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Abstract

An important role in socialising first-year students into universities is initiating them into different conventions of academic writing. Support programmes, such as writing centres, have been established in several South African universities to help students with this objective and the broader issue of academic literacy. The assumption is that such interventions bridge the articulation gap between basic and higher education phases and expedite academic success. This article draws from a larger PhD study that explored nursing students’ experiences of developing their academic writing skills at the writing centre. The focus of this article is on understanding first-year nursing students’ experiences of learning academic writing through the integrated writing interventions of language and discipline practices at a writing centre based at the Durban University of Technology (DUT). These students were regarded as relevant because their curriculum incorporates a more structured academic writing component with the writing centre. The study adopted the Academic Literacies Model (ALM), which fosters a social view of academic writing and advocates for integrated support to the teaching and learning of academic writing. Guided by the qualitative constructivist paradigm, phenomenography was adopted as a research methodology. Data were analysed according to phenomenographic categories. Whilst the study uncovered various factors influencing the development of academic writing amongst the target population, there was a clear need for shifting from interdisciplinary (at least two disciplines) to a transdisciplinary (more than two disciplines) academic literacy approach to students’ learning experiences. As such, the article recommends the intentional inclusion of various stakeholders (writing centre practitioners, discipline lecturers, clinical and academic support staff) to mitigate students’ writing challenges and develop sustainable and relevant academic literacy practices.
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Introduction

The importance of sound academic writing practices for university students can hardly be overstated, considering that success in higher education has been intrinsically tied to academic literacy.1,2,3 However, most students in South African tertiary institutions, especially in universities of technology, struggle with learning and maintaining the required academic writing practices.4 This has been shown to impact their academic progress and throughput. According to the Council of Higher Education (CHE),5 approximately 55% of students who enrol for undergraduate programmes in South African universities never graduate and most drop out in their first year. Given the extent that such high levels of attrition are attributable to poor academic literacy, there is a need to create effective academic support programmes to mitigate the challenges experienced by first-year students.6,7

Leibowitz and Bozalek have asserted the need to transform learning and teaching strategies in higher education institutions.8 This includes, but is not limited to, exposing first-year students to both discipline-specific (curricular) and general academic literacy support structures.9 Whilst, traditionally, academic support structures for first-year university students tended to focus mainly on ‘underprepared’ students,10 recent development has indicated the shortfalls of such approaches, hence the need to expand support to all students.11 This need has been shown to transcend national borders. At the global level, these transformation imperatives manifest as part of the response to the need to accommodate student diversity and globalisation.12

The call for widening participation in Western higher schooling systems has further led to growing variety inside the ethnic, social and linguistic compositions of student populations. Whilst this can be considered favourable, this diversity has increased the need for support programmes to standardise student learning experiences and outcomes. The higher education context involves adapting to new ways of knowledge production and organisation. Such adaptation needs are usually challenging for first-year university students, regardless of their educational backgrounds. Thus, the development of students’ academic writing calls for a social practice approach to teaching and learning across disciplines, to accommodate other social variables that contribute to academic writing development and proficiency.13

South African universities, in view of changing student demographics, have engaged to transform teaching and learning, to ensure that first-year students cope successfully with the quest for epistemological access into different disciplines.14 The argument, laid out in expansive academic literacy studies, is that effective academic literacy is the key to epistemological access.8

Through various interventions such as writing centres, higher education institutions hope to go beyond the teaching and learning of isolated skills. In association with academic departments, writing centres attempt to foster long-term students’ writing development.15 There is a demand for the institutionalisation of such collaborative practices that are responsive to students’ academic needs,16 because of the variegation of academic and professional writing needs in different disciplines. As such, the support ought to transcend the generic academic literacy offered within institutional writing centres, to include discipline-specific writing.3 As such, it is more critical for writing centres to develop and sustain long-term collaboration with the various academic departments and their parallel professional contexts.

This article seeks to expand on the initial justification for academic writing support interventions. It explores the possibility, dynamics and extent to which acquired academic literacies could enhance professional competencies amongst undergraduate nursing students. The study investigated first-year nursing students’ experiences of learning academic writing through integrated writing interventions within a writing centre located at the Durban University of Technology (DUT) in South Africa. It draws on Thesen et al.’s study on the broader understanding of students writing practices in the South African higher education context.17

The article is divided into five sections. The first section presents the setting of the study, which is a description of the DUT writing centre and the writing intervention. The section that follows presents the conceptual framework for academic writing and mainly elaborates on the academic literacies model (ALM). The description of the methodological choices precedes the presentation of the findings, discussion and conclusion.

Integrated writing support at the Durban University of Technology writing centre

Durban University of Technology established its writing centre in 2013, as an independent unit outside of academic faculties. There are six writing centres located across the Durban and Pietermaritzburg campuses of the university. The writing centre offers a student-centred collaborative learning space that focuses on developing students’ academic literacies. It offers writing companionship for all students and staff, through one-on-one and group consultations, responsive workshops and writing tutorials. The writing centre recruits’ postgraduate students from multiple disciplines as writing tutors. This enables tutors to share disciplinary knowledge and effectively engage with all students.18 The writing centre is fully funded by the University Capacity Development Grant (UCDG) and is one of the university’s special projects.

