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Introduction
The edition covers a wide range of topics relating to the various RIFTAL research 

projects conducted by the writers that contributed to the current issue of Paradigms. 
Dippenaar et al., Bangui et al. and Waghid report on the use of ICT in education. Dippenaar 
et al. are focusing on computer assisted language learning in Chemistry and Education. 
This is an important project for first year students, as they may struggle with the particular 
norms of writing at university, and in particular fields of study. Bangui et al. explore the use 
of instant messaging platforms in supporting tutorials in Engineering. 

Students take lessons provided in instant 
messaging platforms enthusiastically and this has 
proven to have great potential to enhance teaching 
and learning. The article by Waghid breaks new 
ground in proposing the use of computer-assisted 
collaborative learning platforms in the field of social 
entrepreneurship. 

Supporting staff through the teaching assistant 
programme is a new initiative funded by the Teaching 
Development Grant (TDG). It has proved to be effective 
in providing more face to face contact with students 
as well as helping staff to prepare lectures. Cupido 
reports on the impact of Teaching Assistant Programme 
in promoting dialogue and reflection between lecturers 
and teaching assistants. She further recommends the 
expansion of this programme in coming years. 

Enhancing the scholarship of teaching is a recent 
course offered by Fundani. As Hassan reports, the 
course has been enthusiastically taken up by CPUT staff 
as both a means to publish in Higher Education (HE) but 
also to advance their careers as lecturers. 

Garraway’s article also breaks new ground in 
analyzing the nature of ‘participation’ in the foundation 
classroom through the lens of social justice theory. He 
proposes that creating just teaching environments is not 
only good in itself, but may also enhance disciplinary 
knowledge acquisition. 

Linguistic hybridity of English Additional Language 
(EAL) students studying at a South African university of 
technology has been a concern of Rodriguez’s. He tracks 
efforts to improve EAL students’ epistemological access 
and ultimately, their academic success by employing a 
language ecology perspective within a cognitive semiotic 
framework.
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Abstract 

In the context of higher education in South Africa, student engagement and support is considered one of the 
strategic objectives to address issues related to student retention and success. In response to the diverse needs 
of the student body, academic support structures have been established to provide an enriching experience for 
students. In 2014, the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) initiated an institution-wide Teaching Assistant 
(TA) programme    Dialogue about the collaborative project between lecturers and TAs was needed to promote 
discussion and reflection in a manner that was meaningful and engaging, as well as to evaluate the impact of the 
programme. This paper reports on the impact evaluation of the Teaching Assistant Programme through a qualitative 
conversational process using the World Café approach. This approach enabled lecturers and TAs to engage in 
constructive dialogue around a set of critical questions. The findings suggest that the collaborative nature of the TA 
programme positively contributed to teaching and learning in departments, but highlighted the administrative and 
institutional challenges which hindered the experience. The paper concludes with the collective recommendations 
which emerged through the participatory methodology of the World Café and the value of supportive collaborative 
interactions between lecturers and TAs to enhance teaching and learning at CPUT.  

An evaluation of a Teaching 
Assistant programme at a 
University of Technology: 
A World Café approach
XENA CUPIDO

A need for Teaching Assistants

The South African higher education landscape 
has increasingly experienced significant shifts, such 
as an increase in student numbers, a call for equitable 
access and greater student support to enhance 
opportunity for student success.   These shifts come 
at a time of dwindling resources.  Coupled with the  
rising demand for higher education necessitated the 
development of student support services and structures 
to improve student retention and reduce attrition. A 
challenge encountered by many institutions is learning 
how to maintain the quality of teaching and learning 
in the current educational climate (Muzaka 2009). In 
addition, Hénard and Roseveare (2012) argues that, 
within the current educational climate, universities have 
the responsibility to prepare graduates who have the 

appropriate skills, knowledge, values and attributes to 
achieve success in the world of work. They contend that 
there is a strong drive to build and create knowledge 
through different academic projects to provide authentic 
opportunities for students to learn both generic and 
professional competencies, as well as to build networks 
and pathways for employment after graduation (Kendall 
and Schussler 2012). 

Employing teaching assistants (TAs) to assist in 
undergraduate teaching has been considered a viable 
solution. Meadows et al. (2015) point out that teaching 
assistants have made an important contribution to 
undergraduate teaching in higher education through 
their work as assessors, tutorial leaders, and laboratory 
demonstrators, among other responsibilities. They 
suggest that TAs may be considered academics of the 
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future, as they are inducted into the academy through 
various teaching and learning activities expected of 
them. Goodhand, Graham and Ogilvie (2015) support 
this idea by stating that students who explore their 
discipline in postgraduate studies often begin to perceive 
the opportunity of a career in higher education, having 
acquired specialist knowledge and been employed as 
a TA. This reasoning was strongly considered in the 
development of the TA programme at CPUT.  

At CPUT, a TA was defined as a registered senior 
undergraduate student (BTech) or any postgraduate 
student who teaches (usually undergraduate students) 
part-time, on a paid basis, for a department, whilst 
also engaged in other academic activities such as 
research and administration. Similarly, Dotger (2011, 
158) describes TAs as being required to “navigate a 
complex environment while learning to teach, balancing 
teaching with their research responsibilities as they 
study their discipline”. The role requires them to act as 
a link between lecturers and students, while orientating 
themselves to the implicit rules and expectations 
associated with their context. 

Other international models have conceptualised the 
TA programme as a means of engaging postgraduate 
students through employment and, in doing so, 
sustaining the postgraduate programme. Through 
various funding mechanisms, the recruitment of TAs has 
helped to promote an active research culture which, in 
turn, has contributed to an institution’s broader research 
mission. The recruitment of TAs has also provided an 
opportunity to develop and mentor future academics. 
The developmental nature of this approach can be 
viewed as a cost-effective solution to supplement the 
regular supply of lecturers and offer a valuable internship 
model for future academic staff (Park and Ramos 2002).

The teaching assistant 
programme at CPUT

Increasingly, large classrooms and the diversity 
of students’ academic and social backgrounds have 
necessitated student support beyond the classroom. 
Strydom, Basson and Mentz (2012), in their student 
engagement report, stated that improving the quality 
of teaching and learning in these circumstances is a 
national imperative for higher education institutions. In 
2014, a TA programme was established at CPUT, in part 
to overcome this challenge, as well as to prepare TAs to 
provide lecturers and students with needed academic 

and administrative support. The role of the TA was to 
assist academic staff with lesson plans, implementation 
of lectures, classes, tutorials, practicals, development 
and implementation of educational technology. In 
addition, they provided individual support to peer-
tutors through the provision of tutor material, as well 
as to support the tutorial programme within a specific 
discipline or subject. 

As the TA programme is fairly new at CPUT, 
mostly anecdotal evidence was available concerning 
the programme’s  success. Examples of the anecdotal  
evidence  submitted by departments as part of the 2015 
Teaching Development Grant Report suggests that 
pass rates seemed to have improved where TAs were 
appointed. While no empirical evidence was available 
to support this claim, possible reasons given for the 
increase in the pass rate have included the improved 
quality of teaching, as lecturers were able to spend more 
time with students studying at-risk subjects. Lecturers 
reported that, where TAs assisted with administrative 
tasks, lecturers could provide one-on-one assistance 
during tutorials. Submissions also indicated that the 
availability of a TA during consultation times after 
class created a safe, non-threatening space for less 
confident students to ask follow-up questions. The 
support received by lecturers from the  TAs included, 
coordinating  tutors;assistance with the management of 
tutorial activities, all of which enhanced the teaching and 
learning process. 

