative ?° “What do you want to scc him for?” And so on.

A well-mcaning receptionist at a sccond-class hotcl told me as I checked
in that she didn’t mind Africans. She remembered with obvious pride
that she once had a young African woman who behaved perfectly all the
time she was in the hotel. ‘She spoke such beautiful English, I was so

proud of her.

7L



Appendix A9 (UCT Materials)

Worksheet on Achebe's 'Named for Victoria, Queen of
England’

Read the article carefully before answering the following
guestions. Remember to quote evidence from the passage for
your answers. <

1. Preview and Overview questions:

What is the context of Achebe's article? When was it
written? Who was it written for? What can you say about the
style of writing from the introduction and conclusion?

2. Paragraphs 1-13
Describe Achebe's attitude towards Christianity as a young
child.

~

How did he feel about traditional beliefs and customs?

3. Paragraphs {4 - 22.:
What influence did books and university have on his life?

4. Paragraphs Ii-12; o ,
What does the writer mean when he says 'we live at the
crossroads of cultures'? and 'the crossroads ... have a
dangerous potency... prophetic vision'?

What do these statements reveal about Achebe's view of
culture, i.e how would he define culture? What do you think
he is saying about his own identity?

What do you think about Achebe's perspective on culture?
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Stretching Across
Boundaries
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.

An important part of any process of transformation has to be trans-

. gression of social boundaries which made sense in the past but
which stand in the way of creative responses to a changing environ-
ment. South Africa has many transgressives who have brought the
country to its current historical position: all those who have died in
the struggle for liberation, those who have more recently been
inv91ved in negotiations at various levels, whether constitutional or
s_ocxo-economic, and the many unsung heroes and heroines who con-
tinue to lead lives which stabilise society. But it is fair to say that
Nglson Mangela is by far the most important transgressive at this
moment in our history. Without his willingness to talk to his gaolers
at-a time when doing so was tantamount to mixing the profane with
the sacred, our history would have been very different.

I am fortunate to have got to know this remarkable man. I first vis-
ited him at his invitation when he was still in prison. This was too
crucial an appointment to miss, so I took no chances. I set the clock
for 6 a.m. to make sure that I would be on time for my 7.30 appoint-
ment. As I drove along the highway towards Pollsmoor on Sunday
morning, 31 July 1988, I could hardly contain the excitement. Many
guestions raced through my mind. How was I to respond to this liv-
ing legend? What kind of person was he in real life? Why was he
interested in meeting me at this stage? I had to wait to find out.

I was at the gate by seven o’clock. I was shown into a living-room
by a friendly looking warder, who sat down at a makeshift desk at
the entrance of the room. Soon Mr Mandela’s tall, trim, well-built
frame, oozing authority and grace, appeared. His face had a softness
and gentleness enhanced by his beaming smile. He was wearing an
immaculately clean prison outfit — a long-sleeved khaki shirt, gabar-
dine pants and spotless boots.

His sensitivity to others shines through in every encounter he has
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with people. The mark of greatness in people often manifests itself in
the respect with which they treat others irrespective of social status.
Mr Mandela’s respect for his captors as human beings was also obvi-
ous in the manner in which he acknowledged the warder at the door
and requested him to warn him in case we overstepped our time
limit. This respect was in turn rewarded in most cases by the defer-
ence which they showed him, and which became more obvious to
me during my visits to him between 1988 and 1990.

On my first visit, Mr Mandela’s major focus was on establishing a
relationship of trust between us as one human being to another. He
chose to greet me in Sesotho, my mother tongue, Dumela Kgaetsedi
yaka (Hallo, my sister), to signify his wish to engage the human
being in me. His great social skills were in evidence at every turn -
he put me at ease without patronising me. He could see that I was in
awe of him.

Our conversation centred on trivia but was peppered with pene-
trating questions which indicated his curiosity about the real
Mamphela. He enquired about my career aspirations, my hobbies,
the books I was interested in, and the well-being of my children. I
was amazed at how well informed he was about events in the coun-
try, people in different walks of life in our society, international pol-
itics, and the world of arts and music. There was hardly a book pub-
lished over the last few years that he had not read or heard about. |
was in the presence of a giant.

Just before we parted he urged me to ensure that the history of the
Black Consciousness Movement was properly documented, and that
the place of Steve Biko was properly delineated. He said earnestly:
‘Steve Biko must take his rightful place in the history of the libera-
tion movement in South Africa. He has made an enormous contri-
bution. We must not allow that to be forgotten.’  made a promise to
him which I kept. The publicationin 1991 of Bounds of Possibility: The
Legacy of Steve Biko and Black Consciousness is testimony to that.

Writing the book was itself part of the process of healing which I
have had to go through. I had to record that part of my history as
objectively as I could. The participation of former fellow activists in
the project, particularly Barney Pityana and Malusi Mpumlwana,
made it more meaningful as a collective process of healing. But like
all collaborative projects, it took time and energy to keep it on
course. Barney’s methodical approach helped a great deal in facili-
tating the completion of the book.
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There was also pain involved in the project. AZAPO, which see
themselves as the custodians of Steve Biko’s legacy, publicly
opposed this project. They asserted that we, who were not members
of AZAPO, had no right to record and reflect on that history. They
put pressure on people such as Harry Nengwekhulu, who had
agreed to contribute a paper and attend a seminar in Harare where
draft chapters were discussed, to withdraw. It was to me a sad reflec-

., tion of a failure to grow’beyond parochial boundaries. Steve was

larger than any one organisation ~ his life was dedicated to the
struggle for liberation of the whole person, which includes the free-
dom from being constrained by ideological or organisational strait-

. jackets. It could in fact be argued that AZAPO's parochialism has
done a disservice to Steve’s vision of society and his memory as an

important player in the liberation struggle. By claiming sole owner-
ship of this man, they have made it difficult for others to acknowl-
edge his contribution to the struggle. Those of us who were deter-
mined to let Steve take his rightful place in history refused to be
deterred.

Subsequent visits to Mr Mandela between 1989 and 1990 were
made under very different circumstances. His accommodation at
Victor Verster Prison, in Paarl, near Cape Town, was luxurious by
any prison standard. Major Gregory, his personal warder, was gra-
cious and made sure I felt 2t home during the visits. Gone was the
prison garb. Mr Mandela wore smart casual clothes with soft slip-
pers to ease his swollen ankies - the aftermath of many years of hard
labour in the cold Robben Island climate. He sat in an easy chair with
his feet elevated on a stool. I got to know a little bit more about the
person behind Mandela the symbol.

On one visit in December 1989, my two sons, Hlumelo and
Malusi, accompanied me at his insistence. He took time to engage
them around their own interests — tennis in the case of Hlumelo, and
starting school and favourite TV programmes in the case of Malusi.
It was the closest ry sons have ever been to relating to a grandfather.
They liked him enormously and valued his interest in them as per-
sons. Their respect for him has grown over the years as he continues
to take an interest in their development.

With each subsequent visit, our discussions moved from the ini-
tial polite trivia to important issues confronting our society. We
found great areas of agreernent, but also agreed to disagree about a
few questions of strategy. One question related to the role of tradi-
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tional leaders in a democratic society. The first tirne I broached the
subject I could see that he was deeply troubled. [ asked him how the
ANC reconciled its espousal of democracy and its commitment to
non-sexism with the resuscitation of the Congress of Traditional
Leaders of South Africa (Contralesa). Traditional leadership by its
very nature is hereditary and leaves little scope for the democratic
election of leaders. Male dominance is an ethos deeply embedded
within African traditional authority structures. Mr Mandela’s fac
darkened. He sat up in a regal posture, and said: ‘The issue you have
raised is too complex to be dealt with cold in the short space of time
we have available during this visit. We have to defer it for discussion
during the next visit.’ I could see that he was troubled.

Two weeks later when I arrived, he went straight to the heart of
the matter. He acknowledged that he had been upset by my raising
the difficult issue of traditional leadership, but also that he had not
until then reflected on the contradictions I had pointed out in my
question to him. He took his time to explain the complexities of mass
political mobilisation in a country where traditional leadership is
part of the political and social landscape. Mobilising people entails
taking them from where they are, and that may be an uncomfortable
place for one’s sensibilities, to where one would like them to be. The
ANC also had to face the challenge posed by the National Party gov-
ernment’s continued use of traditional leaders for the perpetuation
of apartheid. The resuscitation of Contralesa was part of the ANC'’s
strategy to bring traditional leaders into the fold of liberation poli-
tics. I could fully understand the logic of his approach but pointed
out the long-term costs of such a strategy.

I have over the years noticed the extent to which Mr Mandela has
taken gender equity seriously. It was one of the issues he highlight-
ed in his inaugural address in May 1994 as the first democratically
elected President of South Africa, He acknowledged the difficulties |
of changing the male-dominated culture of South Africa, but insist- |
ed that everyone has to learn to live up to the commitment to gender j
equity ~ ‘starting with the President’. Listening to that made me
glow all over with pride and admiration. I feel incredibly privileged
to have been able to share more than just a casual acquaintance with
this remarkable man. Our friendship continues to grow.