In addition to generic support, the writing centre offers embedded academic literacy support to students in the foundational programmes of the different departments. In 2018, the writing centre in the Pietermaritzburg campus entered into a collaborative arrangement with the Department of Nursing’s Extended Curriculum Programme (ECP). The arrangement was to give academic writing support to the ECP students as part of the Essentials for Professional Practice (EPP) module, which is aimed at equipping students with essential skills to succeed in their academic and professional activities. As academic literacy is seen as one of those essential skills in both aspects, the writing centre had to engage with all first-year ECP students, through in-class writing tutorials, workshops and one-on-one and group consultations. With regard to the academic literacies theory in teaching practice underpin the centre’s integrated writing intervention programmes through interdisciplinary collaboration. The activities include support on basic academic writing practices, an offering of context-embedded tutorials and integrated examples of content knowledge.

The content of writing tutorials is specific to nursing and designed collaboratively with the lecturers from the Department of Nursing. This is in line with the view of Clarence who asserted that the strength of writing centre practice is in constantly finding new innovative ways of collaborate with departments of various disciplines to ensure that writing development is embedded in specific academic practice.3 The writing tutorials focus on the low order concerns (LOCs) that generally concentrate on sentence structure, punctuations, spelling, word choice, grammar and mechanics. The workshops and writing consultations focus on higher order concerns (HOCs), which are crucial elements of assignment writing. These include thesis or focus, audience and purpose, organisation, development and referencing. The HOCs writing support adopts the process approach to academic writing, in which students are encouraged to develop their writing through a series of iterative stages.

Academic writing as a social practice

Tertiary institutions are a new environment for first-year students and present them with learning and writing experiences, different from their previous education level. This demands another socialisation for learners who are coming from secondary schools and other pre-university activities. Predictably, this proves to be a challenge for learners.20,21,22 Harvey prescribed a deliberately crafted socialising initiative for new students in higher institutions of learning, intending to induct them into the tertiary education system.22 This, according to the author, would make students consciously aware of the particular lifestyle of learning in a new academic environment and would affect their overall knowledge because tertiary institutions change the identity of students through student support initiatives. The socialising initiative would therefore, enable students to cope academically and imbue them with demands of the new identity.

This study adopts the ALM as the theoretical framework. Academic Literacies theory situates writing within a socio-cultural context.19 The ALM conceptualises literacies as social practices and focuses on students’ identities and learning experiences.19 According to a panel of researchers working for the Centre for Applied Linguistics, academic literacy includes:


… reading, writing, and oral discourse for school; varies from subject to subject; requires knowledge of multiple genres of text, purposes for text use, and multimedia; is influenced by students’ literacies in contexts outside of school, and; is influenced by students’ personal, social, and cultural practices.23



According to McKenna, academic literacy is not one, but many things; it is the language of academic disciplines.24 She observed that as far as many disciplines in higher education are concerned, academic literacy is ‘no-one’s mother tongue’, as such to be accepted, ideologically to one or the other disciplinary ‘tribe’, a student has to acquire this language. Academic access as a code language of epistemological access in many disciplines has to do not only with ‘ways of using language but also the beliefs, attitudes and values of the group’.24 Whilst many students come with no knowledge of generic and specific disciplinary literacies, some come with literacy practices that closely approximate them to cracking the code of the literacy of the discipline they want to join. Others on the other hand will keep on using wrong literacy practices until they are kicked out by the disciplinary tribe.24 It is therefore the responsibility of institutions to ensure that every student that gains access to ‘university gates’ achieves the acquisition of values, beliefs and attitudes for the discipline they want to join if they are to become successful beyond the university gates.

As such, developing appropriate literacy goes beyond mere mastering of specific technical writing conventions; it’s socialisation to certain value systems, ways of thinking and communication. This is why much of the literature on academic literacies advocates an embedded approach for academic literacy curricula.2,25,26,27 These authors argue that the embedded curriculum approach would enhance student experiences of learning academic writing and constructing knowledge in that discipline. Boughey and McKenna2 had suggested different models of interaction between writing practitioners and students. Street13 suggested that effective collaborative learning between different stakeholders is crucial in supporting students to develop such appropriate academic literacy practices. Salamonson et al.28 also contended that embedded academic support is one of the key strategies for supporting academic writing development for nursing students. Kift and Field29 advocated a holistic approach that integrates fundamental academic support to discipline-specific activities.

These scholarly positions depart from the erstwhile academic literacy practices in which the development of writing and language competencies were separate from discipline-specific activities. They argue that effective academic literacy development of first-year students involves not only coaching in academic writing technicalities but also being immersed in disciplinary writing idiosyncrasies.30

According to Dison and Clarence,31 disciplinary requirements of academic writing play a critical role in socialising students to academic literacies discourse. As such, the activities of the writing centre ought not to be viewed as an end to themselves, but as an integral part of a broader and integrated academic literacy socialisation, which includes discipline-specific and professional activities.

Therefore, in addition to disciplinary socialisation, students need to develop various socio-professional literacy identities relevant to their professional aspirations.32 It is noncontroversial to contend that different social and professional contexts require different and specific identities. For example, nursing students chosen to participate in this study are required to develop generic academic literacies because of them being students in a higher education institute. In addition, they need to develop and be competent to the nursing-specific jargon and mindset, both in their nursing education and clinical practice settings. As such, if writing is part of socialisation, it could be argued, therefore, that nursing students are required to be socialised in the different contexts they find themselves if they are to practice the correct form of literacy. Effective academic literacy support would need embedment in all the three contexts.33

Figure 1 reflects that writing as an academic practice needs to be more visible between and within disciplines.3 As such, it is more critical for all stakeholders not only to develop the collaboration but also to be able to sustain it long term.
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The empirical dimension of this study is based on phenomenography, a qualitative research approach that assesses how participants make sense of their experiences of a phenomenon.34 The study methodology and design is presented further.