The support lecturers received from TAs was cited 
as one of the reasons for apparent improvements in the 
student  pass rates, although this needs to be explored 
further. The lack of empirical evidence appears to be 
aligned to a global trend of gathering data related to 
TA programmes mostly from self-reported surveys or 
interviews administered to TAs at the conclusion of their 
training (Wyse, Long and Ebert-May 2014). The purpose 
of the current evaluation was thus largely to contribute to 
addressing this gap in knowledge.  

Key theories in collaborative learning: 
A feature of the teaching assistant 
programme

In preparing lecturers and TAs for their role in theTA 
programme, a collaborative approach was adopted 
in the training  of the TA programme. The aim was to 
encourage that a similar approach be adopted in the 
implementation of the programme at departmental level. 
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However, it was important to recognise that TAs 
lacked the formal, substantive professional training to 
prepare them as educational practitioners or facilitators. 
While it was a prerequisite that TAs have disciplinary 
expertise in the discipline they teach, evidence shows 
that effective teaching requires much more than subject 
knowledge (Ball and Bass 2000; Gardner and Jones 
2011). For example, pedagogical content knowledge 
(the intersection between one’s content knowledge and 
the ability to think about the best ways to approach 
teaching that content to students) is also essential for 
effective instruction. The implication was that TAs would 
be required to attend a training programme, along with 
the supervising lecturer. Smith and MacGregor (1992) 
suggest that collaborative learning encompasses a 
variety of educational approaches which involve the 
combined intellectual efforts of TAs and lecturers. 
Framed by Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory (SCT), 
the collaborative nature of the TA programme was based 
on the premise that learning is a social process activated 
through the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) 
(Dillenbourg 1999). Based on Vygotsky’s perspective, 
the interaction between the TA and the lecturer 
constituted the learning process (Lantolf and Pavlenko 
1995; Lantolf and Thorne 2006).  Vygotsky’s (1978) 
theory posits that working with a more capable (more 
knowledgeable) person (lecturer) is pertinent to personal 
(TA) development. TAs, working in close proximity (social 
level) with the supervising lecturer, eventually internalise 
the academic role. Mentoring (involving guidance 
of, and collaboration with, the TA) occurs through 
this process, while the lecturer engages in academic 
activities. Collaborative learning that takes place within 
the TA programme in the Vygotskian tradition aims at 
enhancing social interaction among students, or between 
students and the lecturer, and essentially assists the TA 
in advancing through the Zone of Proximal Development 
(ZPD). Vygotsky (1978, 86) defined this as “the distance 
between the actual developmental level as determined 
by independent problem solving and the level of potential 
development as determined through problem solving 
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more 
capable peers”.

Johnson and Johnson (2000) emphasise 
that student-lecturer interaction helps to develop 
understanding of content and develop the necessary 
skills to negotiate meaning. This can only occur when 
students and lecturers are willing to talk and listen to 
each other. They add that such collaboration requires 
a shift from a lecturer-centred model to one which is 
designed by both lecturers and students. Similarly, 

Mayer (2004, 14) defines this constructivist learning as 
an “active process in which students are active sense 
makers who seek to build coherent and organized 
knowledge”. Students co-construct their learning, with 
the lecturer serving as a guide or facilitator. Neo and Neo 
(2009) found that constructivism helps students develop 
problem-solving skills, critical thinking and creative skills, 
and apply them in meaningful ways.

The TA training was structured to include instances 
of situated learning, which Dotger (2011) describes as 
individuals learning within a group. This requires that 
supervising lecturers attend the training along with their 
TAs so that they collectively engage and intellectually 
contribute various perspective and ways of thinking. 
Dotger (2011) suggests that situated learning provides 
structure for explaining how newly appointed TAs enter 
the academic community of practice with established 
norms, structures, and ways of knowing.

The joint training enabled lecturers and TAs to build 
a common discourse around shared norms, language, 
and activities (Resnick 1991), which helped to develop 
the academic identity of the TA as they became more 
knowledgeable in their own discipline. 

The aim of this research was to conduct an impact 
evaluation of the TA programme of the collaborative 
learning approach between lecturers and TAs.  As the 
programme has been implemented since 2014, it was 
important to establish whether the programme was 
working and to gain feedback from participants to 
improve programme delivery and implementation. 

Research design: A World Café 
approach

The World Café has been described by Aldred 
(2009; 2011) as a social constructivist approach in 
which one moves from problem solving, to learning from 
what works well. The purpose of adopting the World 
Café approach was to collectively evaluate the impact 
of the Teaching Assistant Programme.  Lecturers and 
TAs participating in the World Café gave input through , 
sharing knowledge gained, contributed to the agenda by 
highlighting the challenges experienced which stimulated 
innovative thinking that led to participants exploring 
possible solutions  f Jorgenson and Steier (2013) suggest 
that the methodology is effective when one is wanting to 
achieve whole-system change involving large numbers 
of participants in new forms of collective experiences. 
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Kotzé et al. (2013) state that conversations, as a form 
of engagement method, assume that people develop 
critical consciousness and co-create meaning via the 
dynamic networks of dialogue in which they engage. By 
creating networks and webs of conversation, participants 
were able to connect ideas and people, forming a larger 
framework of meaning and ideas which, in turn, will 
further inform the cultural, political and social structure 
of these networks. Kotzé et al. (2013, 496) propose 
that conversational networks have the potential of 
“enablement, co-learning, and social transformation”.

An essential component of meaningful engagement 
is creating an environment that is conducive for open 
conversation. Tan and Brown (2005, 84) outline the 
core design principles which make the World Café a 
“powerful conversational process” and 
which, in doing so, promote constructive 
dialogue, build personal relationships, 
and encourage collaborative learning. 
The design principles are premised on 
the assumption that people already have 
within them the wisdom and creativity 
to confront even the most difficult 
challenges. 

The principles which guided the collection and 
analysis of data included: setting the context; creating 
a hospitable space; exploring the questions that 
matter; encouraging contributions; connecting diverse 
perspectives; listening together for patterns and insights; 
and sharing collective discoveries (Tan and Brown 2005, 
84).

A café setting was arranged to encourage 
conversation and for participants to move between 
tables and share ideas related to the question under 
discussion. A host was stationed at each table to capture 
the thoughts and ideas of participants.  In this way, 
conversations and ideas could be linked and developed 
as participants moved between groups. Participants 
were requested to note their ideas on newsprint, 
cards and paper that were made available for sharing 
key insights as they moved between tables in several 
evolving rounds of conversation.  Brown (2002) advises 
that, as the conversations link and connect, knowledge 
sharing grows. Participants begin to discover patterns, 
themes, and deeper questions. The collective wisdom 
of the group becomes more accessible, and innovative 
possibilities for action are revealed. 

Included in the impact evaluation was a set of 
questions for lecturers and TAs to consider:

•	 What	collaborative	stories	can	you	share	about	its	
roaring successes or catastrophic failures? What 
conditions supported or got in the way of  doing great 
work?

•	 How	would	you	describe	the	impact	of	the	TAs	
initiative in the subject or department or Faculty?