Mr Mandela’s presence makes the task much easier of lowering
boundaries in our divided society. This involves both stretching }
across well-established boundaries and transgressing them, because \



204 Mamphela Ramphele

some parties that have retreated behind barriers are too far to be|

reached by merely stretching to them from the safety of one’s com-|
fort zone. But transgression also brings with it the danger of incur:.
ring the disapproval or rejection of people - one’s own camp - who
may be harmed by the breaking of pollution taboos. It is a risky
enterprise, but one which is driven by such compelling historical
imperatives that one feels privileged to be part of the process.

My transgressive activitias have been focused on one central goal:
transforming the major institutions of our society. Unlike many post-
colonial societies in Africa, South Africa has a viable and extensive
infrastructure: transport and communications, finance and banking,
tertiary education, science and technology, and so forth. The major
problem area is the development of human resources, which have
been sacrificed on the altar of racial bigotry. The major task ahead of
us in South Africa is making human development the centre of a pro-
cess of reconstruction which will create a better fit between the
infrastructure and the people whom it is intended to serve. Such a
better fit will also enhance the infrastructural base and make for its
more effective and efficient use.

My areas of. engagement are those shaped by my competencies:

higher education, social policy, and uprooting poverty. My training
as a doctor and anthropologist enables me to stretch across the
boundaries between natural or medical science and social science in
interesting ways.

The danger of medical doctors being treated as, and behaving like,
demigods has been the subject of many analyses, particularly by
medical anthropologists. But the mystique lives on, because it serves
an important psycho-social function related to the ultimate vulnera-
bility of human beings — the fear of our own mortality. However, it
is also fair to acknowledge the enormous psychological advantages
which a doctor derives from being a member of a powerful, respect-
ed profession. It gives one enormous self-confidence, over-confi-
dence in many cases. It is the ultimate proof of how the expectations
others have of one influence and shape one’s own expectations of
oneself.

My membership of this powerful club has stood me in good stead
throughout my life, beyond the naive expectations which lay behind
my initial decision to become a doctor in my quest for independence.
I had no idea how right my childish instincts were in choosing a
medical career. Security police in both King Williamstown and
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Tzaneen, conservative farmers and traders in Tzaneen, strangers
everywhere, all change their response to me because of my profes-
sion. They could easily dismiss me as a black person, a woman, but
not as a medical doctor. This was strategically important, and
remains so in my current engagements.

My anthropological training has given me insights into my own
behaviour as member of a complex society, and tools for ongoing
exploration. I can stand back as a participant observer in the many
complex settings I find myself in, and try to learn from the social
dynamics I see around me. The capacity to switch roles, and become
a visiting anthropologist, is essential for my survival in some of the
conflict-ridden settings in which I often find myself: there are often
people with such differences in outlook that it does not pay to try to
argue with them. Listening with empathy becomes a valuable step
before taking decisions about the need for, and nature of, further
interaction.

I stopped practising medicine in 1988 when I went to the Bunting
Institute at Radcliffe College. I tried to go back to my part-time work
at Guguletu Hospital towards the end of 1989, but after a few ses-
sions it became clear to me that it was time to move on from the clin-
ical practice of medicine. I found the endless problems of diseases of
poverty exhausting. But even more distressing was the regular
appearance of sexually abused children. I could not cope with my
impotence in the face of such symptoms of social disintegration. I
felt that I could, perhaps make a better contribution by involving
myself more actively in shaping creative social policies which would
provide a safer environment for children. It was the right decision to
make at the time. I do not miss medical practice at all.

It is difficult for me lo imagine a beiter place to be at in the higher-
education sector in South Africa than the University of Cape Town.
Its physical setting makes it tower above its surroundings — an inter-
esting symbolic statement which even Cecil John Rhodes, who
bequeathed the land, could not have fully comprehended. It also has
a solid infrastructure which puts it in a good position to make a sig-
nificant contribution to higher education not only in South Africa
but in the entire continent. It fulfils the criterion I have alluded to,
being one of the major institutions in our society which I believe
need to be harnessed for the better service of humanity. Without a
vibrant higher-education system capable of producing the best in

S
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high-level human resources, the development ut South Africa in the
context of the competitive, technologically based global economy
will be at risk.

Even in my wildest dreams I did not, however, ever imagine
myself as an executive officer at UCT. Not because I did not think

that I had the ability to play such a role, but because after settling’ .

into my new-found position as a social science researcher, I was con-
tent. I enjoyed the space to read, reflect, write and interact with col-
leagues across disciplines, both nationally and internationally. What
more did I need? The little I had seen and heard about the lifestyle
of UCT executives and the demands on them was enough to make
me believe that one would have to be self-sacrificial to accept such a
job.

In the second half of 1990 I was riding on the crest of a wave after
coming out of the depression I have already referred to. It is to the
credit of the Vice-Chancellor, Dr Stuart Saunders, that [ event,‘ually
succumbed and agreed to serve. But I was not ready to give up my
research base, so I negotiated a 50 per cent engagement. Anyone
with experience of executive jobs would have known better. There is
just no way one can do an executive job part-time, for it is more than
a full-time commitment. One’s whole lifestyle is shaped by it, how-
ever hard one tries to prevent this happening. I had to learn this les-
son the hard way too. The part-time arrangement lasted only a few
months. They felt like years. Doing a full-time executive job whilst
still attempting to pursue my research was a recipe for burn-out. I
reluctantly came to terms with the fact that my research work had to
be put on hold.

The naive side of my nature had led me to believe that I could pick
and choose aspects of my new job which suited me and leave out the
rest. It is perhaps true that unlike many of my colleagues, past and
present, I have had greater flexibility to shape my own job. As the
first woman ever to occupy an executive position at UCT, there was
clearly scope for flexibility. Similarly, as the first black person in this
position, one could take certain liberties.

My task as the executive officer in charge of the Equal
Opportunity Portfolio presented me with both space for creativity
and major challenges. UCT had until 1990 responded to its environ-
ment and its heritage, as part of apartheid South Africa, by changmg
aspects of its operation to become more open and accessible to blacks
and women in South Africa. But it had not systematically set out to
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alter course raaically. The emphasis of the leadership policies was on
blacks gaining access to the UCT they had come to love and respect.
Black advancement was the primary focus ~ a problematic approach,
which:implied that blacks were to be advanced by whites to where
the latter already were.

The shape my portfolio took reflected my phxlosophxcal orienta-
tion, forged over the years, as well as my social analy51s of the inter-
relationships between the various markers of power in society and
my understanding of what was possible within the institutional
framework of UCT. I thus placed emphasis on equity as the goal’
which should shape the vision of a transformed UCT. But equity
could not only be seen in terms of blacks and whites, but had to
include gender and class as important detérminants of inequity_in
our society. It was also vital to ensure” that whatever process of
change my portfolio promoted should take cognisance of the reali-
ties which make UCT what it is and motivate those within it. People
function at their best when they feel that their own interests are not
being compromised and, if they are, that such compromises should

be seen to hold long-term benefits for them. T

My approach to equity is informed by the research carried out
with my research colleague, Carla Sutherland, through the Equal
Opportunity Research Project, which I established as part of my
portfolio. The creation of greater equity in higher education, and
indeed in all areas of our inequitable society, has to involve three
thrusts: greater access, opportunities for personal development, and
a change in institutional culture. Firstly, increasing access to UCT for
blacks and women means more than just simply welcoming them. It
has to do with reaching out to them wherever they are, addressing
their perceptlons of UCT, which often lead to self-exclusion, and
then facilitating their application to come, which may involve
putting extra resources at their disposal. Access also involves assess-
ing individual potential to succeed, which is a difficult issue, given
the paucity of reliable measures and methods of measurement.

Once people are on board, their ability to succeed depends not
only on their own efforts and skill but on how much support is pro-
vided for their development, and how much value the institution

places on the time and energy expended in developing human »

resources. An essential part of the nurturing which helps people suc-
ceed is the setting of developmental goals early on. People need to
know what is expected of them, and to negotiate goals which they

-y
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feel are achievable. Nothing succeeds like success. This open goal-
setting process is particularly crucial when one is dealing with peo-
ple who are ‘outsiders’ in terms of traditional positions of power in
society, namely women and blacks.

Another important goal of this exercise is to ensure that the stu-
dent takes responsibility for his or her own personal development
and success. The institution has a responsibility to create a nurturing
environment with opportunities for growth, but the individual is the
one who holds the ultimate key to success or failure. The encour-
agement of human agency is crucial to breaking the victim image
blacks and women often adopt.

. Thirdly, however well one sclects people and tries to encourage
their development, if the institutional culture remains unaltered, the
chances of long-term success are low. Institutional cultures reftect
the collective and cumulative customs, rituals, symbols and prefer-
ences of the people flowing through them over time. It is not siir-
prising that most institutions in South Africa, including UCT, have a
dominant white male culture. It would be surprising if that were not
the case. The problem is not the existence of the culture but the need
to acknowledge it, examine it and change aspects of it that prevent
its members from realising their full potential.