Methods

Study design

This study employs an interpretivist paradigm to capture the subjective experiences of first-year ECP nursing students on their learning of academic writing. It explains the dynamics of individuals who are engaged in the social world they are interpreting.35 Locating this study within an interpretivist paradigm is important because the writing centre, which provides the context for the study, adopts policies of teaching and learning of academic writing that should be informed by the contextual realities of the students. Phenomenography was employed as a research methodology because it is a research approach that effectively represents the qualitatively different ways people experience, conceptualise and understand various aspects of a phenomenon. The focus is thus on the variation of participants’ experiences of phenomena.36 In this study, phenomenography was useful in understanding how nursing students experienced and conceptualised academic writing in relation to the discipline of nursing.

Study population

The target group for this study was the first-year students admitted into the ECP stream of the Department of Nursing. The ECP students, usually 20% of the annual intake, undergo 5 years of nursing training, instead of the 4 years undergone by the rest of the students. In order to improve their academic literacy, the department of nursing offers them the EPP module that includes academic writing presentations, tutorials from the writing centre, computer literacy from the information and Communication Systems (ICS) department and information literacy from the library department. The researcher, as a participant, wanted to understand the contribution of the intervention programme of the writing centre on the academic writing skills of these students. Thus, the study used purposive sampling for the selection of the participants (see Table 1).
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As shown in Table 1, participants comprised equally distributed males and female, who come from predominantly rural backgrounds. All participants are isiZulu speaking black people, albeit a sheer coincidence.

Data collection and analysis

The data production strategy in phenomenography assists participants to reflect on their experiences of a phenomenon.34 As such, data production comprised a complex battery of activities by participants. These included individual interviews and two focus group discussions. This triangulation of data-collection methods was intended to produce a comprehensive reflection of the phenomenon. Through these activities, the participant was encouraged to reflect on their development of effective academic writing development.37 As such, participants were able to reflect on the impact of the activities of the writing centre, discipline lecturers and clinical mentors, in their academic writing development.

The variety and diversity of approaches in qualitative research design mean that there are different ways of analysing social life, and therefore multiple perspectives and practices in the analysis of qualitative data exist.38 There is no single technique for analysing data in a phenomenographic study because research questions often guide the type of analysis.39 Thus, the researcher focused on examining the differences and similarities in the experiences of the participants. The phenomenographic data analysis method prescribed by Sjostrom and Dahlgren40 was used to analyse data in this study. It consists of six stages, namely familiarisation, compilation, condensation, preliminary grouping, a preliminary comparison of categories and outcome space.39 Therefore, data from different sources were transcribed and translated and hand coding was applied to generate specific themes relating to student experiences. After transcribing all the interviews, I read and compared them repeatedly, thinking about similarities and differences both within a single transcript and across all transcripts. Because the ‘how’ aspect of language learning has been thoroughly studied, my analysis focused on the ‘what’ aspect of second language experience, which has not been extensively studied. However, the ultimate aim of analysis in this approach was to discern and identify participants’ qualitatively different experiences or understanding, in a limited number of categories39 as reflected in the results discussed further.

Results

Figure 2 presents the findings pertaining to the first-year nursing students experiences of learning academic writing skills. It portrays the complexities of the different experiences, which together comprise the phenomenon. In phenomenography this is referred to as the outcome space that, according to Marton,41 is ‘the logically structured complex of the different ways of experiencing an object’, acting as a ‘synonym for the phenomenon’. As such, these results represent experiences of the phenomenon in the same way as categories of description represent conceptions. Therefore, in phenomenography, the outcome space represents both the phenomenon and different ways of people’s experiences.
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Bruce et al.42 illustrated that the outcome space may be presented as a ‘table, image or diagram and serves the purpose of depicting how each category relates to each other’. Bruce et al.42 further describe the outcome space as a ‘diagrammatic representation’ of the categories of description; whilst Säljö43 suggested that it

reflects a ‘map of a territory’, interpreting how people conceive an aspect of reality. In this study, nursing students were required to describe their experiences of learning academic writing in the writing centre.

Category one: Students’ experience

The given category of the outcome space (Table 2) presents results of student reflection on their pre-university background, self-acknowledged writing challenges, the experiences of learning new writing conventions. Most of these were gathered during in-class writing interventions. These in-class tutorials were part of the compulsory writing centre that mainly focused on LOCs such as grammar and basic academic writing conventions.
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Despite acknowledging poor schooling and writing background, most participants were confident of their writing abilities. Hutchison44 and Archer,1 have described this apparent contradictory phenomenon, in which students often overestimate their abilities. This is often attributed to the euphoria of successful completion of high school and admission to higher education, which leaves students with a feeling of temporarily heightened capabilities, especially during the initial days of their university life. Nonetheless, most students encountered challenges in mastering basic grammar and academic writing norms. This challenge was reflected on their interviews, as the word ‘difficult’ recurred in 14 out of 18 responses. This initial ‘shock’, enabled students to reflect and come to terms with their specific writing challenges. One participant shared their experience:


‘I had to learn new styles of writing. The university writing is different from how we were writing at schools. Lots of our writing requires us to research before writing and that is not easy. For example, I cannot use a first-person “I” or mix tenses when writing an essay. These are some of the things we were not taught at school.’ (Participant 05, Student, Male)



Another participant explained:


‘I struggle with some of the aspects of writing such as paraphrasing, it is new and with time, I will learn and improve. After all, writing expectations at university are different from high school writing. The assignments, projects and presentations demand a lot of reading and writing.’ (Participant 09, Student, Male)



According to their reflections, even whilst acknowledging their shortcomings and the need to develop university-specific writing practices, some students were reluctant to learn new writing conventions. This was also influenced by the still self-perceived competencies that had enabled them to succeed in high school, as seen in the following reflection:


‘I write well but my lecturer deducts marks if my assignment is submitted without consulting the Writing Centre. I am required to consult and get a stamp to show that I worked with a tutor on improving my writing. My writing is good and readable; I feel I do not need extra help with my writing.’ (Participant 13, Student, Female)



On the other hand, the inertia may have been influenced by the fact that over 70% of the participants had studied in poorly resourced rural schools, which had crippled their ability to develop basic writing and literacy skills. As such, the feeling of ‘starting-over’ might have been debilitating:


‘I feel I write better than some of my friends in the mainstream. I do not understand why I should attend writing tutorials and workshops … The fact is English is our second language.’ (Participant 14, Student, Female)



This reluctance was reflected in erratic attendance and poor in-class participation. However, in time, this inertia was replaced by the necessity for developing literacy practices for effective academic and professional participation:


‘As an aspiring nurse, it is important to write well and use clear English. Therefore, everything they teach us was because they want us to write well. When we are in hospitals, we always do a better job than the students who do not attend writing tutorials.’ (Participant 01, Student, Female)



The other participant also added:


‘At first, I felt the writing tutorials was a waste of time because all we did was learn about writing. Most sessions focused on how to improve my writing and get good marks on my assignments. However, I enjoy writing exercises at the end of the session. I find them useful, although it creates more writing for us.’ (Participant 17, Student, Male)



The participants acknowledged the values of writing tutorials to their academic development. According to Participant 17, the collaborative learning initiative aimed at supporting them, as nursing students, to enhance their writing skills. The study affirms that effective learning of academic writing is grounded on an academic literacies approach that allows students to recognise the gaps in their learning experiences. As such, these student experiences show a shift in student perception of their writing competencies and their need for academic literacy support.

Category 2: Writing centre support

In Category 2, student reflections were directed towards HOCs writing centre support. These are organised in the form of workshops and are offered once a quarter – coinciding with first assignments. In these workshops, students are supported in essay writing – which follows a process approach – and conventions of academic integrity (paraphrasing, referencing and avoidances of plagiarism). In this category, participants reflected on the effectiveness of the writing centre in their development of academic literacy, receiving actionable feedback and the conflict between writing centre and disciplinary writing prerogatives.

The residual reluctance to support was still reflected in student responses, even with regard to HOCs, as stated here:


‘I write well but my lecturer deducts marks if my assignment is submitted without consulting the writing centre. I am required to consult and get a stamp to show that I worked with a tutor on improving my writing. My writing is good and readable; I feel I do not need extra help with my writing.’ (Participant 13, Student, Female)



This point was reflected by some participants, where they felt undermined for being taught what they deem ‘easy stuff’. The experience of being treated as incompetent compared with other first years was a cause for concern. Whilst some felt that writing an assignment was a skill they had already mastered in their previous education and needed no support, others felt the need to adopt university-specific conventions:


‘At the beginning of the year, I struggled with lots of things…. University is not easy, there is so much to learn and understand in a short space of time. I had to learn how to type my assignment, research and reference my assignment.’ (Participant 03, Student, Female)



Other participants shared their positive learning experience and valued the one-on-one writing consultations:


‘I feel I have a good command of English and I write well. When I went for writing consultation, there were so many grammatical mistakes in my assignment draft and I was a bit irritated and embarrassed. I could not believe how many unnecessary grammatical errors I made.’ (Participant 01, Student, Female)



One of the participants appraised the writing centre as a place that has helped her hone her writing skills by demanding that students plan what they write before bringing their work to the writing centre. However, despite the positive experiences with the interactive mode of delivering writing support at the writing centre, some participants encountered challenges with how feedback was handled:


‘I do not like working with different tutors on the same writing tasks. I go there today one tutor tells me to work on the structure and referencing, I go back the next day and another tutor tells me a different thing to work on the argument of the assignment. I do not like that, and it does not help me with improving my writing.’ (Participant 02, Student, Male)



This sometimes hampers the positive experience regarding the use of the writing centre in general and the confusion surrounding the use of the feedback. As Archer45 has pointed out, tutors often undervalue the critical role of constructive feedback. A lack of uniformity in feedback has both advantages and disadvantages for the learners and the tutors.

In addition to the frustration about feedback provided by the writing centre tutors, there was general confusion on the role of the writing centre. One of the participants considered the writing centre as a place where students go for ‘ eradication of errors’ (Participant 08, Student, Female).

Another student conceded to having felt irritated because of tutors at the writing centre:


‘… picked out many grammar and literature mistakes.’ (Participant 04, Student, Male)



The frustration was mainly based on the expectation that, instead of a space for collaborative learning, the writing centre is a corrective or a remedial setting wherein tutors point out the mistakes and fix them for students.

