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Abstract 

Much of the literature around the notions of discourse and identity explores how education 

(particularly higher education) might develop academic discourses and identities in students. 

There is however a dearth of work relating to what the development of academic discourses and 

identities in students might mean for the lecturers who teach them. The identities of lecturers, 

especially those in applied science/engineering fields, are generally framed in terms of their 

disciplinary affiliation rather than their role as professional educators. This construction of a 

science/engineering-based identity in many ways militates against the incorporation of an 

identity as a professional educator. Using narrative methodology, life history approaches and 

discourse analysis to trace twenty lecturers’ perceptions of their changing roles and identities 

as academics, this paper argues that the incorporation of a professional educator identity would 

enable the explicit teaching of academic discourses. The findings show that the identity of 

professional educator can be developed in science/engineering lecturers through their interaction 

with academic developers from ‘other’ disciplines such as Education and Language/Linguistics. 

Bringing academic developers and science/engineering lecturers into dialogue with each other 

facilitated the development of an alternate identity, that of professional educator, in science/ 

engineering lecturers. The paper concludes that academic developers, through the generic 

academic literacy courses offered at most tertiary institutions, occupy a space that science/ 

engineering lecturers should be filling, that of inducting students into the discourses of science 

and engineering. Finally the paper recommends that sustained interaction between academic 

developers and science/engineering lecturers facilitates a shift in the academic identities of the 

science/engineering lecturers, towards incorporating an ‘otherness’ as discourse teachers. 

 
Keywords: Academic identities, disciplinary identities, academic discourses, disciplinary 

literacies 

 

Introduction 

A consideration of how one might develop academic discourses and identities in students requires 

a deeper understanding of the nature of discourse. Gee (1990) distinguishes Discourse with a 

capital ‘D’ from discourse with a little ‘d’, which he sees as connected stretches of language that 

make sense, like conversations, and forming part of the bigger notion of Discourse. According 

to Gee (2001), Discourse refers to ways of combining words, deeds, thoughts, values, bodies, 

objects, tools and technologies, so as to enact and recognize specific socially situated identities 

and activities. In defining Discourse, Gee raises its link to the notion of identity. In his earlier 

work Gee (1990: 127) describes Discourse as a ‘sort of identity kit’ with ‘instructions on how to 

act, talk, and often write, so as to take on a particular social role that others will recognise’. Much 
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of the literature explores how education might develop the ‘identity kit’ of particular academic 

Discourses in students, however there is a dearth of work relating to what the development of 

such Discourses and identities in students, might mean for the lecturers who teach them. This 

paper hopes to address this lacuna by exploring the development of lecturer identities. 

 
Background 

Elsewhere (Jacobs, 2005a) I have argued that knowledge of academic (and particularly 

disciplinary) discourses, and the identity development that goes along with that knowledge, has 

a tacit dimension, which makes it difficult for lecturers to articulate, and therefore difficult for 

students to learn. These findings are supported by the work of a group of theorists referred to 

in the literature as the ‘New Literacy Studies’ (Gee, 1990, 1998, 2003; Lea and Stierer, 2000; 

Lea and Street, 2006; Lillis, 2001, 2003; Street, 1999, 2003). This paper reports on the results 

of a larger study, more fully explicated in Jacobs (2007a&b, 2008), which explored a three- 

year collaborative process between academic developers and predominantly SET (Science, 

Engineering and Technology) lecturers. In the context of this study the academic developers 

were academic literacy practitioners, also referred to as language lecturers, who were based in 

the field of education with language/literacy teaching expertise, and who usually taught generic 

academic literacy/communication skills courses, somewhat separate from the mainstream 

engineering programme, in a ‘service’ capacity. 

The larger study investigated an institution-wide project at a South African University of 

Technology (previously a Technikon) where a group of twenty academic developers and 

disciplinary specialists integrated academic literacy teaching into various disciplines. The 

institutional project involved collaboration between the disciplinary specialists and the academic 

developers who formed partnerships. These partnerships in turn formed a transdisciplinary 

collective, which was the institutional platform that networked the discipline-based collaborative 

partnerships between academic developers and disciplinary specialists. The collaborative 

processes, occurring in the academic developer/disciplinary specialist partnerships as well as the 

transdisciplinary collective, appeared to enable the explicit teaching of disciplinary discourses 

through unlocking the tacit knowledge of the disciplinary lecturers. 