The key concepts and themes were harvested 
after each question had been answered. By harvesting 
responses to questions in this manner, participants 
collectively assisted in a thematic analysis of the 
discussions. At the end of the process, the main ideas 
were summarised in a group plenary session and follow-
up possibilities were discussed to elicit the “collective 
intelligence” from the participants (Hurley and Brown 2010). 

FIGURE 1 World Café Method

The advantage of this method is that it is grounded 
in the following processes (see Figure 1):

(1) clarifying the purpose of the conversation, which 
was to establish the collaborative experiences of TAs and 
lecturers; (2) exploring critical issues and questions which 
focused on the challenges and successes of TAs; (3) 
engaging key stakeholders, such as academic staff and 
TAs, directors, and teaching and learning coordinators; 
(4) using a collaborative social approach, such as the 
World Café method that focuses on the physical and 
social space to encourage collaborative learning (Hurley 
and Brown 2010); (5) guiding collective intelligence 
towards effective action which results in improving 
collaborative relationships between academic staff and 
TAs; and (6) fostering innovation capacity development 
that harnesses the skills, knowledge and personal 
qualities of TAs and lecturers. 

Study participants

All TAs and lecturers who attended the required TA 
training were invited to participate in the World Café, 
this providing equal opportunity for participation.  A 
total of 67 participants indicated they would attend; 
however, only 38 participants arrived on the day of the 
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evaluation. The response rate was therefore 57%. A 
total of 20 TAs and 12 lecturers were present on the 
day. The ‘other’ delegates indicated in the table were a 
Head of Department (1), a Teaching and Learning Co-
ordinator (1), a Student Engagement Co-ordinator (1) and 
Administrators (3).

TABLE 1 Faculty representation at World Café

Findings and discussion

In this section, the findings of the World Café 
evaluation will be discussed according to the guiding 
questions which were presented to the participants on 
the day of the evaluation.  

Collaborative successes and failures

The first question asked participants to reflect 
on collaborative stories of collaborative successes 
or catastrophic failures. There seemed to be general 
consensus amongst participants that the TA “made a 
difference” in terms of improving teaching and learning 
practices. The view expressed was that TAs created a 
link between the lecturer and the students and created 
an enabling environment in which communication and 
feedback improved. As one participant suggested,        

 … students felt more comfortable speaking to the 
TA and they [TAs] were considered students themselves.

In large classes, the TA was described as particularly 
beneficial regarding feedback on formative assessments. 
Lecturers explained that the support provided by the TA 
through assistance with marking, management of large 
classes, assistance in practicals and the development 
of tutorials, enabled lecturers to provide students with 
timely feedback on assessments. Stated benefits 
extended to the teaching and learning practices of the 

lecturer. As one lecturer reflected:
I was able to focus on the quality of teaching 

because I had more time available.
  
Kendall and Schussler (2012) found that the 

contribution of TAs not only supported and improved 
instruction at the tutorial and/or laboratory level, but that 
the engagement of TA in all aspects of a course, such 
as curriculum development, teaching and assessment, 
helped the lecturers with their own development as 
instructors. Lecturers and TAs seemed to have created 
partnerships, in which the “voice” of the TA could be 
heard. The social process of learning referred to by 
Vygotsky (1978) seemed indicative in the working 
relationship created between the lecturer and the TA. The 
TA was enabled to take a more active role in the learning 
process and, in doing so, the collaborative process 
helped to facilitate and improve teaching and learning. 

When asked about collaborative failures, various 
tensions emerged which related mostly to non-
academic challenges, such as the appointment of TAs 
within departments, clearer role definition and resource 
allocation.  

Included in the tensions was the perceived overlap 
between the role of the TA and the tutor. As one TA 
noted:

There needs to be a clearer definition between the 
TA and the tutor role, as there is some confusion in terms 
of the roles and responsibilities.

The appointment of TAs led to tensions within 
departments, as the selection and appointment of TAs 
within departments was not explained explicitly enough. 
Even though clear criteria was made available there 
appeared to be a lack of communication in this regard. 
As a lecturer suggested:

It was not clear who gets a TA in our department.
The allocation of TAs to lecturers therefore created 

a certain amount of tension among academic staff. TAs 
reported that they often eventually worked for more than 
one lecturer, which created a unique set of challenges 
different to those involved if one only had one supervising 
lecturer. Amongst the challenges was the uncertainty 
of time allocation, as TAs (who are students) are only 
allowed to work 40 hours per month, and not more than 
10 hours per week. In the case of a shared TA, time 
needed to be distributed among lecturing staff, which 
resulted in TAs feeling overwhelmed. 

FACULTY NUMBER PERCENTAGE

Applied Science 1 2.6%

Business 7 18%

Education 1 2.6%

Engineering 22 58%

Health and Wellness 1 2.6%

Other 6 16%

38 100
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A further challenge mentioned by TAs was the 
uncertainty about reporting lines. This often resulted 
in uncomfortable spaces for TA as there were no clear 
guidelines, in some cases, of who would effectively 
manage the TAs when they are shared between 
lecturers. When such situations did arise, it caused 
“disharmony” and “infighting” between members of 
academic staff. The implication for collaborative work 
becomes more challenging under these circumstances. 
Following on from this complexity was insufficient 
infrastructure support, such as limited office space and 
the lack of resource allocation. This created tensions for 
the TAs and was considered problematic when trying to 
work collaboratively.    

Pezzella (2014, 52) describes the role of the 
Teaching Assistant as sometimes being quite 
“ambiguous”, even though still considered rewarding; 
but he suggests that there has to be a shift from the 
perception of TAs being the ‘donkeys’ of the department 
(Park and Ramos 2002) who can be given multiple tasks 
simultaneously. This seems to have been the experience 
for some TAs, which makes the case for the TA role to be 
more carefully considered so that lecturers facilitate the 
necessary skills of TAs so as to develop their confidence 
and advance their possible future careers as academics. 

Impact of the Teaching Assistant 
programme

Lecturers and TAs were asked to reflect on the 
impact of the programme within departments. Despite 
the challenges experienced, it emerged that the TA 
programme cultivated an “approachable, strong culture of 
engagement” through the sustained interaction between 
lecturers and TAs. As TAs participated more widely within 
the development of the teaching and learning process, 
research projects which resulted helped in facilitating 
scholarship and research skills of the TA.  

The partnerships that developed through the 
collaboration “contributed positively to teaching and 
learning practices”, and opportunities for “inter-disciplinary 
knowledge took place, e.g., Science and Engineering.” 
This was considered a major contribution, as TAs was 
given the opportunity to work across various disciplines.
The inter-disciplinary exchange led to the creation of 
opportunity for faculties and departments to share 
practices, which would not have occurred previously. 

Further, participants stated that the conversations 
and reflections that emerged between the lecturers and 

the TAs helped improve communication, as discussions 
could take place about “teaching and learning issues”. 
The TAs’ contribution here was considered impactful, 
as a TA suggested that lecturers may have, “a blind 
spot which TAs can mediate and help the lecturer to 
understand what students see”. In this way, the lecturer 
was able to “reflect on lecturer’s own practice”.

The introduction of the TA programme was further 
described as being capable of “building the academic 
pipeline.” The TA programme was able to offer TAs a 
real opportunity to experience various aspects related to 
being an academic. 