Category three: Writing in the discipline

In this category, participants reflect on the transference of academic writing competence from the writing centre (through task-specific consultations) to the nursing discipline, to the clinical setting. Whilst academic literacy socialisation is meant to be interdisciplinary and integrated, it was unclear whether that intention was understood by participants. Most understood literacy practices of different contexts (writing centre, discipline classrooms, clinical setting) as unrelated and tended to devalue the ‘generic’ writing practices from the writing centre in favour of mastering discipline-specific jargon and clinical terminologies:


‘What is expected of us in the clinics are terminologies. It is more of the terminologies than the academic writing…words in hospitals are abbreviated because they are aware of what it stands for… these are hospital terms that are relevant to the field and they rarely use full words.’ (Participant 11, Student, Male)



The assumption is that students in professions such as nursing do not need to master basic academic writing but their disciplinary jargon is endemic and has been observed in the literature. Salamonson et al.28 asserted that institutions of learning usually make assumptions about nursing students that are detrimental to their writing. One assumption is that nursing students would naturally learn academic writing through their interaction with disciplinary texts. However, Whitehead46 observed that ‘nurses often have a contractual obligation to participate in scholarly activity, where good writing practices are essential for job survival and security’. Writing is also arguably the most important exhibition of one’s demonstration of scholarship. According to Miller et al.47 and Mitchell et al.,48 the development of generic academic writing conventions is a prerequisite to discipline-specific epistemological access.

Whilst this has been established, this integrated nature of academic literacy socialisation was not clear to some participants:


‘It is slightly different. In hospitals, clinical terms are shortened or abbreviated which you cannot do in the university.’ (Participant 14, Student, Female)



However, others felt that they were able to make the transference between contexts:


‘As much as it is all writing, there is a huge distinction between academic and professional writing. In a hospital report, I am expected to use clinical terms, abbreviations for some of the terms. There is a format to follow. Unlike assignment writing where I only have to respond to the research question using academic writing including referencing.’ (Participant 10, Student, Male)



Whilst participants views differed on the need for the integrated approach to academic writing, some argued that the discipline lecturers were also not invested in the approach:


‘Lecturers do not give us feedback with regard to our writing; the feedback we get is for the content and marks. The feedback from the tutors is about our assignments on what we have done well and how to improve my writing.’ (Participant 07, Student, Female)



On the other hand, nursing practitioners in the clinical setting were reported as more critical to student writing:


‘The head of the ward constantly read our notes and picks on all the writing mistakes, which is embarrassing and makes me sad. I remember her shouting in front of colleagues about how I need to write in “proper English.”’ (Participant 04, Student, Male)



Whilst the need for maintaining the integrated approach to learning academic literacy may not be immediately apparent to some participants, their reflections and experiences further consolidate this need. However, the deliberate commitment of different stakeholders (writing centre, discipline lecturers and nursing practitioners) may need to be mobilised and coordinated if this approach can lead to perceptive and effective academic literacy development.

Discussion

As argued here, the ALM contends that developing writing competency in higher education is but a part of a larger socialisation practice in which students are assisted to develop appropriate academic literacy. According to scholars in the field,19,24,30 academic literacy involves the ways of writing, reading, thinking and communication, within a broader context of the disciplinary value system. As such, the activities at the writing centre are but a part of such socialisation, as it only develops partial aspects of academic literacy. The success of its activities rests on the collaboration of other stakeholders in specific disciplines and professions. Students have to be able to transfer competencies gained in one context to be fully functional in another.1,23

As indicated in the ‘Results’ section, there are various hindrances to such ideal outcomes. Previous research has documented roadblocks to the transference of academic writing,49 students’ perception of academic literacy transference,50 theoretical applications of learning transfer,51 and contextual factors that affect different kinds of writing transfer. As also indicated in the present study, most participants have less-than-optimal academic literacy backgrounds, having gone through under-resourced rural schools. Whilst that was a challenge, some participants had a distorted perception of their literacy competencies, which made them reluctant to fully participating in academic literacy support activities, such as writing tutorials, workshops and task-based consultations.

As derived from the response of other participants, the lack of active collaboration between writing centre tutors and discipline lecturers created an impression that some lecturers did not value the contribution of the writing centre in the development of student academic literacy. Whilst this may have been the case, several participants observed the importance of effective academic literacy practices in a clinical context, where they have to deal with ‘legal’ clinical records. This further reinforces the need for a transdisciplinary approach in academic literacy development, even if not all stakeholders appreciate the importance of such collaboration. The results may only indicate the need for advocacy to bring all stakeholders to the same page with regard to the value of the contribution of each context.

Literature appreciates that such advocacy for synergy may not be without challenges, since this transdisciplinary approach emphasises collaboration and cooperation between different stakeholders, who may not directly work together.52 According to Shrivastava and Ivanaj,53 transdisciplinary is a ‘dialogue and engagement across ideologies, scientific, religious, economic, political and philosophical lines’. In this study, the integrated writing support proposes transdisciplinary collaboration for the effective development of academic literacy practices. As such, collaboration for effective academic literacy learning must be a cross-disciplinary synergy between professional/disciplinary specialists (educators and clinicians) and writing and literacy specialists (writing practitioners), as illustrated in Figure 2.