Lecturers generally define themselves as professionals in relation to their discipline rather 

than as professional educators, while lecturers at Universities of Technology generally have 

an additional allegiance to the professional practice of their disciplines. This results in weak 

identification with the role of professional educator and often a reluctance to engage in issues 

of teaching, learning and curriculum development. This reality would speak to a need for the 

expansion of the disciplinary identity (and in some cases the professional practice identity) to 

include a professional educator identity among lecturers. 

The academic lifeworlds of the academic developers who are academic literacy practitioners 

(the world of language and education) and the SET lecturers (the world of applied science, 

mechanical, electrical, civil and chemical engineering) have been traditionally separate at the 

university in this study, leading to the construction of very different academic identities in these 

two groups of academics. My research investigated ways of addressing the separate academic 

lifeworlds and identities of academic developers and SET lecturers, which seemed to perpetuate 

the separation of teaching of SET discourses from learning within the disciplines of applied 

science and engineering. 
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The identities of the SET lecturers in this study were generally framed in terms of their 

disciplinary affiliation rather than their role as professional educators. This SET-based identity 

militated against the incorporation of an identity as a professional educator. This paper argues 

that the incorporation of a professional educator identity would enable the explicit teaching of 

SET discourses. 

 

Theoretical framing 

This study is framed by the work of Henkel (2000), Taylor (1989), Bleiklie (1998) and Czarniawska 

(2002). The concept of identity framing all of their work is rooted in communitarian philosophies 

which juxtapose sameness and difference, and stress the dynamic between individual and 

collective. Identity is thus represented as a social as well as an individual construct. Henkel, who 

looks at the implications of policy change for academic identities in the UK, sees academics 

as both distinctive individuals and embedded in the communities of primary importance to 

them. Although she identifies the two most important sources of academic identity as firstly the 

discipline and secondly the university, Henkel mentions another possible source of academic 

identity as the profession, and here she is referring to academia rather than the professional 

practice of the discipline. Her study, located within British universities, found that the academic 

working lives of the participants were centred around their disciplines, and that the combination 

of research and teaching was what mattered for their sense of identity. 

In the study reported in this paper however, the disciplinary identities for both academic 

developers and SET lecturers appeared to be weak. This could be related to the institutional 

context, a University of Technology, where a strong research culture was still being developed. 

The influence of such a poorly developed institutional research culture, on the disciplinary 

identities of these lecturers, should not be underestimated. In the absence of a strong research 

culture, SET lecturers appeared to draw on the dominant institutional culture of technology, in 

the shaping of their disciplinary identities. The discourses at work in the institutional context 

appeared to have an additional impact on the identity construction of the SET lecturers in this 

study. Institutional discourses valued links with industry and constructed lecturers as needing to 

interrogate the practice of their professions rather than the practice of teaching. For most SET 

lecturers ‘the disciplines’ of applied science and engineering were seen as social constructs, 

embodied in the tangible form of an academic department of colleagues and students or a place 

of work, rather than as an epistemological construct. Engagement in disciplinary research seems 

to be a pre-requisite for seeing disciplines as epistemological constructs, and because this was 

weak, the SET lecturers tended to identify more with the practice of their disciplines, in the 

world of work, as the space within which they forged their academic identities. This gave rise 

to a strong professional identity rather than a disciplinary one. Here I use the term ‘professional 

identity’ differently to the way in which Henkel uses it. She refers to academia as a profession, 

while I am referring to the professional practice of the disciplines, such as Engineering. 