Therein lies the rub. A lot of what constitutes institutional culture
is not often articulated and acknowledged. It could be argued that

the power and mystique of institutional cultures lie in the very fact

of their being interred in habit and beyond normal discourse. /
Discourse may, and does, strip it of the veil of mysticism, which|
makes it intangible and beyond the reach of any potential pollutants.
or detractors. The attraction people often feel to belonging to exclu-{“
sive clubs is precisely the sense of being privy to something no-one|
else can fully explain - one has to belong to be able to know.

But people who are ‘outsiders’ in the broader society are not well
placed to negotiate the mystique of institutions in which they find
themselves. Nor are they necessarily inclined to do so. Young white
males may have some romantic notions of such exclusive clubs
which their own fathers belonged to, but blacks and women may
find some aspects of the very cultures offensive. Failure to address
this problem openly lies at the heart of many failed programmes of
affirmative action and black advancement.

Affirmative action as it has been pursued in the United States and
in many other parts of the world assumes that ‘outsiders’ have to be
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brought into the mainstream to ensure their participation, without
there being any fundamental questioning of that mainstream as a
desirable social framework. When blacks or women fail, it simply
proves to conservatives that ‘they do not have what it takes to make
it’. At the same time failure raises uncomfortable feelings in liberals,
who are troubled even to admit the reality of the failure, lest it play
into racist hands. But they too have not questioned the assumption
that one has to succeed according to the terms of white male institu-
tional culture.

I must hasten to add that there are certain basic fundamentals
about knowledge, science, work palterns and behavioural approach-
es which are common across cultures. It would be difficult to func-
tion in the increasingly unified global village if such assumptions
were not possible. One has to trust that certain fundamentals are in
place in all similar institutions, whatever the country: trains must be
on time, planes must be flown by competent pilots, phones must
work, and time must mean the same to all people.

But I am referring to the frills that serve to exclude others or
depict them as subordinate or invisible: manner of dress, accents, the
etiquette of eating, names of celebrated heroes and so on. It is amaz-
ing to observe the ease with which people who can’t speak English,
or speak it with a non-standard accent are often dismissed as unin-
telligent by white South African English-speakers, who more often
than not have made no attempt themselves to master an African lan-
guage. The fact that they live in Africa has not had any impact on
them. But even more damaging than these frills, as I call them, are
invisible practices that create circles of privilege and access to infor-

mation crucial for promotion within the hierarchical system. _

Needless to say, an agenda such as the one I have set out to pur-
sue at UCT is bound to generate a lot of conflict and to please very
few people. In anticipation of the difficulties ahead, I decided to con-
duct visits to individual faculties and departments throughout the
entire University to engage people in the process of transformation.
The aim of the visits was to get individual deans and heads of
departments to set their own goals based on what they perceived to
be achievable within the constraints of their particular circum-
stances. Such goal-setting is essential if key players are to take own-
ership of the process of change. The role of my portfolio is a facilita-
tory one. I have been amazed at how willing many people are to
change if they see that their own best interests are served in this way,

U\
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if not in the short term, then in the long term.

It is too early to judge how successful the transformation of UCT
is likely to be. But it is noteworthy that the people who stand to ben-
efit from greater equity at UCT are often still sceptical of the motives
behind the University’s equal opportunity policies. Their past expe-

riences have conditioned them not to expect much from liberal insti- .
tutions. The danger of the self-fulfilling prophecy looms large.
Success in transforming this institution depends on the involvement

of all to move it in new directions.

There are also fears, on the part of blacks particularly, that their

hard-earmned achievements will be devalued if they are lumped
together in the University’s affirmative action basket. The attacks
levelled at affirmative action by conservatives have clearly had their
desired impact. My approach to such attacks is to point out that
most, if not all, white people in South Africa have beén recipiénts of
affirmative action at many levels, and it does not seem to have hurt
them. White males in particular are the greatest beneficiaries of that
excellent affirmative action programme, the old boy network. It
would be folly for black people, and women, to reject well-targeted
affirmative action programmes simply because they fear being
labelled by people who ought to know better. Carefully designed
and applied affirmative action programmes are essential to the
establishment of greater equity.

The criticism directed at me earlier on in my career for joining
UCT had died down by 1990 as more black South Africans realised
the importance of academic work as real work, and its contribution
to social policy and the general development of society. But some
people thought that my joining the UCT executive in 1991 was going
too far. Was I not allowing myself to be used by white liberals, who
had no intention of changing, but needed to protect themselves by
having a token, high-profile black woman? ‘They are using you,’
said someone whom I respect, and who really cares for me. I was
troubled by this perception, but remained convinced that my deci-
sion was the correct one for me.

I have no other way of knowing the real motive behind Dr Stuart
Saunders’s invitation to join his executive team, but feel quite com-
fortable taking his stated motives at face value. But if he was indeed
intending to use me, as some people say, then he has‘a major prob-
lem on his hands. UCT can never be the same after the process it has
been through over the last few years. It would have had to change
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anyway, wi.. or without me. But I would like to believe that the
strategies for which my portfolio staff and I have sought acceptance
at UCT, and which I have had the pleasure of seeing put into opera-
tion, will have far-reaching consequences beyond UCT, and indeed
will help shape the way in which South Africans tackle equity issues
gene}ally. The Equal Opportunity Research Project, through its out-
reach programme, has played an important role in helping other
institutions of higher learning, the private sector as well as non-
governmental organisations, to develop policies and programmes
around issues of race and gender equity.

Not all aspects of my job are enjoyable, however. Nor is it possi-
ble to change all the things I find irritating and uncomfortable. There
is no escape from interminable committee meetings, appointments,
and dealings with bureaucrats. These are all part and parcel of work-
ing with people anywhere in the world. But the only time I really felt
uncomfortable and ill at ease, if not downright embarrassed, was the
first occasion I had to wear the robes of office at an inaugural lecture.
I had naively thought that I could elect to be part of the audience. It
dawned on me later that in the same way that I enjoy the pomp and
ceremony of High Mass at St George’s Cathedral, I too had to make
academic rituals come alive for those participating in the life of the
University.

I have learnt to relax and see the funny side of donning robes
designed for the cold weather of the Northern Hemisphere, and
wearing hats which could only have been designed with men in
mind. One does become willy-nilly an honorary man in these situa-
tions. The awkwardness of a woman in my position shows up more
starkly in public ceremonies. At the first graduation ceremony I
presided over in December 1993, the Dean who was to present can-
didates to me for graduation had to establish how he was to address
me. When he said he did not want to use a sexist form of address, 1
asked him how he would have addressed my male colleagues. ‘Mr
Acting Vice-Chancellor,’ he stated confidently. ‘Well," I said, ‘I am
Madame Acting Vice-Chancellor!” One has to learn to laugh at one-
self in order to remain sane.

Another important institution in the transformation of South Africa
is the Independent Development Trust. 1 was invited to sit on the
board of the IDT in 1990 as one of its founding trustees and was
appointed its third chairperson at the end of 1994. The IDT was
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Worksheet on Mamphela Ramphele’s "Stretching across
Boundaries"

Read the article carefully be%ére answering the following
questions. Remember to provide evidence (by quoting or
paraphrasing) from the text for your answer.

1. What is Ramphele’s definition of culture? fAéegin your
discussion by describing the 1image she uses to describe
culture. Look at the title and 1st paragraph particularly.

2. How do individuals contribute to society and to change.
Think, ~ for instance, of Ramphele’s description of Nelson
Mandela as "Mandela the symbol" (p. 202).

-

3. What 1is Ramphele’s perception of traditional African
structures of authority?

4. How does she define UCT? Examine the concept of an
"institutional culture" (p. 207).

5. She talks about her role 1in UCT. How does this compare
with your experience?

6. How does Ramphele’s view of culture compare with the views
of Achebe and Biko? (Use the reverse side for your answer.)
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ELAP

Essay topic:

Identify and discuss what concepts <of culture you find most useful for
understanding your experience of transition to the Rhodes environment.

3 stages:

Task 1: Hand in 7 May. Get back 9 May.

What aspects of Thornton’s ideas about culture did you agree with? What aspects did you not
agree with? Was there anything that you found confusing? Explain all your answers.

Task 2: Hand in 14 May. Get back 19 May.

Identify. and discuss how the three writers Biko, Achebe and Ramphele understand culture.
Which of these concepts of culture do you find useful and why?
Task 3: Final essay. ‘ o
Hand in 23 May. Get back 30 May.

Identify and discuss what concepts of culture you find most useful for understandihg your
experience of transition to the Rhodes environment.
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ELAP

Identify the concepts of culture which you find most useful for understanding your
experience of transition to the Rhodes environment. First define these concepts of
culture fully and in each case discuss why they are relevant to your experience of your
life and particularly your adaptation (transition) to Rhodes. Draw on the readings and
class discussions of the different perspectives of the concept of culture.