Gardner and Jones (2011) refer to the developmental 
process of the TA programme as crucial for the 
strengthening of the programme in departments. 
More importantly, the reflections, whether through 
conversations or reflective journals, were considered 
“real-time feedback” and provided a way in which both 
lecturers and TAs could improve and develop their 
teaching skills. 

In developing the potential of future academics 
through exposure to academic  practices, reflective 
journaling helped in raising awareness and enhanced 
the practice of experienced teachers, as well as the 
professional development of the TAs’ academic potential. 
The TA programme as recognised by Gallego (2014, 97), 
has had a twofold effect, “it can have a positive impact in 
the professional growth of graduate students in faculty-
like positions…  and contributes to enhancing the quality 
of education received by undergraduate students.  

 it can have a positive impact in the professional 
growth of graduate students in faculty-like positions, 
which consequently has a twofold effect. It contributes 
to enhancing the quality of education received by 
undergraduate students and better prepares the future 
professoriate.

Summary and conclusion

In summary, the evaluation of the TA was located 
within a social change agenda which sought to 
extrapolate the aspects which strengthen the lecturer-
TA relationship, as well as develop innovative and 
collaborative solutions to current educational challenges 
faced by higher education institutions (Brown and Isaacs 
2005). The TA programme provided a unique opportunity 
for lecturers and TAs across faculties and departments 
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to work collaboratively and co-create possible teaching 
and learning solutions for implementation. While the 
TA programme is not free of flaws and challenges, this 
first step has been helpful in exploring the potential of 
TAs as future academics and in finding creative ways to 
establish spaces for open dialogue. From the evaluation, 
it can be established that the TA programme certainly 
contributed positively to , teaching and learning within 
faculties. As the programme develops and evolves, it is 

recommended that more attention be given to how best 
to incorporate and utilise TAs within departments. As 
the uptake of TAs increase within faculties and because 
TAs play an increasingly important role, attention to their 
development is critical for fulfilling higher education’s role 
of providing effective learning experiences for students 
(O’Neal et al., 2007). Building on this first conversation, 
departments could focus on what has been reported to 
improve and strengthen the programme.
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Abstract 

Community engagement has become relevant in most undergraduate programmes at tertiary institutions 
as an integral part of South African Higher Education and a criterion for quality assurance. Service Learning is 
the term often used for the operationalization and associated pedagogy of Community Engagement. This article 
focuses on the extent to which new lecturers at a University of Technology perceive the institution as supportive 
in developing a scholarship of Community Engagement and are prepared to implement Service Learning. 
The question addressed is whether the institution provides the necessary support to lecturers to incorporate 
Community Engagement and Service Learning into their teaching programmes. The article describes a case 
study conducted over two years at a University of Technology, which looks at the perceptions of new lecturers 
regarding institutional and faculty level support to incorporate community engagement as SL programmes. New 
staff members attended a session on Community Engagement in Higher Education Institutions as part of their 
induction programme. Data on their perceptions were gathered through surveys, and an analysis was done of 
their reflections in an assignment after completion of the induction programme. It was found that new lecturers do 
not feel motivated to take on Community Engagement and Service Learning as part of their career trajectories. 
Recommendations on how to support new lecturers are made, based on the findings and conclusions.   

Keywords: Community engagement, service learning, Higher Education, induction 
programmes, professional development.
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Service learning support 
for new lecturers at a 
university of technology

Background 

Community Engagement (CE) is an important part 
of lecturers and students’ holistic experience of Higher 
Education and has become an integral part of South 
African Higher Education (Hall 2010, 1). For the purpose 
of this article, we define community engagement as any 
involvement by students or lecturers in communities, 
usually in the form of reciprocal, collaborative 

partnerships, where both the university and the 
community benefit from the involvement. Service learning 
is further defined by the Council for Higher Education in 
South Africa (CHE), as an operational component of CE:

A structured learning experience that combines 
community service with preparation and reflection. 
Students engaged in service learning provide community 
service in response to community-identified concerns 
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and learn about the context in which service is provided, 
the connection between their service and their academic 
coursework, and their roles as citizens (CHE 2011, 76). 

Although the discussion on CE is relevant, 
this paper deals with service learning (SL) as an 
operational application of CE and therefore the term 
SL (service learning) is used henceforth, except where 
discussion warrants consideration of SL within a wider 
conceptualisation of community engagement. Service 
learning projects are usually focused on addressing 
societal problems, enhancing professional development 
of students and collaborating with communities (Human-
Vogel and Dippenaar 2013).

As pointed out by Butin (2006), HEIs are increasingly 
encouraging a scholarship of engagement where 
theory and practice are linked. Butin describes this as 
a paradigm of teaching and learning which, “breaches 
the bifurcation of lofty academics with the lived reality 
of everyday life to promote critical inquiry and reflective 
practice across complex and contested local, national, 
and international issues” (Butin 2006, 473).  Butin’s 
earlier research (Butin 2003) shows that SL enhances 
cognitive, affective and ethical outcomes, fostering a 
more active citizenry and promoting a scholarship of 
engagement among teachers and institutions. CE should 
not be seen as an ‘add-on’ to ‘normal’ academic work, 
but integrated into teaching, learning and research (Kruss 
2012). SL projects are usually focused on addressing 
societal problems and collaborating with communities 
(Human-Vogel and Dippenaar 2013).

Goorlay  (2011, 593) points out that many new 
lecturers “enter academia from established careers in 
professional, clinical or creative practice on the basis of 
their work experience”. He further identifies three factors 
that contribute to the challenges experienced by new 
lecturers, particularly those joining in mid-career and 
describes these as “the potential loss of perceived status 
and confidence; the encounter with a radically different, 
‘ mismatching’ ethos and required subjectivities; and 
the sense of invisibility within an unfamiliar and possibly 
isolating set of practices and emotional landscape”. 

This article looks at the lecturer who is new to 
service learning, and their perceptions regarding 
institutional and faculty level support to incorporate 
CE as SL programmes in their new context. The 
new lecturer operates within her/his own contextual 
microsystem, as well as in the mesosystem of the 
institution (Bronfenbrenner 1994, 1648) and is influenced 
by experiences within these systems. Nicholls (2005) 

points out that new lecturers have, “subsystems which 
lead to preconceived notions of teaching, research and 
professional development” (Nicholls 2005, 618) and will 
focus more on that which is most rewarded extrinsically. 
He points out that the context and the environment in 
which new lecturers find themselves are very important 
and influence decisions regarding teaching and learning, 
as well as perceptions of academic scholarship and 
identity. 

New lecturers are often young, with limited 
experience of HEIs, and in need of mentorship to guide 
them in the tertiary environment (Underhill, Clarence-
Fincham and Petersen 2014, 359). A study done by 
Iglesias-Martínez, Lozano-Cabezas, and Martinez-Ruiz 
(2014) on the challenges experienced by new lecturers, 
does not even address community engagement at all, 
but limit their study scope to a lack of proper preparation, 
command of subject content and the transmission 
of knowledge and learning as the most important 
challenges experienced. 

Novice lecturers find it hard to make the transition 
from student to academic and to establish a publication 
record. They often experience pressure to ‘publish or 
perish’; a well-known slogan since the early 1930’s 
(Rawat and Meena  2014), but lack guidance on how to 
get into publishing (Geber  2009). Many new lecturers 
also experience heavy teaching loads and large classes 
(Feigenbaum and Iqan 2015) but their focus is often on 
establishing a research record, rather than teaching and 
learning or community engagement.