For most academic developers the space within which they forged their academic identities was 

the classroom, giving rise to a strong teacher identity, rather than a disciplinary one. Henkel’s 
study found that while all participants located themselves within a discipline, not all disciplinary 

identities were strong. Of all the disciplines included in her study, she found the disciplinary 

identity weakest in English. The academic developers (academic literacy practitioners / language 

lecturers) in the study reported in this paper also displayed weak disciplinary identities, with 
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some of them identifying with English literature as a discipline rather than English language, and 

most seeing themselves as educators rather than language teachers: 

 
I’ve kind of stopped thinking of myself as a language lecturer as well and more as an educational 

development officer or something, for want of a better word. You know, I mean I teach language, 

but I feel like I’m doing other things over and above that. I’m doing academic development and 

I really don’t think that that’s regarded as a serious academic pursuit by a lot of people. It’s not 

rigorous in a lot of people’s minds.(Academic developer) 

 
Although the disciplines of Applied Science and Engineering (which is where most of the 

disciplinary participants were located) are generally regarded as higher status disciplines (Becher 

& Trowler, 2001) than Education and Language, the academic developers tended to exert their 

disciplinary identity and expertise over that of the SET lecturers. This seemed to arise because 

the educational innovation that had precipitated identity shifts in the participants, the new 

integrated approach to the teaching of disciplinary discourses, was framed in pedagogical and 

educational discourse. This elevated the expertise of the academic developers, who generally had 

stronger teacher identities and better educational qualifications than the SET lecturers. Most SET 

lecturers initially deferred to this perceived educational expertise of the academic developers, 

creating a sense of inequality in the partnerships where SET lecturers worked one-on-one with 

academic developers. However, because the ten partnerships also worked collaboratively as a 

transdisciplinary collective, this created a ‘discursive space’ (Jacobs, 2008) within which some of 

the SET lecturers could forge collective identities as professional educators. As the SET lecturers 

participated in the collective over a period of time, this position of inequality in the partnerships 

shifted for quite a few of them, as their academic identities expanded. The data from this study 

points to an expanding academic identity for the participants. 

In analysing the data I drew on the work of Czarniawska (2002). Czarniawska, working in the 

fields of management and organisational theory, distinguishes between identity construction 

and alterity construction (constructing oneself as different). She asserts that identity and alterity 

constructions are simultaneous processes, continuously at interplay with each other, but that 

current discourses, which focus attention on identity construction, overshadow the process of 

alterity construction. The notion of alterity brings a sociological perspective to the concept of 

identity, which is traditionally more rooted in psychology, and pushes debates around identity 

away from understandings of identity as a psychological construct, towards understandings of 

identity as sociologically constructed. Czarniawska traces the notion of alterity to Foucault and 

Hegel, stating that current discourses place the notion of alterity on either side of a continuum, 

from understandings of alterity as attributed, at one end of the continuum, to understandings of 

alterity as incorporated, at the other end of the continuum. Alterity as attributed sees the exclusion 

of other as an act of identity formation, whereas alterity as incorporated sees the assimilation of 

otherness in terms of an expanding identity. Czarniawska extends the notion of alterity by adding 

another dimension to this continuum, that of alterity as affirmation, which recognises and affirms 

difference. The ‘findings’ section of the paper illustrates how these three dimensions, ‘alterity as 

attributed’, ‘alterity as affirmation’ and ‘alterity as incorporated’, were used as tools to analyse 

the data. 
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Methodology 

The study reported on in this paper explored a process of collaboration between a group of 

twenty academic developers and lecturers across a range of disciplines, including applied 

science and engineering. The study examined how this group constructed their understandings 

of disciplinary discourses and how they attempted to situate the explicit teaching of disciplinary 

discourses within the curricula of the various disciplines that they taught. 

Narrative methodology and life history approaches, more fully explicated elsewhere (Jacobs, 

2005b), were used to retrospectively explore how, through the interaction of these lecturers and 

academic developers, disciplinary discourses might be explicitly taught to their students. The 

rationale for the choice of narrative methodology and life history approaches was because this 

approach enables research participants to reflect on past experiences and it enables the researcher 

to get an in-depth understanding of the complex reality of the participants’ experiences. The 

methodology examined the processes that occurred between the partnerships as they attempted 

to negotiate common understandings of how to explicitly teach disciplinary discourses. 