-

Final version due: 23 May 1997

Your essay should:

* reflect an understanding of the different definitions of culture which you discuss
deal with all parts of the essay topic, i.e. identify and def'me the concepts fully,
discuss how they relate to your own experience; :

reflect an understanding of the readings;

have an effective introduction and conclusion; o

be coherent, i.e. have well-structured paragraphs and cledr links between paragraphs;
have transitional phrases which both link ideas and create cohesive paragraphs;
‘have accurate referencing within the essay and a reference list at the end of the essay.

*

* X * ¥ ¥

Please attach Task 1 and Task 2 to your final essay.

Length: approximately 2-3 pages long (600 - 900 words) .-

Readings

Achebe, C. (1975). Named for Victoria, Queen of England. In Moming Yet on Creation
Day. London: Heinemann.

Biko, S. (19.%b} Aftican Cultural Concepts. In L Write What I Like. Cape Town:
Heinemann.

Thornton, R. (1997). Conceptualising culture in contemporary South Africa. Adapted from
Thornton, R. (1988). Culture: A Contemporary Definition. In South African Keywords. Cape
Town: David Phillips.

Ramphele, M. (1995). Stretching across Boundaries. In A Life. Cape Town: David Phillips.
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RHODES UNIVERSITY

Grabamstown » 6140 * South Africa

ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT CENTRE » Tel: (0461) 31 8171/3 ® Fax: (0461) 2 5049 ® e-mail: aszg@giraffe.ru.ac.za

22 April 1997 -

Dear

I am very pleased that you have volunteered to be involved in my research project. I am
writing to you to make sure you know what being involved in this research will entail and
to check that you agree to the involvement that I'm asking of you.

I am doing my research on parts of the course on Culture in ELAP. I am interested in
researching how students’ understandings of culture develop during the course and how they
respond to the course.

A3 o

What I want from you

-

I would like to study the writing that you do on culture. So I want to use your journal ‘entries
on culture and your joint definitions of culture that you did. You are going to be writing an
essay, which will be divided into three stages. I would like to look at these three pieces of
writing as well. If you still agree to this, I will arrange to get these from your tutors and
make photocopies.

I have arranged for some of the group work sessions in Helen’s class to be videoed. One of
the workshops with the whole class will also be videoed.

Later in the term,'lI would like to arrange interviews with you. I have still not decided
whether to do individual interviews or group interviews. I may not interview everyone who

has volunteered. This should involve about half an hour of your time.

Confidentiality

=

When I write up the research, I will not use your real names to identify you, unless you have
told me that you would prefer that.

Communication

If I need to contact you, I will get hold of you through ELAP classes or through your tutor.
If you have any queries or would like to discuss something to do with the research project
with me, you can come and see me at the Academic Development Centre (ADC) Room 506
or phone me at 318171. ‘

Tek (0461) 318111 « Fax: (04611 25049 » ¢-mail: registrar@ru.ac.za




If you are still prepared to give me permission to involve you in the research, could you
please sign the attached form and return it to your tutor? If you change your mind at a later
stage you could withdraw your permission.

Thanks very much for your interest in the research.

Yours sincerely

Arona Dison .

Agreement to involvement in research project

I give my permission for Arona to involve me in her research in the way that she outlined
in the letter which accompanied this form.

Name: - - Signature: -Date:

Do you know how to use e-mail? Yes/No.

Do you have an e-mail address that I could use to contact you if I need to?

Do you have anything that you’d like to say to me at this stage about the research process?
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RHODES UNIVERSITY

Grabamstown ® 6140 * South Africa

ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT CENTRE e Tel: (0461) 31 8171/3 ® Fax: (0461) 2 5049 ¢ e-mail: aszg@giraffe.ru.ac.za

15 September 1997

Dear

I have written drafts of two chapters for my thesis, which draw on data from the students who
were involved in the research.

I am giving you a copy of these two chapters for a number of reasons. I want you to know

what I’'m doing with the data which I got from students’ writing and interviews. I also want

you to let me know if you disagree with how I’ve interpreted or represented any of the data.
I’d also appreciate any feedback you’d like to give me. :

I have used most of your real names, as you requested. Please let me know if you you would
prefer me to use other names. ~

1 would appreciate it, if you have any feedback for me, if you could give it to me by about
29 September.

I am on academic leave, but you can leave written feedback for me with the secretary at
ADC. If you need to contact me, you can phone me at home - 311179 or at work - 318171/3

or you can e-mail me at asad@giraffe.ru.ac.za

Thanks very much for your involvement in the project. The data that I've got has been -

extremely useful.

Regards

Tel: (0461) 318111 » Fax (0461) 25049 » e-mail: registrar@ru.ac.za
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Appendix D1

Questions for interview about EL AP Culture module.

1.

2a.

2b.

3a.

or evc ﬁC
Has your understanding of culture changed while you have been doing the course
(Culture module)?

If so, explain how it has changed. If not,':explam.

Think about how you learnt at school. Compare it to your learning process in the
Culture module. In what ways does it differ?

How does the way you’ve been learning in the Culture module compare-with the type
of learning required in your other subjects at university?

What did you like about the course?

What didn’t you like about the course?



Appendix D2

Interview with Enoch, Abel, S’khona and Carmenita 21 May 1997

A:

EH:

AN:

SN:

CD:

Has your understanding of culture changed.or developed while you’ve been doing the
module on culture in ELAP?

My understanding of culture has a bit changed up to so far because at first or before
coming to Rhodes and reading those modules on culture I used to think that culture
is something by which people differentiate themselves against one arfother. I used to
think of culture as something which has some connection with race just like me being
a Xhosa and being able to see that this one is a Zulu.

I used to take culture on those grounds and now I’'ve discovered that culture is just
a way of living together - it has nothing to do with races. So, I also experienced that
culture is just a way of survival - no matter you are from different backgrounds but
you can come together and form one culture as we do here at Rhodes, where we have
people from different backgrounds but forming one student culture.

And me too, my understanding of culture has developed - I can say it has developed
because there is more information about which I never knew before. *Cos I was taking
culture as Enoch has said that a Zulu has got his own cwture, and a Xhosa has got.
his own culture, but as far as the module is concerned, it made my knowledge of
culture more broadly, to know more about culture, than being stereotyped. =

To me its as - well I don’t think I had an idea about culture before, but now since I
read the articles that we have, so now I came to realise that what I was doing - I was
crossing boundaries before now and I was controlled by the environment in which I
was staying. I changed from a Xhosa to a Tswana, to speak Tswana and do everything
that Tswanas do, but I didn’t take it as its part of culture. Since I came here and read
these articles, now I came to realise that what I’ve been doing was crossing
boundaries and its part of culture.

I never used to understand the concept-of culture. According to me, I’'m coming from
a mixed family and I thought, right, what they taught me and the way we are
interacting in the environment as well as with each other - that’s unique, and like,
when you interact with other people, you have to understand that you are a mixed
group and that you - there’s no possibility that you can mix or like where you say
crossing the boundaries. But this module has opened up a lot for me, and now I
understand why it was like that, because I felt that that put that with us (?). ¥ou can
talk to Xhosa people, you can talk to other African groups, but you must remember
that you are mixed - you understand, you are not part of them, and you’ll never be.
That is how I understand it. I found out, like, by interacting, tends to bring out
differences together, makes us to be more closer. This is how I understand it now. I
didn’t see culture as a resource. I didn’t think that it had norms and values and things
like that. I didn’t know those things. I only found it through the modules that we are
doing that I found that out. I thought that because I'm mixed - I’m unique and I



CD:

EH:

AN:

EH:

belong to those mixed groups, that’s how I thought, not in this deep perspective *.

When you talk about mixed d’you mean in terms of coming from a coloured
background?

Ja, from two groups.

I just want to ask Enoch and Abel, you both said something about that you saw
culture in terms of culture belonging to different groups, somethmg 11ke that and I'm
not sure how you put it but d’you see it in a different -

Its like what actually is happening is, yes, there are differences between people but
as one of the writers says it its like every society coheres to those differences but there
are common things between each and every one. So, what I’m saying is its those
common things that we need to recognise them, so that we create harmony among
ourselves. Its not like - it should not be something like two armies standing on one
side and the other one standing on the other side, where you just look at differences,
so that we know who’s on my side when we are at the battle. It should be something
that is harmonious, it should be something where we unite and know this is different -
I mean, what Abel is doing is different from what I’m doing, then you try and put
respect on that. Then what is common to us, you celebrate that.

~ T e

D’you want to add anything to that?

Well * I can just quote what Carmenita has said, when she was talking of something
that culture is a resource. So, on my side, I just developed my understanding, because
I never knew that culture is a resource, culture changes, culture is the information that
we are not born with, so I’ve just developed that information, or I’ve developed my
understanding on those concepts, I mean on the Culture module.

Does anybody else want to say anything else about this question? Feel free to just talk .
now, hey? If you think about something later that you’d like to say about it ...