Winberg (2017) points out that lecturers currently 
face many challenges such as pressures of mass 
higher education, fiscal constraints, rating systems, 
new technologies and changing attitudes towards 
accountability. She points out that higher education is 
going through change amidst calls for decolonisation 
of the curriculum, with lecturers taking up to 10 years 
to feel they ‘belong’ to an institution (Winberg 2017, 
1440). In addition, expansion of student numbers and 
expectations of society, add more stress to lecturers. 

Leibowitz (2017, 4595) points out that learning to 
teach is not a skill that is acquired once off, but is an on 
going process which requires an enabling environment, 
rather than new policies and incentives. New lecturers 
are often guided through induction programmes (as was 
the case here) to initiate a process of change, internally 
as well as externally. Internal influences would potentially 
affect new lecturers’ beliefs and conceptions of teaching, 
while external influences would focus on coping in the 
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workplace itself (Pickering 2006). Lambright and Alden 
(2012) found that many new lecturing staff members 
were still working towards achieving their own academic 
qualifications, which added to stress levels and time 
constraints. 

Teferra (2016, 1874) points out that novice 
academics depend on the guidance of experienced 
lecturers to assist them with curriculum development, 
exam/lecture preparation, and assessment as they often 
start their teaching careers without having any meaningful 
training in teaching. New lecturers are not adequately 
prepared during their postgraduate studies to enter into 
their new career. They might be able to conduct research 
but are not prepared for simultaneously participating in 
research, teaching, and service (Dominguez-Whitehead 
and Moosa 2014, 263). This poses the question of 
whether new lecturers can be expected to be involved in 
SL or whether they should not rather, as Erasmus (2007) 
suggests, partner with more experienced lecturers, 
whom she refers to as “champions of service learning” 
(Erasmus 2007, 113). These are the lecturers who could 
take the lead in introducing new lecturers to service 
learning.

The new lecturer who sees value in incorporating 
SL is often motivated by a sense of civic responsibility 
(Westheimer and Kahne 2004). Enablers or constraints 
to novice lecturers’ uptake of CE and SL is an important 
and current debate in higher education (HE), especially 
at a time when HE in South Africa is at cross roads trying 
to balance issues of workplace (market) demands versus 
knowledge autonomy within a context of inequality. 
However, despite being motivated or seeing the need for 
SL in teaching and research, new lecturers need to be 
empowered and supported by the institution to embark 
on this, often unfamiliar, road. Liebermann explains:

It is essential to empower faculty (staff), students, 
and other administrators,  to develop authentic, 
reciprocal, and mutually beneficial partnerships with 
community and civic leaders. It is they, after all, who 
will be creating and sustaining the community-engaged 
partnerships from conception to implementation 
(Liebermann 2014, 14). 

  
As pointed out by Dallimore et al. (2010, 19), the SL 

process begins with the recruiting of enthusiastic faculty 
members. However, although the wider concept of CE 
provides opportunities for academics to live out their 
moral citizenship and responsibility, SL (in the context of 
this study) is often perceived as a burden on especially 
new lecturers who are already overloaded (Albertyn and 

Daniels 2009). Hanson (2003, 139) states that, even if 
appropriate staff development programmes are offered to 
new lecturers, they need to see that their efforts to apply 
these ideas are valued and rewarded. A new lecturer 
who does not have faculty and institutional support will 
be embarking on a very lonely journey, experiencing “a 
sense of isolation, uncertainty, conflict between multiple 
roles, dependency on management, having to deal with 
expanding administrative loads and juggle work and 
home responsibilities” (Pickering 2006, 9). 

It is often hypothesised that it is lecturers in the 
‘soft’ sciences (education, psychology, human or social 
sciences) rather than in the ‘hard’ sciences (mathematics, 
physics, chemistry, biosciences or engineering) who 
are more often involved in CE initiatives. Butin (2006) 
found that, in the hard sciences, where lecturing often 
predominates as the teaching style, lecturers may 
display antipathy to SL. He further points out that SL is 
overwhelmingly implemented by the “least powerful and 
most marginalised staff (for example, people of colour, 
women, and the untenured)”, by the “softest” and most 
“vocational” disciplines and fields (education, social work), 
and with “minimal exchange value (tenure and promotion 
prioritisation)” (Butin 2006, 475).  

Jordaan (2014), a practising SL lecturer at 
the University of Pretoria who sends around 1,600 
Engineering Built Environment and Information 
Technology (EBIT) students to work on SL projects on 
an annual basis, describes the implementation of SL 
as extremely challenging because of large numbers of 
diverse students, various campus-community partners 
with different needs and few available resources. She 
points out that the successful facilitation of modules 
adopting and incorporating SL depends significantly on 
successful partnerships between students, lecturers and 
community actors. 

In a country-wide study by Kruss et al. (2012), it was 
found that lecturers from UoTs are less involved in CE/SL 
than their counterparts from traditional older, established, 
research-based institutions. They found that academics 
at UoTs might be hesitant to engage in CE/SL because 
of a lack of institutional support, whether in the form 
of “clear structures, policy, recognition as scholarship, 
administration systems, different priorities of universities 
and partners, financial resources or conceptual clarity” 
(Kruss et al 2012, 41). Another significant trend evident 
from their survey is that lecturers who do not participate 
in CE/SL often experience a lack of fit between SL and 
their academic identity, and they receive little recognition 
for CE/SL activities (Kruss et al. 2012, 97). 
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Context of the study 

New lecturers who participated in this study all took 
part in a compulsory one-year teacher development 
induction programme (TDP) required of all new staff. 
One of the modules of this programme deals with 
‘Community Engagement in the curriculum’. This 
is an introduction to CE and is meant to guide staff 
involvement with, and implementation of, SL. The 
TDP programme runs over one year, but only one 
formal afternoon session is allocated to CE. Thereafter, 
participants work on assignments and send drafts of 
their assignments to the TDP lecturer for comments. 
The assignment requires of lecturers to plan an SL 
initiative relevant to their discipline and to comment 
on practical implementation of the project. Lecturers 
were not required to start a SL initiative per se, 
but were encouraged to explore the possibilities of 
implementation and reflect on their own contexts and 
opportunities for introducing a SL project as part of 
wider community engagement. By the end of the year, 
these novice lecturers were required to submit a final 
CE assignment as part of their TDP portfolios.

In the light of demands on HEIs to support lecturers 
and students, it is relevant to determine the perceptions 
of new lecturers on the support they receive from 
their institution and faculties when incorporating CE in 
teaching, learning and research. The following research 
questions were chosen to guide the study to explore 
perceptions of new lecturers. 

RQ1:  How many new lecturers who have completed 
the SL training have implemented CE/SL in their 
curricula?  

RQ2:  Do new lecturers feel supported to implement a 
SL project?

RQ3:  What are the challenges towards implementation 
of SL and what enablers are necessary towards 
developing a scholarship of CE?

In an attempt to answer these questions, this 
article describes the perceptions of new lecturers on 
developing a scholarship of CE and implementing SL 
into teaching programmes. This study was done after a 
once off workshop on CE, which formed part of a longer 
programme of professional development. Although the 
study is limited to one institution, and the findings have 
particular relevance for that institution, the theoretical 
framework used for reflection and the general issues 
have wider relevance and applicability for the community 
of higher education in South Africa.