Narrative methodology was chosen to trace participants’ perceptions of their changing roles and 

identities as academics. Life history research methods, such as stimulated recall and freewriting, 

were used to collect data about the participants’ past experiences over the three years that 

they had participated in the institutional project. Participant observation and the analysis of 

project documentation were also employed as a strategy in setting the scene for the narrative 

interviews, as well as directed focus group sessions as a follow-up to the narrative interviews. 

Drawing primarily on interview and focus group data from this group of lecturers (in the form of 

transcribed narrative interviews and focus groups), the study reported here also explored how the 

identity of professional educator could be developed in SET lecturers through their interaction 

with academic developers from ‘other’ disciplines such as Education and Language/Linguistics. 

Bringing academic developers and SET lecturers into dialogue with each other facilitated the 

development of an alternate identity, that of professional educator, in SET lecturers, as the 

findings below will illustrate. 

 

Findings 

Drawing on Czarniawska’s (2002) three dimensions, ‘alterity as attributed’, ‘alterity as 

affirmation’ and ‘alterity as incorporated’, as analytical tools, the data below illustrates how 

alterity was shaped (or not) through this interaction between academic developers and lecturers 

from ‘other’ disciplines, such as SET. I have chosen four pieces of transcript from my interviews 

with three different lecturers from ‘other’ disciplines (including SET), and one academic 

developer, to illustrate these different concepts of alterity. This analysis examines how the 

interaction that occurred between academic developers and the lecturers might have facilitated 

the development of an expanded academic identity, including that of professional educator, by 

showing examples of: 

• alterity as attributed, which refers to the intentional subordination of difference and the 

exclusion of other as an act of identity formation, and is articulated as: “they are different 

and therefore not us”; 

• alterity as affirmation, which recognises and affirms difference, and is articulated as: “we 

are different/unique”; 
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• alterity as incorporated, which refers to the assimilation of otherness/difference in terms of 

an expanding identity, and is articulated as: “they are actually very much like us”; 

in the interview data from the academic developers and SET lecturers. 

 
Alterity as attributed 

In the data excerpt below the disciplinary identity of the lecturer comes through clearly in the first 

two lines. He refers to his discipline (1), and views the interaction with an academic developer 

(4), whom he describes as ‘the language person’, as a threat (2) and sees the process of working 

collaboratively as a compromise (3) and a risk (5). 

 
I was trying to make sure was that (1)my discipline is not going to be (2)threatened, in other 

words, when (3)I’m going to give, I want to make sure that (4)the language person or the language 

is also going to give … it dawns on you, look this is a (5)risk that you take, something is going 

to happen, you understand. So I’m saying in this whole process, because it was a partnership 

process, the understanding must be that (6)each content must give something otherwise it’s not 

going to work, and as I’ve said originally it appears that (7)language is going to dominate, so then 

you start drawing this (8)laager around you: “No, no!” 

 
He sees the academic developer as the ‘other’ (4), and as having a different discipline (6) to his 

own. The fact that he sees the ‘the language/literacy’ work of his academic development partner 

as ‘content’ implies that he understands academic literacies (and by implication ‘academic 

discourses’, which incorporate literacies) as a body of knowledge, rather than practices which 

are highly contextualised and embedded within how meaning is made within his discipline. 

He also expresses fears of his discipline being dominated (7) by the ‘other’ and this in turn 

strengthens his disciplinary identity (8). His choice of the word ‘laager’, a battlefield term from 

South African colonial history, implies that he sees the process of collaboration with an academic 

developer as a battle for the protection of his discipline. 

While this is clearly an example of the exclusion of other as an act of identity formation (alterity 

as attributed), it was an extreme position from among the twenty lecturers interviewed, and most 

lecturers tended towards a position of affirming each other’s differences. 

 
Alterity as incorporated 

In this excerpt from the data, the lecturer is willing to assimilate the ‘otherness’ and in this way 

expand his disciplinary identity to incorporate the alterity. Although dealing with the issue of 

space (1), a disciplinary issue for Architecture, he found himself dealing with it in a linguistic 

way (2). He comments that he is aware (3) of taking on the identity of ‘academic literacy’ teacher, 

implying that he consciously incorporates the alterity. 