Such collaboration is also likely to enhance the experiences of students undergoing such support. In this study, some participants were less enthusiastic about participating in the activities organised by the writing centre (tutorials, workshops and consultations) as they felt that the focus was on generic writing conventions, which was less urgent to their cause as nursing students and future healthcare practitioners. If well-implemented, this synergy will therefore bring together different expertise in the development of effective writing practice, making sure that generic academic writing conventions are immediately integrated into technical disciplinary and clinical writing prerogatives. Whilst professional experts focus on the development and application of pro-nursing literacies, the writing practitioners will assist with the development of generic academic writing conventions. Such collaboration will also enhance the ability for the transference of such literacy practices between the academic and professional contexts, which was one area participants struggled with.

Many institutions are experimenting with these cross-disciplinary collaborations in the context of academic writing. Other institutions have integrated their writing centres, as longstanding, rather than ephemeral and experimental components of institutions of higher learning.16 This has created a need for the revision of how writing centres are to interact with faculties and disciplines for sustained periods. What this observation suggests is the need for the employment of practitioners who can supplement what happens at the writing centre. There has to be more than one component to the teaching of writing – one that is specialised in fields of study and one that caters to various fields. Disseminated approaches, according to Carstens,54 move the responsibility for the development of academic, quantitative and information literacies to the mainstream, involving language experts and ‘faculty, administrators and other stakeholders’. However, Carstens54 contended that for any successful collaboration to occur the players involved need to show ‘a collective commitment to student success and willingness of commitment’.

Conclusion

The study concludes with a debate on the importance of collaboration between lecturers, writing centres and clinical nursing practitioners in reinforcing the value of each support context in the development and transference of appropriate academic literacy practices. Whilst data from this study have shown that some students participated in the writing centre initiatives out of compulsion, I contend that this is because of a lack of collaboration between relevant stakeholders. As such, the writing centre is regarded as peripheral because most of the activities are not credited. Students do not feel the immediate necessity to take writing centre activities as seriously as credited assessments within their specific disciplines. However, from my experience, I have realised that integrating some of the support (especially LOCs and HOCs) within credited foundational modules can bring effective results. For this to happen, both the disciplinary lecturers and clinical practitioners must be on board to assess the development of such competencies within their assessments.

The findings in this research therefore militate against the piecemeal approach to academic writing development be it the basic skills approach emphasised in most writing centres, or discipline-based writing. The evidence in this study and the conclusions drawn from it, advocate for the need for a shift from the interdisciplinary (piecemeal) to transdisciplinary collaboration for effective and transferable academic writing practices, particularly in professional fields such as nursing.

Acknowledgements

Competing interests

The authors have declared that no competing interest exists.

Authors’ contributions

N.K. and S.R. contributed equally to this work. N.K. wrote the manuscript and S.R. supervised the project.

Ethical considerations

This article followed all ethical standards for research without direct contact with human or animal subjects.

Funding information

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

Data availability

The authors confirm that the data supporting the findings of this study are available within the article.

Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of any affiliated agency of the authors.

References


	1. 	Archer A. Challenges and potentials for writing centres in South African tertiary institutions. S Afr J High Educ. 2010;24(4):495–510.

	2. 	Boughey C, McKenna S. Academic literacy and the decontextualised learner. Crit Stud Teach Learn. 2016;4(2):1–9.

	3. 	Clarence S. Making inter-disciplinary spaces for talk about and change in student writing and literacy development. Teach High Educ. 2012;17(2):127–137. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2011.611876

	4. 	Pineteh EA. The academic writing challenges of undergraduate students: A South African case study. Int J High Educ. 2014;3(1):12–22. https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v3n1p12

	5. 	Council on Higher Education. A proposal for undergraduate curriculum reform in South Africa: The case for a flexible curriculum structure. Report of the task team on undergraduate curriculum structure. Pretoria: Council on Higher Education; 2013.

	6. 	Fernsten LA, Reda M. Helping students meet the challenges of academic writing. Teach High Educ. 2011;16(2):171–182. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2010.507306

	7. 	Jacobs C. Towards a critical understanding of the teaching of discipline-specific academic literacies: Making the tacit explicit. J Educ. 2007;4(1):59–81.

	8. 	Leibowitz B, Bozalek V. Foundation provision-a social justice perspective: Part 1: Leading article. S Afr J High Educ. 2015;29(1):8–25. https://doi.org/10.20853/29-1-447

	9. 	Young RJ. Postcolonialism: An historical introduction. West Sussex: John Wiley and Sons; 2016.

	10. 	Boughey C. Understanding teaching and learning at foundation level: A ‘critical’ imperative. In: Beyond the university gates: Provision of extended curriculum programmes in South Africa. 2010; p. 4–10.

	11. 	Kioko JI. Foundation provision in South African higher education: A social justice perspective. In: Provision of extended curriculum programmes in South Africa. Cape Town, 2010; p. 40.

	12. 	Tribble C, Wingate U. From text to corpus – A genre-based approach to academic literacy instruction. System. 2013;41(2):307–321. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2013.03.001

	13. 	Street B. ‘Academic literacies approaches to genre’?. Rev Bras de Linguística Apl. 2010;10(2):347–361. https://doi.org/10.1590/S1984-63982010000200004

	14. 	Du Preez P, Verhoef AH, Simmonds S. Rethinking and researching transformation in higher education: A meta-study of South African trends. Transformation High Educ. 2016;1(1):1–7. https://doi.org/10.4102/the.v1i1.2

	15. 	Mckay TM, Simpson Z. The space between: Pedagogic collaboration between a writing centre and an academic department. Perspect Educ. 2013;31(4):27–42.