Theoretical framework for study

The study is informed by Lazarus’s (2009) report 
explaining the Community Higher Education Service 
Partnerships (CHESP) initiative, which originated in 1998 
to support CE in higher education. Through CHESP, 
mechanisms to facilitate CE and SL programmes in 
higher education were developed. These included the 
following: the appointment of an executive person for 
CE; establishing a CE Unit at institutions; appointing 
senior academic and support staff responsible for 
operationalising CE and SL; establishing institution-wide 
and faculty-based committees responsible for CE and 
SL; and including CE and SL in staff promotion and 
reward systems (Lazarus 2009, 106). Lazarus’s report 
concluded that it is critical to build capacity in HEIs and 
among academics to institutionalise CE and SL (Lazarus 
2009, 107; Furco 2001, 70). 

This call for capacity building is further informed by 
Furco’s (2002) categorisation of the important elements 
of service learning and his self-assessment rubric for the 
institutionalisation of service learning in higher education.
These were designed to assist the higher education 
community in evaluating the development of service 
learning at an institution. Furco’s work forms the main 
theoretical framework guiding this study, so it is relevant 
to explain what he sees as the most important elements 
to consider.  Furco’s (2002, 3) five categories used to 
describe SL concern these: 

•	 Philosophy	and	mission	of	service	learning, which 
defines service learning and describes the strategic 
planning, alignment with institutional mission and 
educational reform efforts. 

•	 Faculty	support	for	and	involvement	in	service	
learning that includes awareness, involvement and 
support, leadership, incentives and rewards for faculty 
members (lecturers).

•	 Student	support	for	and	involvement	in	service	
learning that includes awareness, opportunities, 
leadership, incentives and rewards. 

•	 Community	participation	and	partnerships that 
includes community partner awareness, mutual 
understanding, voice and leadership.

•	 Institutional	support	for	service	learning that 
includes a coordinating entity, policy-making, staffing, 
funding, administrative support, evaluation and 
assessment. 
           
For the purposes of this study, we focus primarily 

on two of Furco’s categories, as these deal with support 
given to new lecturing staff, namely at Faculty and at 
Institutional levels.
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Faculty support for service learning implies a high 
level of staff awareness, involvement, and individual 
personal support to staff. Furco (2002, 7) describes 
faculty support as follows: 

Faculty knowledge and awareness, present when 
a substantial number of faculty members know 
what SL is and can articulate how it is different from 
community service, internships, or other experiential 
learning activities.

Faculty involvement and support, implying that 
a substantial number of influential faculty members 
participate as instructors, supporters, and advocates 
of SL and support infusion of SL, both into the 
institution’s overall mission and faculty members’ 
individual professional work.

Faculty leadership, which can be identified when a 
highly respected, influential group of faculty members 
serves as the campus service learning leaders and/or 
advocates.

Faculty incentives and rewards, where Faculty 
support is often initiated and driven by the faculty 

leadership and emphasised in faculty incentives and 
rewards. Staff who are involved in service learning 
receive recognition for it during the campus review, 
tenure, and promotion process. Faculty staff are 
encouraged and are provided with various incentives 
such as mini-grants, sabbaticals and funds for service 
learning conferences so as to pursue service learning 
activities. 

The importance of this support at faculty level is 
echoed by Slamat (2010) who suggests that HEIs 
put in place a clear system of support, rewards and 
incentives for service learning initiatives by staff. 
Slamat adds that the system should be audited and 
profiled to encourage staff to explore possibilities. 

Institutional support for service learning is 
described by Furco as the existence of an effective 
coordinating entity requiring clear policies at the 
institution and sufficient staffing, funding and 
administrative support (Furco 2002, 9). The institution 
assists with evaluation and assessment of initiatives. 
Staffing, funding and administrative support provide 
the logistical underpinning of a successful CE 
initiative. 

Table 1 provides examples of how Furco envisages institutional support at each of three stages of development. 
Stage One is the Critical Mass Building stage, where the institution and/or participants start to recognise service learning 
and develop awareness across the institution. Stage Two is the Quality Building stage, where the focus is on the “quality” 
of service learning activities rather than quantity. Stage Three is the Sustained Institutionalisation stage where a campus 
has fully institutionalised service learning inherent in the context of the institution as illustrated in Table 1.

TABLE 1: Furco’s self-assessment rubric for the institutionalisation of service learning identifying staged institutional 
support (Furco 2002, 42)

STAGE 0NE
Critical main building

STAGE TWO
Quality building

STAGE THREE
Sustained Institutionalisation

Coordinating entity No campus-wide 
coordination for SL

Coordination limited to parts 
of the campus or some 
faculty/students

A coordinating entity 
for SL devoted primarily 
to assisting the various 
campus constituencies in SL 
implementation.

Policy making entity The institution’s official and 
influential policy-making 
board(s)/ committee(s) 
do not recognise service 
learning as an essential 
educational goal for the 
campus. 

The institution’s official and 
influential policy-making 
board(s)/ committee(s) 
recognise service learning 
as an essential educational 
goal for the campus, but no 
formal policies have been 
developed. 

The institution’s policy-
making board(s)/ 
committee(s) recognise 
service learning as an 
essential educational 
goal for the campus and 
formal policies have been 
developed or implemented. 
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STAGE 0NE
Critical main building

STAGE TWO
Quality building

STAGE THREE
Sustained Institutionalisation

Staffing There are no staff/ faculty 
members on campus 
whose primary paid 
responsibility is to advance 
and institutionalise service 
learning on the campus. 

There is an appropriate 
number of staff members 
on campus who understand 
service learning fully and/
or who hold appropriate 
titles that can influence 
the advancement and 
institutionalisation of 
service learning throughout 
the campus; but their 
appointments are temporary 
or paid from soft money or 
external grant funds. 

The campus houses and 
funds an appropriate number 
of permanent staff members 
who understand service 
learning and who hold 
appropriate titles that can 
influence the advancement 
and institutionalisation of 
service learning on campus.

Funding The campus’s service 
learning activities are 
supported primarily by soft 
money (short-term grants) 
from sources outside the 
institution. 

The campus’s service 
learning activities are 
supported by both soft 
money (short-term grants) 
from sources outside the 
institution as well as hard 
money from the institution. 

The campus’s service 
learning activities are 
supported primarily by hard 
funding from the campus. 

Administrative 
support

The campus’s administrative 
leaders have little or no 
understanding of service 
learning, often confusing it 
with other campus outreach 
efforts, such as community 
service or internship 
programmes. 

The campus’s administrative 
leaders have a clear 
understanding of service 
learning, but do not make 
service learning a visible 
and important part of the 
campus’s work. 

The campus’s administrative 
leaders understand and 
support service learning, and 
actively cooperate to make 
service learning a visible 
and important part of the 
campus’s work. 

Departmental 
support

Few, if any, departments 
recognise service learning as 
a formal part of their formal 
academic programmes. 

Several departments 
offer service learning 
opportunities and courses, 
but these opportunities 
typically are not a part of the 
formal academic programme 
of the department and/or 
are not primarily supported 
by departmental funds. 

A fair to large number of 
departments provide service 
learning opportunities that 
are a part of the formal 
academic programme and/
or are primarily supported by 
departmental funds. 