 
It wasn’t explaining the word in architectural terms, but as a piece of language … It was a spatial 

thing. It was dealing with (1)spatial issues, but I was dealing with a (2)linguistic issue. The issue 

of the words, the language ... because some of the students get muddled between words, that you 

say, like some things, like an ante-room, you’d say, ‘What is ante with “i” but now we’re talking 

about ante with an “e”.’ Now that’s the kind of language you’re dealing with, semantics – the 

issues of language. Before I wouldn’t have thought of … but I was actually (3)quite aware of    

doing it, it wasn’t kind of simply happening. I was aware of doing it. 
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As with the previous example, this too was an extreme position from among the participants. 

These two examples were at two ends of an ‘alterity continuum’ as it were, with most of the 

lecturers somewhere between the two ends. This shift in academic identity seemed to hinge on 

the lecturer’s understanding that academic literacies (and by implication ‘academic discourses’, 
which incorporate literacies) were in fact deeply embedded within his discipline; the ‘linguistic 

issue’ was embedded in the disciplinary ‘spatial issue’. This understanding, of the embeddedness 

of literacies (and discourses) within disciplines, seems to be at the core of this apparent shift in 

identity. 

 
Alterity as affirmation 

In this excerpt from the data, the lecturer reflects on a three-way partnership between herself, 

a disciplinary colleague, and an academic developer. She recognises that she, along with the 

other disciplinary colleague (4), is different to the academic developer (2), whom she refers 

to as a ‘communication person’ (11). She defines their respective roles (1 & 3) in terms of this 

difference. 

 
…(1)communication didn’t form a part of our lives formally, you know. We only had to 

communicate to our students. But this communication, it became like a goal and a passion … 

and (2)he was really (3)responsible for bringing that side to (4)us and then when you compare 

ourselves to (5)other content lecturers, they go in, (6)they lecture. They (7)don’t really see the    

value of the communication and they don’t have this passion about, ‘the student must understand 

this’... We can have two attitudes, one, my job is just to lecture. I’ll go, impart the knowledge. 

What they do is their problem at the end of the day. And (8)there’s nothing wrong with that     

attitude  either, you know. But when you realize that (9)you’re really there as a service to the 

students because you want to see them passing, you’re putting a lot of soul into it and I think in 

that sense, then, I must say, (10)our (11)communication person showed us a very different, light. 

 
What is interesting in this text is that, while the disciplinary identity of this lecturer is shifting 

towards incorporating the ‘other’, some slippage is evident. She begins to see her other disciplinary 

colleagues (5) as different to herself (6), in that they still ‘lecture’ and don’t see the ‘value of 

the communication’. She sees her own understanding as having shifted (7) to incorporate a 

responsibility for her students’ understanding of communication practices. This would imply that 

she is shifting towards incorporating the ‘other’ identity as academic literacy teacher. However, 

she still defends (8) the practices that her disciplinary colleagues perpetuate, namely that the 

students are responsible for their own understanding of the disciplinary content and practices, an 

attitude that she herself has turned away from (9). She has not incorporated alterity, because she 

still constructs herself as different to the academic developer she is partnering, but she affirms 

this difference by (10) owning the contribution that the academic developer has made towards 

her shifting identity, and by (11) acknowledging his contribution to the partnership. 

In this final excerpt from data (below), the academic developer reflects on the same three-way 

partnership between himself and two disciplinary colleagues. He also affirms the difference 

between himself and his disciplinary partners but from the perspective of an academic developer 

trying to gain access to a discipline which is not his own. 