	16. 	Daniels S, Richards R, Lackay AM. The writing lab in the centre: A collaborative model for integrating writing consultations in a first-year engineering module. In: Clarence S, Dyson L, editors. Writing centres in higher education: Working in and across the disciplines. Stellenbosch: African Sun Media, 2017; p. 129–144.

	17. 	Thesen L, Van Pletzen E, editors. Academic literacy and the languages of change. A and C Black; 2006.

	18. 	Mitoumba-Tindy H. Working in the interspace between subject knowledge and academic literacies: Writing centres as a zone of proximal development. In: Writing centres in higher education: Working in and across the disciplines. 2017; p. 67–80.

	19. 	Lea MR, Street BV. The ‘academic literacies’ model: Theory and applications. Theory Pract. 2006;45(4):368–377. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15430421tip4504_11

	20. 	Duff PA. Language socialization into academic discourse communities. Ann Rev Appl Linguist. 2010;30:169. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0267190510000048

	21. 	Fogarty TJ, Jonas GA. The hand that rocks the cradle: Disciplinary socialization at the American accounting association’s doctoral consortium. Crit Perspect Account. 2010;21(4):303–317. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpa.2010.02.003

	22. 	Harvey A. Disciplines and knowing: Exploring the implications of disciplinary context for pedagogic practice. High Educ Res Netw J. 2011;3(3):39–48.

	23. 	Short DJ, Fitzsimmons S. Double the work: Challenges and solutions to acquiring language and academic literacy for adolescent English language learners: A report to Carnegie Corporation of New York. Alliance for Excellent Education; 2007.

	24. 	McKenna S. Cracking the code of academic literacy: An ideological task. In: Beyond the university gates: Provision of extended curriculum programmes in South Africa. 2010; p. 8–15.

	25. 	Kift S. Articulating a transition pedagogy to scaffold and to enhance the first-year student learning experience in Australian higher education: Final report for ALTC senior fellowship program. Strawberry Hills: Australian Learning and Teaching Council; 2009.

	26. 	Thies LC. Increasing student participation and success: Collaborating to embed academic literacies into the curriculum. J Acad Lang Learn. 2012;6(1):A15–A31.

	27. 	Wingate U. Using academic literacies and genre-based models for academic writing instruction: A ‘literacy’ journey. J Engl Acad Purp. 2012;11(1):26–37. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2011.11.006

	28. 	Salamonson Y, Koch J, Weaver R, Everett B, Jackson D. Embedded academic writing support for nursing students with English as a second language. J Adv Nurs. 2010;66(2):413–421. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2009.05158.x

	29. 	Kift SM, Field RM. Intentional first-year curriculum design as a means of facilitating student engagement: Some exemplars. In 12th Pacific Rim first year in higher education conference: Preparing for tomorrow today: The first year experience as foundation; 2009 June 29–July 01; Queensland.

	30. 	Hunter K, Tse H. Making disciplinary writing and thinking practices an integral part of academic content teaching. Act Learn High Educ. 2013;14(3):227–239. https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787413498037

	31. 	Dison L, Clarence S, editor. Writing centres in higher education. African Sun Media; 2017.

	32. 	Butler G. Discipline-specific versus generic academic literacy intervention for university education: An issue of impact. J Lang Teach. 2013;47(2):71–87. https://doi.org/10.4314/jlt.v47i2.4

	33. 	Mattila LR, Eriksson E. Nursing students learning to utilize nursing research in clinical practice. Nurse Educ Today. 2007;27(6):568–576. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2006.08.018

	34. 	Marton F, Booth SA. Learning and awareness. Psychology Press; 2013.

	35. 	Creswell JW, Creswell JD. Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. Sage publications; 2017.

	36. 	Walker K. The debate over generalist and specialist tutors: Genre theory’s contribution. Writing Cent J. 1998;18(2):27–46.

	37. 	Yates C, Partridge H, Bruce C. Exploring information experiences through phenomenography. Libr Inf Res. 2012;36(112):96–119. https://doi.org/10.29173/lirg496

	38. 	Punch KF. Introduction to social research: Quantitative and qualitative approaches. Sage; 2013.

	39. 	Khan SH. Phenomenography: A qualitative research methodology in Bangladesh. Int J New Trends Educ Implication. 2014;5(2):34–43.

	40. 	Sjöström B, Dahlgren LO. Applying phenomenography in nursing research. J Adv Nurs. 2002;40(3):339–345. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2648.2002.02375.x

	41. 	Marton F. The structure of awareness. Phenomenography. 2000;10216:102–116.

	42. 	Bruce C, Buckingham L, Hynd J, McMahon C, Roggenkamp M, Stoodley I. Ways of experiencing the act of learning to program: A phenomenographic study of introductory programming students at university. J Inform Tech Educ: Res. 2004;3(1):145–160. https://doi.org/10.28945/294

	43. 	Säljö R. Talk as data and practice – A critical look at phenomenographic inquiry and the appeal to experience. High Educ Res Dev. 1997;16(2):173–190. https://doi.org/10.1080/0729436970160205

	44. 	Hutchings C. Aspects of students’ learning that affect control of their texts: The writing centre’s experience. S Afr J High Educ. 2005;19(4):715–734. https://doi.org/10.4314/sajhe.v19i4.25597