Evaluation & 
Assessment

There is no organised, 
campus-wide effort 
underway to account for 
the number and quality of 
service learning activities 
taking place. 

An initiative to account for 
the number and quality of 
service learning activities 
taking place throughout the 
campus has been proposed.

An ongoing, systematic effort 
is in place to account for the 
number and quality of service 
learning activities that are 
taking place throughout the 
campus. 
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The categories described by Furco and the rubrics 
outlined in Table 1 informed the construction of a survey 
questionnaire that was used to gather information from 
participants in this study on their perceptions of CE 
support, training and implementation of CE/SL. The 
detailed study methods are discussed in the next section.

Methodology  

The study discussed in this article, is a qualitative 
case study, which was undertaken by lecturers involved 
in staff development at the institution. The primary 
sample consisted of all new lecturers who had completed 
the TDP programme in 2013 and 2014: thirteen lecturers 
in 2013 and seventeen in 2014, making a potential 
primary sample size of thirty. They were requested to 
complete a survey by electronically written questionnaire 
to gain insight into their perceptions of CE/SL and 
their interpretations of support available to academic 
staff members. The questionnaire constitutes the main 
data source collected and reported on in this paper, 
addressing the first two research questions. Of the 2013 
group, nine of thirteen staff members completed the 
questionnaires and of the 2014 cohort of seventeen staff 
members, six responded. The responses from the fifteen 
participants were combined and findings were analysed. 
Fourteen of the fifteen lecturers had also submitted 
assignments, which were analysed for challenges in 
implementing potential SL projects.

The survey, informed by Furco’s criteria for faculty 
support and the institutional assessment rubric, 
discussed earlier, consisted of 32 questions, gathering 
information on perceptions of CE/SL support, training 
and implementation. The first 13 questions required 
simple yes/no responses, one question was open-ended, 
and, for the remaining 18 question items, responses 
were given according to a 5 point Likert scale. 

Five questions explored whether new lecturers knew 
what SL was and how it was different from community 
service, internships, or other experiential learning activities. 
Seven of the questions were posed to the new lecturers 
to determine if they were currently implementing any 
form of SL in their teaching modules and if they were 
encouraged by faculty leadership to do so. For the Likert 
scale items, in view off the small sample size (of 15 in 
total), only the proportions of agreements (Likert responses 
for ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’) and disagreements (Likert 
responses for ‘disagree’ and ‘strongly disagree’) for each 
statement were analysed. The lecturers were further 

questioned (by both yes/no and Likert items) on faculty 
support (five questions) and on institutional support, 
incentives and rewards (11 questions). 

These questions explored the availability of staff 
support, assistants, administrative support and funds 
for SL projects and ways to access these. Questions 
were also asked to learn if they received recognition for 
SL as part of their performance management structures, 
the promotion process, or other incentives, such as 
mini-grants, sabbaticals or funds for SL conferences. 
The remaining three questions were aimed at probing 
lecturers’ motivations to implement SL, based on their 
perceptions of available support. One open response 
question was included at the end of the questionnaire 
on envisaged challenges to implementing CE/SL. Thus 
responses to this question could be triangulated against 
challenges identifiable from the assignments. 

The submitted assignments formed the second set 
of data to answer mainly the third research question 
on the perceived challenges of implementing SL.  
(The remaining assignment data were not so closely 
related to Furco’s ideas as these dealt with lecturers’ 
own suggestions for future projects). The assignment 
required participants to plan a potential service learning 
intervention and they had to show alignment between 
course outcomes and planned project activities. From 
the assignments submitted, common challenges related 
to implementing CE/SL were identified with a view to 
further illuminating the faculty and institutional support 
that would be required by lecturers implementing SL.

Findings and discussion 

The findings are reported in relation to the key 
elements of Furco’s categorisation for SL and his 
rubric for assessing the degree of institutionalisation 
related to the two areas of support for staff in CE/SL, 
namely faculty support and institutional support. These 
findings are discussed and interpreted below. Both data 
sets were combined to answer the first two research 
questions. Lastly, the lecturers’ perceived challenges of 
implementing SL are discussed to answer the third and 
research question and to identify the enablers necessary 
to enhance a scholarship of CE . 

FACULTY SUPPORT
Faculty knowledge and awareness

All the participants were aware of CE and SL, 
probably since they attended the workshop and this was 



18

paradigms

discussed in detail. However, information on CE/SL was 
not communicated anywhere else in their departments 
and was not prioritised when they were introduced to 
their new work environments.  

Faculty involvement and support
All of the participants indicated they had discussed 

SL with colleagues and that some of their colleagues 
were implementing SL, implying that a number of 
faculty members participate in SL and infuse SL in 
their individual professional work. Five of the fifteen 
participants who submitted survey questionnaire 
responses claimed to be already implementing SL in their 
teaching. However, the CE unit of the institution, which 
records lecturers running official projects, communicated 
that these lecturers were not actually running projects at 
the time, but were rather acting only in minor supporting 
roles. 

Faculty leadership
The only exposure the participants had to leaders 

in the field, was attending the workshop, and being 
told about good practice examples.  They were not 
aware of any other leaders who participated in CE/
SL. The participants felt that their faculty leaders had 
an understanding of SL, but did little to make service 
learning a visible part of lecturers’ responsibilities.

Faculty incentives and rewards
None of the participants felt there were sufficient 

incentives (grants, conference opportunities or 
assistants) available to them at faculty level to convince 
them to incorporate SL. From the data collected in the 
assignments only one participant indicated incentives 
were available to implement SL; and five participants 
indicated that they thought SL would help them to get 
promotion. 

INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT
Coordinating entity 

All the participants were aware of the existence of 
an effective institutional CE Unit, which is a coordinating 
campus wide unit for CE and SL and with staff members 
devoted to assist lecturers and students with the 
implementation of CE and SL clear CE/SL policies and 
staffing, funding and administrative support (Furco 2002, 
9). However, even though all the participants were aware 
of this, only two had contacted the unit before. 

Policy making entity
All the participants indicated that they were aware 

of the vision and mission of the institution, which 

does not specifically include CE or SL. From the 
assignments, most participants (10) indicated being 
sufficiently informed by the TDP training programme 
workshop on how to implement SL in their courses, 
but only five (of these 10) indicated they were aware 
of, and knowledgeable about CE and SL policies of 
the institution and where CE/SL fits into the vision and 
mission of the institution before attending the workshop. 

The managerial committees of the institution 
recognise service learning as an essential educational 
goal for the campus as formal policies have been 
developed or implemented, which can be found on the 
institutional website and in institutional documentation 
available to all staff members. The core values of the 
institution vaguely refers to CE when it mentions that 
the institution undertakes to deal with others in a spirit 
of Ubuntu, and that all their interactions will be governed 
by a spirit of mutual respect, as they support the 
principle of equity. The institution has a clear CE policy, 
in response to the 1991 Education White Paper on the 
transformation of higher education and to demonstrate 
responsibility and commitment to the socio-economic 
development of communities.  

“In line with this mandate, the centre seeks 
to strengthen partnerships with industry, private 
organizations and the community in order to create 
an environment for the application of knowledge and 
production of well grounded and socially responsive 
graduates” (CPUT Website 2017).

Staffing
All the participants were aware of available staff at 

the CE Unit, who could assist them if they wanted to 
implement CE. However, they indicated that not enough 
staff members of the CE unit were available to address 
the needs of all lecturers, as only two permanent staff 
members assist the whole institution. 