But there’s one thing that confuses me around this concept of culture, when it comes
to rituals and norms. Is it - culture linked with rituals, or are rituals linked with
culture? Which one is following the other? Because its like - I'm a Xhosa and in my
society, we do things in our own particular way, to mention one thing which is
common in our _society - we undergo the initiation school and that’s part and parcel
of our lives. So, when we are talking about our.cultures, we say no, we are different
because we do this, and they do not do that, so is it OK to take culture on those
grounds?

Um I’m not quite sure what you’re saying, but the way, I would see it is that - that
maybe in all traditional societies of going into adulthood, and that its interesting to
look at that and maybe compare how its dealt with in different cultures, you know
even in Western culture, you’ll find rituals, but of a different kind. So, you know,
maybe one can look at it from that perspective. But I also find it a bit difficult. I
mean I think you know that the ELAP tutors are also struggling with these concepts
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EH:

EH:

EH:

AN:

as well. So, you know, its easy to understand culture in a more traditional way, where
you see it as being the culture of a group, and the group has its rituals and beliefs,
values and norms and so on. And then when you start looking at it in a different way,
its a bit difficult to see how those rituals fit in to a different approach. Is that what
your question was saying?

Ja, ja - that’s what I was just asking, because there’s a lot of things happening around
us, like I mean, we differentiate from each other through traditions, especially in
African societies. Its like, for example, I have a cut finger so its those things that
differentiate us, ja. Some make scratches on their face. ’'m just asking -“its like - we
used to say, no, you don’t belong to this society because you don’t have this. Then
you have this, therefore you are not a member of this society. With those things in
mind, we say no, out of our culture. So, going through these modules now changed
that because they say no culture is just a resource, its just a way of communicating.
Its not only the way of differentiating, but there is something underneath
differentiating each other, something involving our humanity and cons - I mean
uniformity between people.

I think maybe its also linked to you know that idea that Thornton says that ideas come
from a particular time and I think that this way of looking at culture is more
appropriate for our time where you have a lot of change and you have a lot of mixing
of people from different groups. And its not useful anymore to look at our separate
cultures, and see them as being very separdte.

And there is also one idea which I like that you can’t just explain what ciilture is
unless you are part of that culture. In order to be able to say, no, this culture is like
this, you need to be part and parcel of it. You can’t for example just stand up and say
no the Zulus are doing it like this and that, although I’m not a part of them, so its one
and the same with them - they cannot say I'm doing this and that until they join me
and say no, we have experienced this, and now we say this is wrong w1th your
culture. i

Are you referring to that idea of calling another culture primitive?

Yes, where people are talking about less civilized cultures and more civilised cultures,
so I’m saying its not a statement that one can just say. Its like to define culture, you
must be part of it. Ja, ja, its not like something which we read from the books, where
even this guy can take it and say no, this thing is made like this and this, and I can
take it too and say, no, water is made of hydrogen and oxygen, and he can say water
is made of hydrogen and oxygen. When it comes to culture, we need to be part of it,
we must know everything about it and then you say no, this one is - well the idea of
having less evolved and more evolved cultures - I don’t support it. I don’t think its
relevant. I'm just saying to define culture, you must be part of it. You can’t just say
this culture is like this, while you are not there. The observer himself or herself must
be there.

Adding on what Enoch was saying, Thornton says that we have to add our own
understanding when defining culture. In other words, in my interpretation, I can say,

3



EH:

CD:

AN:

SN:

no one is incorrect when he’s explaining culture, and Dr Palmer was talking about
when a person can explain culture, in his own way, you must simply understand
which background he is coming from, so I’'m just supporting what Enoch was saying.

So the importance of one’s own background and the way that one sees culture - that
each person’s understanding of culture is influenced by their own background?

Ja, the environment and the - well partly the time when you grew up, like me I grew
up in Cape Town in Crossroads, just one of the poor villages of Cape Town and
staying in that place, being blacks only and being oppressed/depressed by the way,
and with me - when I’'m talking about culture, I take culture on those grounds of
apartheid - blacks are only blacks and whites are only white - there’s nothing that is
common between black and white. But now that I’m in a new environment where I
am between people from different backgrounds, people of the western and people of
the south, its changing now because I’m experiencing a new knowledge now. Its new
because its not what I’ve been growing with, its something new.

OK, maybe we should move onto the next question. I’m just trying to get you to think
about the way you approached learning at school and how that’s different from the
way you approach learning at university, or how we are expecting you to learn in this
course - to think about the processes that you need to go through in order to learn and
how they were different at school from what you are.doing in this module.

I can say like at school - I was at a boarding school for girls, a convent. And there
we had 6 subjects and 4 of those 6 subjects were learning subjects. So, my
understanding of where I was coming from, you learn a subject to be able to answer
the questions for an exam. So, its a parrot style of learning. There is no perspective
in it, there’s no how you interpret it, there’s no discussion level at all. That was way
back between 81 and ’85. I finished my matric in ’85. And now, I only now in my
ELAP, ’cos 1 did Psychology, I did Linguistics and its only now in ELAP that I
realise that you don’t learn things according to a parrot way because my Catering -
I also learnt for exams, not for understanding, for use for tomorrow or when I’'m not
in ELAP itself or for when I'm interacting with other people. What you learn, you
must be able to use the next time, or you must be able to understand - this is how I
see ELAP now. In my school and my Catering that I did at the College, it was more
parrot style, for exam purposes.

Ja, I understand what Carmenita says. What I've seen in ELAP is the group
discussion. I've*seen the good thing that equip me and help me to understand the
subject - a certain subject, because at school, we were simply just - they were just
teaching us, we were not having any discussion for the certain subject so it makes it
difficult if you use your own mind, but if you are a group and someone share his
idea, really you become to realise or you become to understand that topic that you are
talking about, so it helps you to have more understanding on that certain topic you are
talking about. So I’ve seen this group discussion is a good thing.

I think like what we did like what Carmenita has said to use like when we had to start
even like going to more details like want to know what does that mean - we just only
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read just to have the answers for the exams, not like taking into account that no, I
have to understand this thing - what does it mean? You just take every word which
is in the textbook and put it in your book (?). But when I came here now it is
different because I have to know first what does that mean. I have to discuss it first
and know it, so even like when I'm reading, must try and put - have my own
understanding about the thing - then like create my ideas about the subject, which I'm
reading.

EH: Ja, its just like saying, just repeating the same thing, but to add more, I'll just say at
school I think there was a bit of uh - we didn’t feel the importance of education. We
just learnt to survive or to pass the exams, we didn’t see how important education is.
Now, I mean you feel that I’'m doing this for tomorrow. I’'m learning so that I can be
able to stand (?) the coming future. So, what was happening at school is just you pass
Standard 8 and go to Standard 9. Now, even if you fail, but you fail with something
on your mind. Like, for example, this question of culture, which have been one of
the burning issues of South Africa, because its not only the issue which has been
discussed at school but its a problem for South Africa as a whole, so I think that’s the
way of trying to approach the future, which was not done at school. That is the reason
why I’'m saying at school I think there was a little bit of lack of seriousness - I don’t
know if its seriousness or consciousness, but there was something lacking at school,
as compared to now.

CD: Like in my case, we had school from 8 till half past two, and then from 3 to 5 there
was study time - that’s how the boarding school worked. And we were taught like -
especially when it comes to exams, we can work in groups, and we had a particular
teacher that used to give the subject, to be around, just observing us, to see that we
are doing work. And like there was people in my class that was very much - how can
I say - they wanted to know more. They were very much curious of the particular
thing and I think there were very much political orientated as well. And one answer
that this lady in particular gave us that we are learning under a restricted code and I
haven’t learned till this year what she meant by a restricted code. We are only
compiled (?) to learn that and not developing a different perspective of a particular
subject. But this was in particular History and there was questions asked and that you
answered only according to what she told you, but there were other ones in the class
that seemed to be very much curious of what, who, why did he do it? and then that
was her answer to us. We are taught in a restricted code and I’ve never known what
she said until now.

(I asked her how she found out what it meant and she explained that she came across the
concept in Linguistics 1, but I think she has misunderstood Bernstein’s concept of restricted
code.)

EH: Ja, what Carmenita is saying is just remind me of something that happened to me
some few years ago. I think I was just doing Standard 7 or 6. But I remember one
time we had the class and my Agricultural Science teacher was telling us about stinks
(?) to control pests in agricultural food, and the same person who just the day before
was telling us about nature conservation, all those things - how to care for animals,

5



CD:

CD:

SN:

like birds, whatsoever. Then this day, he said to us, "So you must apply pesticides
to your food so that things like birds cannot take it." I stood up and asked him,"But
yesterday you told us ‘No, you should not kill things like birds, whatsoever’, so now
its like we are now going back because we are killing them when we apply pesticides
we are killing the same birds which you told us not to kill. What’s going on ?" And
he said "No, no ..." you see - I'm just trying to show how they restricted us at
school. They just want you to focus on this. He was not giving me the chance to
know why we apply pesticides, and how do we - considering the nature. He was just
saying "You must concentrate now on nature and then, now you, must concentrate on
your food - that’s all.” You don’t have to link the two. (Laughter) -

So that proves that at school, it was just something narrower as compared what is
happening here, so now we are going to very, very broad, deep down. We look the
consequences of what we are doing.