	45. 	Archer A. Investigating the effect of writing centre interventions on student writing. S Afr J High Educ. 2008;22(2):248–264. https://doi.org/10.4314/sajhe.v22i2.25784

	46. 	Whitehead D. The academic writing experiences of a group of student nurses: A phenomenological study. J Adv Nurs. 2002;38(5):498–506. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2648.2002.02211.x

	47. 	Miller LC, Russell CL, Cheng AL, Skarbek AJ. Evaluating undergraduate nursing students’ self-efficacy and competence in writing: Effects of a writing-intensive intervention. Nurse Educ Pract. 2015;15(3):174–180. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2014.12.002

	48. 	Mitchell KM, Harrigan T, McMillan DE. Writing self-efficacy in nursing students: The influence of a discipline-specific writing environment. Nurs Open. 2017;4(4):240–250. https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.90

	49. 	Nelms G, Dively RL. Perceived roadblocks to transferring knowledge from first-year composition to writing-intensive major courses: A pilot study. Writing Program Admin. 2007;31(1–2):214–240.

	50. 	Gardiner J. Student perceptions of the writing skill transfer from genre-based direct entry programs to university courses [homepage on the Internet]. CET Research Project Paper, The University of Sydney; 2010 [cited 2012 June 05]. dostupno na Available from: http://sydney.edu.au/cet/research/index.shtml

	51. 	Ong WJ. Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the evolution of consciousness and culture. Cornell University Press; 2013.

	52. 	McGregor SL. Transdisciplinary pedagogy in higher education: Transdisciplinary learning, learning cycles and habits of minds. In: Transdisciplinary higher education. Cham: Springer, 2017; p. 3–16.

	53. 	Shrivastava P, Ivanaj S. Transdisciplinary art, technology, and management for sustainable enterprise. Transdiscipl J Eng Sci. 2011;2. https://doi.org/10.22545/2011/00012

	54. 	Carstens A. Collaboration: The key to integration of language and content in academic literacy interventions. J Lang Teach. 2013;47(2):109–125. https://doi.org/10.4314/jlt.v47i2.6



OPS/symbol.jpg
 — .\

\ U





OPS/TD-17-1038-F2.jpg
St “ECP nursing

* Academic science

and support
staff Analysing writing

tasks
Rubric overview

Timetabling

« Writing centre
* Peer tutors

Academic
writing
Sentence and
paragraph structure
Essay structure
Grammar and mechanics|
Communication skills

Clinical skills

Professional writing

Clinical report and
« Clinical

I note taking
setting Communication
o Clinical staff skills

Information literacy

Referencing
How to search for ;
information O
DUT database * Subject
Computer librarians
literacy

DUT, Durban University of Technology; ECP, Extended Curriculum Programme.

FIGURE 2: Proposed transdisciplinary collaboration for integrated academic

writing support.





OPS/TD-17-1038-F1.jpg
FIGURE 1: Writing centre integrated writing support provided to extended
curriculum programme nursing students.
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TABLE 2: Outcome space reflecting the categories of description.

Scope of writing support intervention

Category

In-class writing tutorials:
« First semester — One period a week (1 h)
« Compulsory attendance

* Focuses on LOCs

Workshops:
« Once quarterly

« Compulsory attendance

« Specific writing tasks discussions
« Focuses on HOCs

« Assignment rubrics

One-to-one or group consultations:

« Atleast one consultation per writing tasks

One: Student’s experience:
1. Participants’ school, language and cultural experiences
2. Participants’ writing challenges

3. Resisting new writing conventions

4. Self-improvement and embracing change

Two: Writing centre support:

5. Learning academic writing at the writing centre

6. Writing mistakes as a reminder of writing weakness

7. Receiving and using feedback

8. A writing centre as a student-centred collaborative space

Three: Writing in the discipline:

9. Writing variations from the writing centre to clinical contexts

« Compulsory attendance according to content lecturer (however not enforced by the writing centre) ~10. Transference of writing practices from different contexts

LOC, Low order concerns; HOC, High order concerns.

11. Writing proficiency as student nurses
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TABLE 1: Biography profile of participants and schooling background.

Number Name (pseudonym) ~ Race Gender First Language Schooling background: Rural or urban  Nursing as a first choice
1 Participant — 01 Black person Female Isizulu Urban (Former model C) Yes
2 Participant — 02 Black person Male Isizulu Urban (Township) No
3 Participant - 03 Black person Female Isizulu Urban (Township) No
4 Participant — 04 Black person Male Isizulu Rural No
5 Participant - 05 Black person Male Isizulu Urban (Former model C) No
6 Participant - 06 Black person Female Isizulu Rural Yes
7 Participant - 07 Black person Female Isizulu Rural Yes
8 Participant - 08 Black person Female Isizulu Rural No
9 Participant — 09 Black person Male Isizulu Rural No
10 Participant - 10 Black person Male Isizulu Rural No
11 Participant — 11 Black person Male Isizulu Rural No
12 Participant — 12 Black person Male Isizulu Rural Yes
13 Participant — 13 Black person Female Isizulu Rural No
14 Participant — 14 Black person Female Isizulu Rural No
15 Participant — 15 Black person Female Isizulu Rural No
16 Participant - 16 Black person Female Isizulu Rural No
17 Participant — 17 Black person Male Isizulu Rural Yes
18 Participant — 18 Black person Male Isizulu Rural No
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