 
… (1)they (2)brought the knowledge of the content; they (3)brought their experience of teaching 

content to learners, and explaining how they (4)struggled with certain concepts. I think, they 

brought the insights to the table, you have a certain perception about how content is taught and 
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how it should be taught, but they’ve got that experience of dealing with it. And that also makes 

you more aware of, of how you could (5)approach teaching your Communication (referring to the 

academic literacy course he teaches, ‘Communication Skills 1’). They also had experience, life 

experience, which I don’t have, we’ve all different life experiences, and that way you learn from 

one another. It’s easy to say you’ve got to integrate content and language, but (6)unless you have a 

better understanding of the content you can’t talk about integration … (7)they opened up avenues 

for me in their content, through the engagement and their understanding of the subject, that I could 

make my entrances and my exits as we tried to merge the two, which I (8)wouldn’t have been able 

to do on my own, as effectively, ’cause I have never taught X (referring to their discipline), and I 

don’t understand X the way they do. I would have approached it primarily from a communication 

perspective and my limited understanding of X, comparatively speaking, to theirs. 

 
He constructs himself as different to them (1), his disciplinary partners, but values and affirms the 

contribution they make (2, 3, and 4) to his understanding of what it means to be literate in their 

discipline. He also affirms their contribution to his developing understandings of how he should 

approach his teaching of the ‘Communication’ course (5). He identifies an understanding of the 

disciplinary content (6) as a crucial element in embedding the explicit teaching of disciplinary 

literacies (and by implication ‘disciplinary discourses’, which incorporate disciplinary literacies) 

into the disciplinary domain, and realises that this ‘understanding of the content’ is located within 

those who are of the discipline (7) and have experience in teaching it, not within himself (8). 

How he redefines himself as the academic developer is thus shaped by his interaction with the 

‘other’. 

I have argued elsewhere (Jacobs, 2008), that most academic developers in this study had strong 

‘professional educator’ identities, which tended to dominate the collaborative partnerships. 

Their role in enabling the ‘professional educator’ identity to emerge in their SET lecturer 

partners, was linked to how they defined their roles and identities as academic developers within 

disciplines which were not their own. The collaborative partnerships were therefore important 

spaces in which both academic developers and SET lecturers could explore their respective 

roles and identities as teachers of disciplinary literacies and discourses. This process seemed 

to hinge on understandings of literacies and discourses as deeply embedded within disciplines. 

Another important space in which the academic developers and SET lecturers could explore 

their respective roles and identities was the ‘transdisciplinary collective’ (the group of twenty 

academics, ten of whom came from a range of predominantly SET disciplines, and ten of whom 

were academic developers). These spaces created two levels of interaction for participants, one 

within the collaborative partnerships and another within the transdisciplinary collective, as 

illustrated by one of the academic developers: 

 
In my mind, if I had to do this alone with a (disciplinary) person, I don’t think I would have 

been at this stage in my development. I cannot begin to mention to you the value of doing this 

as a collective. There’s no doubt in my mind that the value… lies within that we could walk this 

journey together as a group of people. 

 
The data show that participants distinguished between their participation in the collaborative 

partnerships and their participation in the broader transdisciplinary collective, which was made 

up of the collaborative partnerships. The findings seem to indicate that these two levels of 

interaction contributed to participants’ development in different ways. The interaction within 

the transdisciplinary collective appeared to lift the participants outside of their disciplines 

and focus them on issues of teaching and learning, which cut across disciplines. This process 
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was instrumental in developing a collective identity as professional educators or teachers. 

This collective engagement also provided a discursive space for them to negotiate the explicit 

teaching of disciplinary literacies and discourses within their SET curricula and to develop 

shared understandings of what teaching in this way meant. 

Interaction within the collaborative partnerships however, appeared to lift the SET lecturers 

outside of the discourses of their specific disciplines and unlock their tacit knowledge of the 

workings of these disciplinary discourses. This process focussed the collaborating partnerships 

on disciplinary discourses, and was instrumental in expanding the emerging collective identity as 

professional educator/teacher, to include a reciprocal identity as teacher of disciplinary literacies 

(and by implication ‘disciplinary discourses’, which incorporate disciplinary literacies) between 

the academic developers and the SET lecturers. This process, which occurred to a greater degree 

in some partnerships and to a lesser degree in others, seemed to be linked to factors such as 

the balance of power within the collaborative relationship, the willingness to share roles and 

responsibilities, the personalities of the participants and understandings of what it meant to 

explicitly teach disciplinary discourses. 