In ELAP we are allowed to use our own initiative, apply it in a group and to be able
to speak to it, and I must say this group work learned me a lot because I’'m sitting
there with one perspective and the minute somebody else will talk then I will like
either write it down or I will listen to that particular person, and that gives me a
different perspective again. At the end of the day when we have a formal discussion
or we have closed (?) discussion, I finally realise that there is no right and wrong in
culture specifically. I thought there was a wrong and a right. Only it opened up my-
mind for other possibilities. There’s not one particular answer for a question.

Do you think that learning those, you know, going through these procésseé will- is
preparing you for other aspects of your life, or will help you with the courses that
you’re going to do?

I think mostly for other courses in this particular context where we are and like for
us that are coming to Rhodes and then go back home, it learns you something, like
at home, when everytime you go back, things are changing, you know, so for us its -
like going from Rhodes University into.a changed environment. It learns you to, what
is the word,. be able to cope with those changes there, so here we are made aware of
how changes are happening, how we *,-like when I went home last year, I found *
in my street, my street is very much Indian restricted, there’s a white couple, there’s
three black couples now staying opposite us. So, things have changed because we now
fall und - I am able to adapt to ‘that situation, not put myself in a little corner and
have to stay in that side.

OK, S’khona, you were going to say something? :

I was going to say almost the same thing, now when I have to go home, I can now
see the change, like I have to go back to, get out of the Rhodes environment and I can
feel that I have to switch, like here at Rhodes, most of the time, we’re using English.
Now when I go home, I have to change from English to using Tswana now. So, it
makes me now see the differences, like now from now (?) I’ve been crossing
boundaries. 1 was in another environment. Now I’'m coming to another another
environment and I have to change to try to cope with it.
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EH: Ja, well to add more, I think what is happening here is preparing us for the future.
(Tape turned over)
I was just about to say that what is happening here is preparing us for the future
because its like with me - I’'m doing commercial courses and we’re from the
environment where we have stereotyped people who concentrate on Xhosas only and
think that the only existing people are Xhosas, so I think that what is happening here
has changed that idea of concentrating on Xhosas only and I think its preparing me
for the coming future because I’ll be able to withstand the pressures of being within
different people because at first I was just used to being within my society and know
what is happening within that society, not experiencing or considefing what other
societies were doing. I think that was going to put a pressure somewhere somehow
because I was just going to grow up with that and maybe it will end up effecting my
personality, views (?) of other societies, so I think now there is a change.

A: OK, Can we just go on to question 3 - What did you like about the course, and what
didn’t you like about the course?

(Students answered the question about the ELAP course as a whole rather than in relation to
the culture module).

CD felt she learnt a lot from the culture and language module, and was able to apply what
she learned "in our daily lives at Rhodes University, where we have a mixed culture as well.
as mixed languages".

AN liked the topics Multilingualism and culture, the way they are in a South African éahtext,
so they give you more broad knowledge of what is happening in South Africa, really
benefited, liked the topics very much.

-Won’t say anything that he disliked in the course.

SN: I liked the course, because its developing us, its showing us the way “of .
communication and how to live together to unite. So far, there’s nothing I don’t like
about the course.

EH:  Well, with me, I'll just say, ja the course is OK and well the reason why I’m saying
this is " ’cos the course is more practical and is arranged in a South African way - its
like we’re doing what we know and we are mainly talking about our experiences. It
threatens me when we talk about something which is irrelevant to what we are doing
or something which is very very irrelevant. I used to ask a lot of questions at school
when they teach us about Italian history, European history, all those things. I used to
ask my teacher, "Why are you teaching us all these things? Why are you telling us
about Italian histories? Why are you not giving us the South African history, so we
can stay aware of what is happening in our country?" But up to now that question was
not yet answered. With ELAP, I think its OK because we’ve been given a chance to
say how do we feel about South Africa, and we learn things that are happening around
us.

So with the question of the dislikes ...(nothing he dislikes about the course, but he



says that for everything there is an advantage as well as a disadvantage.)
A asks if they’re all just being polite and not saying what they don’t like. EH denies this.
AN says now its going OK -there’s no problem at the moment.

ZA came in here and said she likes the course because it "is an idea to get students from
disadvantaged backgrounds to fit in, not to fail dismally on their first year. I think this course
is equipping us a lot so we don’t get too much lost when we get to the * I mean to the
university". Says she used to dislike the fact that there were only black studerits in the course,
but has realised that most of the white students at Rhodes are first language speakers of
English.

Some discussion about this between her and EH, SN also chips in.

EH says that they have to realise that they are disadvantaged "...We are disadvantaged and
we need to be developed ** so that we can reach the standard of the university."

EH:  Just like Mamphela is saying, People should not be just accepted or admitted. They
should be supported. The universities should try and reach out to them, so she goes
on and says the success does not only depend on their efforts but also depends on the
support, so I think this is part and parcel of the suppert.~~ .

(They come in thinking that they should be accepted and taken into the mainstream, but they

realise that they need to be developed before they go into the mainstream.)



AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

Appendix D3
Interview with Abdul 22 May 1997

Has your understanding of culture changed or developed while you’ve been doing
the culture module? .

I think it has changed, I mean not changed but developed.

OK, Can you explain in which ways? .

Ja, in the sense that ...when I think about culture there are few things that I
thought about that I can associate with culture. I didn’t know about just like to
compare food as a part of culture and compare sport as a part of culture. I mean
when we are talking about culture, I thought initially that we’re talking about
something like norms, my thoughts about culture were something like that. I
associate with norms, not to associate with like food, sport and other minor things
that I discovered in discussions.

- OK, I know that you’re doing Sociology and Psychology. Have you dealt with the

topic of culture in Sociology‘7 Has there been a correspondence between what
you’ve done on culture in Sociology and in ELAP and how have they related to
each other - the two subjects, in terms of culture?”™ ~

No, I think they are related, but in this course of ELAP, we are going »déép in
details when we are talking about culture, then in Sociology they are concerned
with norms and values ... frequently.

Ja, so you didn’t go into it in a lot of detail?
Ja, we didn’t go into it in a lot of details.

And when you say-the things that you think about being part.of culture have
changed, like you’ve realised that food and sport and those kind of things are part
of culture, how did that happen? What made you think that? '

Can you clarify it?

Was it through class discussions or ... um ..that you started to develop a different
idea of culture or what aspects of the course caused you to develop a different idea?

I think the articles, *specially this one - Thornton. It mentions that we eat the same
kind of food - cornflakes etc. but he mentions that its a part of culture, which is
common to us.

Are there any other ways in which your understanding of culture’s developed?

I think I have a picture in my mind, but I can’t express it in words.

1



A:

You can take your time if you want to think about it.

(Long pause)

A:

AXM:

Even if its easier to express it in Xhosa, you could say it in Xhosa and then try and
translate it (laughs in a shy way).

Try and translate it?

Or you can say it in Xhosa, ’cos I’ve got a Xhosa person to héli) me with the
tapes.

(Long pause)

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

Ai, I can’t translate it into Xhosa. ... I think the problem is that I have a picture
in my mind about culture but I can’t even express it in Xhosa. Its just I see this
concept, how does it develop ...

- I'm interested in this - this picture that you’ve got. (laughs) You can’t tell me

anything more about it?

You ask how does it develop my understanding - culture?

Ja.

You see in some cases I find that to adopt some situations, not to be stereotyped
and think about my environment and go according to my environment, whereas I’m
here in Rhodes. I have to change. I think I learn that. According to Ramphele -
something like that - to cross boundaries. Just like when I arrive here I didn’t, I
never wear jean -trouser, but when I'm here, I suppose because I see that the -
most of the - I can say 99% wear jeans.

So, do you agree with Ramphele that ... //one should cross boundaries?

//Ja, 1 agree with her - we must cross boundaries.

Why d’you think it’s necessary? D’you think its necessary to fit into the
environment or ...?7

It is necessary because you cannot fit in a certain environment where you aré going
to follow your environment’s expectation. // You will feel isolated?

//You mean if you’re going to follow your home environment’s //expectations?

//Ja, then you’ll feel isolated. You won’t feel allright.
OK. Thanks. Um. Can we go onto the next question, which is the question about

2



AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

how you learnt at school, and if you can try and think about the process of learning
that you went through at school, or you were expected to go through and how that
compares to the process of learning that you’re meant to go through in this course
on culture?

You mean about culture at school?

No, I just mean learning generally, like, how did -? - are there differences-? You
can think about school and university generally? What kind of differences are there
in the way that you had to learn at school and the way that you learn at university?