 
Implications 

The findings from the study seem to suggest that in the collaborative partnerships, as well as 

the transdisciplinary collective, the sustained engagement with the ‘other’ had value for both 

parties. This interaction was an important process in reshaping how both academic developers 

and SET lecturers constructed their roles and academic identities within higher education, a 

necessary element in shifting mindsets regarding the practice of explicit discourse teaching in 

higher education. Some important factors in bringing about this shift in mindset seem to be: 

• Understandings that both academic developers and SET lecturers bring regarding the 

embeddedness of discourses within disciplinary domains, 

• Understandings that academic developers bring regarding specific disciplinary domains 

within which they are working, 

• An openness to incorporating some of the ‘other’ into the identities of both academic 

developers and SET lecturers, 

• A valuing of the contribution that both academic developers and SET lecturers can make 

towards shifting and shaping each others’ identities. 

The data speaks to a need to redefine the notion of academic identity within the context of 

teaching disciplinary discourses. Academic identity appears to be shaped by the ways in 

which academic developers and SET lecturers negotiate their disciplinarity, how they see the 

relationship between disciplinary discourses and disciplinary content, and how they understand 

their roles and responsibilities in making the discourses of SET explicit to students. Academic 

developers, through the generic academic literacy courses offered at most tertiary institutions, 

occupy a space that SET lecturers should be filling, that of inducting students into the literacies 

and broader discourses of SET. While the basis for academic communities of practice remains 

particular academic disciplines, this separation of discourse teaching from mainstream teaching 

will continue. However, the creation of institutional discursive spaces which transgress narrow 

disciplinary boundaries should bridge the separate professional lifeworlds of academic developers 

and SET lecturers. Both parties would bring different perspectives regarding what it means to be 
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literate in a discipline. The academic developers would bring insider knowledge of the teaching 

and learning of literacies, as well as experience in scaffolding novice students into disciplinary 

discourses, while SET lecturers would bring insider knowledge of their particular disciplines, as 

well as a tacit understanding of the discursive practices that underpin these disciplines. 

The processes of transdisciplinary engagement appeared to most influence the development of 

a collective identity as professional educator and was a key ‘filter’ (Trowler & Cooper, 2002) 

through which these lecturers could engage with their existing practices and explore unfamiliar 

approaches to teaching. The interactions in the collaborative partnerships were also a key ‘filter’ 
through which the academic developers and SET lecturers could expand the emerging collective 

identity as professional educator, to include a reciprocal identity as teacher of disciplinary 

literacies, and by implication ‘disciplinary discourses’, which incorporate disciplinary literacies. 

Finally the understandings of discourses that individuals brought to these social processes of 

discursive engagement, appeared to be another key ‘filter’ through which individual participants 

reconceptualised the notion of discourse teaching, and in this way expanded their narrow 

disciplinary identities to include a broader academic identity. However, the continuity and 

sustainability of interaction between academic developers and SET lecturers appears to be 

compromised in the absence of a context which takes account of these ‘filters’. This points to the 

significant role that the institutional context plays in the shaping of academic identities. 

Clegg (2008, 27) concludes that the ‘theoretical advantage of thinking in terms of academic 

identity is that it moves us on from thinking’ in simply empirical terms. She further argues that 

while ‘some of the real mechanisms at work in higher education’ are not always visible, they are 

nonetheless powerful and ‘produce outcomes at the level of the actual’. This is true of academic 

identity, as the findings in this paper have shown, where sustained interaction between academic 

developers and SET lecturers facilitated a shift in the academic identities of SET lecturers towards 

incorporating an ‘otherness’ as teachers of disciplinary literacies and discourses. However, the 

extent to which the identities of the SET lecturers shifted or not, was clearly also influenced 

by the peculiarities of their departmental disciplinary cultures, the broader institutional context 

and its dominant discourses, as well as their own social histories, all of which played a role in 

determining whether they were prepared to incorporate an educator identity or in fact collaborate 

with an academic developer. 
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