When I was at school, I didn’t learn just like what I’'m doing here, but I was a hard
worker at school, but now I’m not even in that form that I was at school. But the
way that I used to study at school - its like most of the time I’m memorising. I'm
not reading to understand most of the things. Here, in university I discovered that
you cannot just proceed with the work that you don’t understand. You must try and
find it in a dictionary, or even to go lecturers and ask for certain chapter, how does
it go, if you don’t understand. But at school, I just read and just memorising if I

- don’t understand, and I find that they - I don’t know what to say- the staff - they

encourage that. Whereas they encourage also at school that we take this for
granted.

e -

You take what for granted? - the material that you’re learning?
Ja, we take it for granted.
So, do you believe that these are the facts that you’re given and you have to learn

them. //This is the knowledge that you have to learn. Am I right in saying this? Is
that what you mean when you say you take it for granted?

/Ja. ...Ja, I'm not saying ... if you have a problem in a certain section at school. -
You don’t mind whether you know it or don’t know it. You just read it and
memorise it. Sometimes you memorise something. You don’t know whether you
understand it or what, but you just read it - Ok, you memorise, you memorise but
you don’t know what’s happened about ...(?) but you memorise it’s in your mind
then it becomes you write a test, the question raise that point -you just write it, and
then you pass. That’s what I meant by take it for granted (?).

Ja, OK. And um you talked about at university, you need to understand things.
Um, do you think that ELAP is helping you to develop those skills that you need
at university, and particularly the Culture module? D’you think its helping you to
understand what’s required at university, how you need to learn at university?
Maybe its difficult for you to answer that but I'm interested if you have any
thoughts about that.

I think most of the time *** when you learn something you don’t see the use of
that thing at that moment, you start to see it after - just like next term, I start to
see, Oh that section about something -its - I don’t know how to express it.

3



AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

AXM:

that its relevant, or that it links to something else?
Ja.
Is that what you mean?

Ja, even the course as a whole, I don’t see where I am going but I know that - I
have the belief that its somehow going somewhere. (Laughs)

Are you talking about ELAP now, or school?

I just made an example. Just like when I'm doing this course, I don’t know where
I’m going, but I understand that - but I believe that I’m going somewhere.

So, are you saying that you’ve got faith in your teachers that they’re teaching you
something (smiling)? '

Ja. But I hope that I will see where I'm going.

fa (Asks whether in the culture module, he has been able to know where he’s
going, what it’s leading him towards, if he feels there’s some development taking
place - a reason for doing the work.) ST

Ja. I feel that there’s a development with this. Ja.

Can you explain more what you mean by this?

(Long pause) What do I mean there’s a development? The concept of culture - I
know what is culture. And then just a little information that I have about culture.

And then when you gave us these worksheet, I add some information - I don t
know how to exactly answer this question.

(A asks him to compare the type of learnmg in ELAP to the type of learnlng requ1red in his
other courses

- AXM struggles to answer this question

_ A asks him to brainstorm what skills are required for learning at university).

AXM:

It seems ... to read many readings at libraries. .

(Phone rang and it seemed I decided not to continue with this question).

A:

AXM:

What d’you like about the course and what don’t you like about it?

So, it’s interesting about culture. And what do I not like is some perception of
other writers about this concept - culture. It’s like Biko said, ja, but I used to agree
with Biko’s perception, but as the day goes on, I just change my mind, because I
find that we can cross the boundaries. Biko’s view is that we cannot cross the

4



boundaries. He sees culture as a fixed -. So, that is what-1 don’t like is that a
person can be stereotyped, following his culture only, not being interested in other
people’s culture. You have to cross the boundaries, ja.

(A questions him on his comment that he found the course interesting, as he had told her a

few weeks ago that he was finding it boring. He said he thought that was a response to there

being too much work.

She asks if it is relevant to his life and he says yes.)

AXM: I can’t motivate my answers.

A: Is there anything else that you want to say?

AXM: No, I don’t think so.

A: OK.



Appendix E1

ELAP Meeting S May: Notes from tape (Extract)

I started off making notes and ended up transcribing.
Side one

Discussion on Wednesday’s class: Reportback on Thornton article worksheet |

Fleur

Wednesday - Fleur had a very successful class. It worked well doing Question 7a and b first.,
and also allocating each small group a question to do in detail, after they’d done the whole
thing for homework. Worked out mainly in pairs. Had to come to front of class and present
it, which was useful ’cos it made them do the question properly. Up to them whether one
person present or all - really made them participate. Mentions how they always address
themselves to tutor, she turned around and faced the class, so they had to address the class.
"And that works well because then all of a sudden they’ve got to turn around and articulate
themselves so that the class can actually understand what’s going on." Had so much
participation. "After they’d presented their questions, I then focused them on what was
wrong, but in a tactful way and opened class discussion on the point after each one." Before
they went over worksheet, she went over the point of culture being a resource, because that’s
the basic concept that they had to grasp. Started off with an’idéa that a student brought up
in his journal - "the fact that the idea of culture being a resource is actually a metaphor, and
help them understand what a metaphor is because I think a lot of them were battling with that
because they saw a resource as only something concrete like water or metal or whatever”, and
just by asking them what is a metaphor, give me an example of a metaphor and suddenly they
seemed to understand better what he meant. Then discussed "what ideas a resource brings to
you, how does that carry over to the metaphor of it as a resource and that worked very well
as well because people would say everyone has access to resources, and then we discussed
well actually is this in actual fact the case, for instance water - everyone is supposed to have
access to it, but it doesn’t really work that way, there’re a lot of poor people who do not -
have access to water as they should; and in the same way culture can work that way because
everybody for instance should have access to university education as a culture, in actual fact
this doesn’t really happen as yet ... Another idea that the metaphor brought forth was one
cannot live without water or * resources in the same way that one cannot live without culture,
and there were wonderful ideas that sprung forth because of that and it was like a bridge to
understanding that concept.” '

Asked them to leave question about "culture” vs. "cultures” in their presentations and F did
it with them beforehand, just after discussion about metaphor. Actually drew little boxes on
board and wrote different ethnic groups cultures in boxes and said this is the idea of different
cultures. "This is how most people generally view culture at the moment as separate entities,
but in actual fact there’s so much overlap, and I drew little crosses between the boxes and
that actually worked very well as well. And I said, this is what actually happens, and this is
what Thornton means by "culture” as in the general concept vs. "cultures" in the separate
little boxes.

Arona’s worksheet was great. "I had a definite feeling at the end of this lecture most of them
had grasped the concept much better and were relating to it."



H: which is what should be happening - they should be constructing their own idea based
on their experience. Ja, I just found - the methodology worked well, but I found that
their understandings were very superficial. And I'm finding it reading their journals
and ...marking their written answers on the Thornton article.

They are saying things like "Its a resource’ and "culture can change”. But when they
actually write a bit more, they’re saying quite the opposite. Its this - I'm sure it’s just
part of the process - it’s them developing their understanding ...

F: They’ve listened to you and they’ve picked it up, but they haven’t really understood
it. -

H: No, not in a real way and not in a way that I think a constructivist approach to this
sort of thing would advocate, you know that somehow we’ve missed a stage in the
scaffolding. I have anyway. I feel as though they haven’t really grasped it, and I just
wonder if there isn’t a bit of a problem with that article. I know I’ve said before that
I think it’s perhaps a bit too abstract - that there aren’t enough concrete examples, but
in a way, we have to provide our own concrete examples and students should be
taught how to do that as well. This is why I think this whole culture module is so
good. It’s forcing them to do things that good students do, that you are always
relating new information to old and your experience of life -

F: and reassessing //your ideas ) - =

H: //and reassessing and I’ve gone through this reassessing in a major way this weekend,
just reading journals and marking these questions, and thinking to myself well I -
somehow I agree with the students when they say "My culture is different, I feel
different, I do act differently”. and I don’t see it in terms of drawing along ethnic
lines or tribal lines but I do feel that there’s a very substantial and essential difference
between my culture and an African culture.

Talks about experience in Mmabatho, being only white in an African environment, being
aware of cultural differences. Differences were there and came out at times. eg. her reaction
and her black colleagues reaction to corruption and mismanagement in the College.

F: ... Thornton is not negating cultures at all. He is saying though, to me, that cultures
exist and they should be promoted, but that there’re not just strict boundaries. I keep
telling the students that he’s not saying there’s just one universal culture and that
everyone’s the same. He’s also, to me, celebrating cultures and their differences, but
saying also that there’re no strict, little box- like boundaries, but the fact that there
are different cultures is not a question, in my opinion. :

H: I agree with you. I think that’s probably a very sophisticated interpretation of what
he’s saying, but he’s not saying that clearly enough. The students are not picking it
up, and I’'m finding difficulty ...// This mismatch for me is very stark.

F: I spent a good couple of minutes - maybe 5, 6, 7 minutes stressing that in that lecture
...stressing that aspect, which possibly also helped in their understanding.

H: You see, I think, Thornton- the base he’s coming off is that we mustn’t see ourselves



as these isolated little groups, so he’s emphasizing almost to the opposite extreme.
And there needs to be a sort-of balancing of that. But its difficult, because on the one
hand I saw the difference between an African culture and English culture, but I don’t
see a difference between Xhosa and Zulu and you know - I don’t think those are real
differences. I mean when you ask people what is your difference ...

F: Thornton’s example of eating the same cornflakes is quite a good one because people
should still be proud of their culture, and I’m proud of my Netherlands culture, OK,
but I tried to explain to them and lots of them agreed that they do eat the same
cornflakes, some people said "no, I don’t eat cornflakes and I said "That’s fine but
other people do, OK, and I as a Netherlands western woman in Africa love
umnqusho, which is samp and beans, and I eat that which means that my cultural
boundaries have become fuzzy, but that doesn’t mean to say I have to negate my
culture - its just that the reality is that we have our cultures, but we also borrow in
a positive way from other cultures.

H: But you see, I think that that’s a fairly - I agreed with you last week, but I feel that
those are superficial things. You know this borrowing from cultures and wearing
beadwork, dressing in an Af- all those things I did in Mmabatho and - but now that
I’'m here, I don’t do those things because that essential difference is much, much
deeper than that.

-

(Continues)



Appendix E2

ELAP Meeting 12 May

(Extract begins while meeting is in progress)

H:

... finish the Biko article. It felt it was one of the best .... lessons in this culture theme
that we’ve had actually. Students have really started thinking - I could see that they were
really thinking about culture and what it meant for them in their lives and making
meaning out of it. We had a very good debate about Biko’s ideas on culture how they’re
a product of his time and necessary in affirming black people’s identity then, however
you know now, that wouldn’t be emphasised, I mean if Mandela gave a speech like that
he’d be howled down and people would be up in arms //and what was really nice...

//But then also ensuring that he was very advanced for his time, if you think it was ** -
at that time.

It was the start, he was the start of the whole black power movement, but it was really
nice ’cause one of the students in my class is as old as me, and he went to one of Biko’s
speeches in P.E. ~

//Speeches, oh, really

~ T

So he was able to tell everybody about that. And it was such a nice lesson, you know,
everybody - even the students who weren’t contributing, even the slow students were
listening and they were attentive. There was’nt one face that was asleep - I looked round,
you know 10 minutes before the lesson - usually when everyone’s been snoring especially
after lunch and everyone was interested, you know it was great, it was very nice. I could
just suddenly feel that you know things are coming together, I can feel that there’s a
shift in gear, that people are changing patterns of thinking and of doing things, you know
suddenly the lecturer isn’t sure of the answers - that I’'m showing as much confusion as
they are. You know they’re being confronted by fuzzy grey uncharted territory where
their knowledge and. understanding- of culture is being constructed from their
understanding and experience and what they’re reading and theré’re no clear rights and
wrongs and they’re learning all that in a very authentic way //because I’m not able to
give rights and wrongs

and there’s more acceptance of it

and there’s acce;)tance.

from the beginning

it’s not like we’re saying that students must be critical in a vague kind of way. We’re
actually showing them that this is how to be critical and this is how to ehm -when they

read - these are the kinds of things that they must be thinking, they must always be ehm
reflecting on their experience and their understandings and how that reading is - relates



to it.
//Relates to it, and builds on it or takes away from it or....

And they’re also being treated as having an, equal share in the construction of knowledge
- that we’re doing it together. So I feel that in lots of cases, not in all cases by any
means, but I feel as though in my response to their journals, in my response to the
Thornton article things, my response all the time is that I'm trying to show you know
when they make fresh ideas or - I say that’s great, I hadn’t thought of that, you know,
they’re being treated as equals. So I think it’s been a really very impértant experience as
a learning experience apart from you know anything else. Then Friday the Ramphele
article - I was great - I really - what I did is that on Thursday night I said "You look up,
you read it, you look up all the words and on Friday I’'m going to check - I want to see
a page - an A4 page of words and their meanings" and I did it and they’d all done it .
Some of them hadn’t, some of them had three or four -hadn’t really burdened themselves
but I mean one guy had two columns, he had 62 words and he looked up each and every
one (small laugh). So it was just forcing them do that bit, you know that they must do
that before I was going to read it through with him and it worked, it worked very well.
I just felt like there are all sorts of things in the Ramphele article. They said -1 said what
did you think of the article at the beginning, did you understand, what did you think her
main message was and they couldn’t see how it related to culture.

No, and another thing - mine...I don’t know if it was just a couple of them, but they said
this is so boring this article initially, until I went through it with them and step by step
like you say, keep drawing on those .. parameters all the time of her as a medical doctor
and anthropologist, there’s that thing. There’s examples of that right the way through
where she extends into different territories and has different perspectives and can see
things from different perspectives ... ’

Ja, and I think it’s such a beautifully written article too

And * by the end of the double period they were enthralled and they were actuaily
relating to it much more than in the beginning.

(Continues)



ELAP COURSE EVALUATION: 1ST SEMESTER 1997

EXTENSIVE ANALYSIS

Total questionnaires completed;

Appendix F

Group 1 (AD): 10
Group 2 (FT): 18
Group 3 (HA): 21
Total: 49
a. What were your feelings about ELAP before you started the course?
very positive positive negative very negative
8/46 = 17% 25/46 = 54% 10/46 = 22% 3/46 = 7%
Total positive = 71% Total negative = 29%
b. What are your feelings about ELAP now, after 2 terms?
very positive positive negative ‘ Very negative
16/46 = 35% 25/46 = 54% 5/46 = 11% 0/46 = 0%

Total positive = 89%
(increase of 11%)

Total negative = 11%
(decrease of 18%)

cC. Contents of the course;
very useful quite useful not useful not usefu] at all
Term 1: Language Issues  25/49= 51% 22/49= 45% 2/49= 4% 0/49= 0%
Total = 96% Total = 4%
Term 2: Culture 25/49= 51% 19/49= 39% 5/49= 10% 0/49= 0%
Total = 90% Total = 10%
COMMENTS: posifivé | neutral negati{lé
21/36 = 58% 5/36 = 14% 10/36 = 28%
d. Assignments;
very useful quite useful not useful not useful at all
Term 1: Language Issues  21/48= 44% 24/48= 50% 3/48= 6% 0/48= 0%
* Total = 94% Total = 6%
Term 2: Culture 25/47= 53% 17/47= 36% 5/47= 11% 0/48= 0%
Total = 89% Total = 11%
COMMENTS: positive neutral negative
16/33 = 49% 7/33 = 21% 10/33 = 30%
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e. Amount of work required

too much

Term 1: Language Issues 16/48= 33%

Term 2: Culture 23/48 = 48%

COMMENTS:

(quite high)

right* neutral
10/32= 32% 3/32=

about right too little
30/48= 63% 2/48= 4%

T 24/48= 50% 1/48= 2%
too high too little

9%  16/32=50% 3/32= 9% ~
(* Note that many of the students who ticked the "about right" box, made no

comments.)
f. Your level of interest or enjoyment
very high high low very low
Term 1: Language Issues  13/49= 27% 26/49= 53% 9/49= 18% 1/49= 2%
Total = 80% Total = 20%
Term 2: Culture 17/49= 34% 24/49= 50% 6/49= 12% 2/49= 4%
Total = 84% Total = 16%
COMMENTS: positive neutral ~ - =~ negative
13/25= 52% 5/25=20% 7/25= 28%
Total = 84% Total = 16% -
g. Your tutor’s teaching
outstanding very good satisfactory poor
18/46= 39% 25/46= 54% 3/46= 7% 0/46= 0%
Total = 93% Total = 7%
COMMENTS: positive neutral negative -
26/32= 81%. 5/32= 16% 1/32= 3%
h. Journal wfiting - - :
very worthwhile worthwhile not worthwhile not worthwhile at all
22/47= 47% 22/147=47% 2/147= 4% 1/47= 2%
Total = 94% Total = 6%
COMMENTS: positive neutral , negative
21/22= 95% 1/122= 5% 0/22= 0% -
i. Library Orientation Course
verv helpful helpful not helpful not helpful at all
17/47= 36% 28/47= 60% 2/47= 4% 0/47= 0%
Total = 96% Total = 4%
COMMENTS: positive neutral negative
16/27= 59% 5/271=19% 6/27= 22%




Themes that emerged in the data

Initial understandings of culture

Culture = traditional, static thing (customs, rituals)

Cultural practice enforced

Development of understanding

Culture part of everyday life

Culture as a resource

Need to cross boundaries

Resistance — clinging to traditional ideas

Relate to own ideas

Development of academic literacy/ conceptual development

Knowledge fixed, need for right answers
Construction of knowledge

Concept development

Mediation{ scaffolding -

Academic literacy

Appendix G

Tr

Re

Resis

KF
CK

Con. - -

AL



	DISON ARONA TR 98-7-001
	DISON ARONA TR 98-7-002