Funding
All the participants were aware of limited funds being 

available through institutional lengthy processes. Several 
departments offer service learning opportunities and 
courses, but these opportunities are not typically a part of 
the formal academic programme of the department and/or 
are not primarily supported by departmental funds. 

Responses to the open response item of the survey 
questionnaire revealed that a lack of resources was the 
most prevalent limiting issue identified at institutional 
level;
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Some typical responses were:

At the beginning of 2014 we were told that there 
were sufficient funds available for anything … but when 
the requests went in, totally the opposite. 

One staff member mentioned the following in his/her 
assignment: 

 [Service learning] … should be student lead, but as 
students do not have time or resources, it cannot work 
as a module.

From the data collected from the assignments, 
only a third (five) of the 15 participants agreed that the 
institutional culture supports CE/SL, and although these 
same five participants indicated that funding for SL was 
available, institutional records showed that only one had 
appeared to access these funds. This could be because 
of a lack of information and incentives.

ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT
Five participants indicated that they were aware 

that they could apply for administrative support from the 
CE Unit. From the data collected from the assignments, 
participants indicated that assistants were available 
to help staff, and nine staff indicated they would be 
able to make use of the assistants, but that they had 
not done so. Four staff members were unaware of any 
administrative support being available. Only three of 
the total of 15 participants indicated they had received 
adequate support from the Institutional CE Unit. 

DEPARTMENTAL SUPPORT
Only two participants indicated that they believe their 

Heads of Department would support them to implement 
SL. Although all of the participants indicated they had 
discussed SL with colleagues and that some of their 
colleagues were implementing SL, they did not feel that 
they would be supported to implement their own SL 
initiatives in their departments. Departmental support was 
perceived to be limited and, although some faculties offer 
SL opportunities, these are not necessarily yet part of 
the formal academic programme or supported by faculty 
funds. This is a major challenge, as Furco (2002, 10) 
points out that staffing, funding and administrative support 
provide the underpinning of a successful CE initiative.

EVALUATION & ASSESSMENT
None of the participants were aware of an on-going 

system, which is in place to account for the number 
and quality of service learning activities that are taking 

place throughout the campus. The new staff members 
see assessment of CE as important but are not aware 
of organised, campus-wide efforts or assistance with 
evaluation and assessment of initiatives, apart from what 
they learned at the workshop.

CHALLENGES AND /OR ENABLERS 
TO IMPLEMENT CE/SL 

Motivation to do CE/SL 
Despite the fact that the participants felt they did 

not receive adequate support to implement SL, most of 
the participants (nine) indicated that their discipline lends 
itself to SL. Almost all participants (12) felt SL would 
benefit their students and that it would be appropriate 
in their courses: 10 of these 12 lecturers were positive 
about implementing SL in their courses, and 8 of them 
indicated they could incorporate SL in their assessment 
of students (and that SL would positively impact their 
teaching and research). Additionally, these same 10 
lecturers indicated their students would be willing to 
participate in SL projects, although they were concerned 
about the possible extra workload for students as 
indicated below in the anecdotal evidence. 

More than half the participants (9) indicated that SL 
would enhance their lives as lecturers, and that it would 
be worth their time and effort. Most of the group (14) 
indicated SL and the wider concept of CE would make 
a difference to the lives of other people (communities), 
would be beneficial for the future of the institution and 
adhere to the mission and vision of the institution.  The 
same number (14) indicated that SL is an essential 
responsibility of HEIs. 

Challenges perceived  
Participants in the SL/CE training of the TDP course 

who submitted assignments focused on the preparation 
of their students, and what faculty support would be 
required to do this. The available resources seemed a 
particular issue, with transport and funding as prevalent 
challenges. Some participants were concerned about 
the safety of students, implying a lack of knowledge on 
policies and procedures for these operational matters. 

From scrutiny of the data and lecturers’ reflective 
assignments, it appeared that a significant challenge 
was that most staff did not yet feel comfortable to 
incorporate SL in their courses, although they indicated 
that they saw the value thereof. It was clear that some 
participants identified impediments and challenges and 
were apprehensive about initiating new projects, stating 
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that they would prefer to focus on teaching and research, 
which they regarded as their first priorities.  The following 
responses were typical of this stance:

 I have been told by my HOD (Head of Department) 
that there are no funds available to support new initiatives. 
I have to go through a lengthy grant application process, 
which is too time-consuming. 

As a new staff member in my faculty, I am expected to 
focus on my teaching and research. I simply do not have 
the capacity to start something that might not work. 

I am afraid of burdening my students with extra 
projects. The academic demands on my students are 
already very high and they have lectures every afternoon. 

I would prefer to work with other colleagues on 
existing projects until I feel comfortable enough to start my 
own projects.

It was also clear, as mentioned by Lambright and 
Alden (2012) earlier, that many new lecturing staff 
members were still working towards achieving their own 
academic qualifications. Only two staff members had 
completed their PhD studies before being involved in 
the TDP programme, and the remaining thirteen staff 
felt pressurised to complete their own studies before 
embarking on additional work involving SL/CE. Two 
participants indicated:

I have to finish my Master’s degree. That was a pre-
requisite of my appointment. I do not have time to start 
something else now. 

I am currently busy with postgraduate studies and will 
explore this (a service learning project) further at a later 
stage. 

At a personal level, time constraints or workload 
were the next most prevalent constraining issues. 

 SL would overload staff … it is too time-consuming 
and adding to my workload. I have many other teaching 
responsibilities and supervision of postgraduate students. 

One lecturer questioned his/her role and 
responsibility in the process:

I am responsible for my students and  … how do I 
know they will be safe when they are off campus? How do 
I look after them and make sure they do not get lost? Is 
that my job? 

Conclusion

This study was based on the self-assessment rubric 
for, and broader descriptions of, SL as an operational 
component of CE, as proposed by Furco (2002). 
According to Zlotkowski (1999), institutionalising SL in 
HEIs takes time, commitment, and persistence. It is only 
through the sustained commitment of the institution 
over time that successful implementation of SL can be 
realised. From the findings of this exploratory pilot study 
in one institution, it seems that new lecturers will not 
necessarily opt for involvement in CE/SL as there are 
many other demands on them that interrupt and make 
less likely their full commitment to using SL in teaching. 
Furthermore, it seems that CE is not yet a priority in 
many faculties. 

The study is an explorative pilot study and is limited 
as it focused on one HEI, and cohorts of incoming 
lecturing staff over two years only. Further research 
is necessary to determine the generalisability of the 
findings in different contexts, geographical areas and 
institutions. Each HEI in South Africa has its own 
interpretation of the relevance of CE in the life of the 
academic. This differs not only amongst institutions, 
but also amongst faculties, departments and individual 
lecturers. 

From the somewhat limited data analysed here, it 
is clear that these lecturers were willing to participate 
in CE, but that there were institutional, logistical and 
personal workload constraints. It appears that a once-
off workshop and one assignment component of a 
professional development portfolio are not enough to 
convince new lecturers to initiate an SL project with 
confidence. 

As pointed out by Furco (2002, 42), it is still a ‘soft 
option’ chosen by a few lecturers and not necessarily 
in the ‘hard’ sciences. It is also clear that it requires a 
dedicated lecturer willing to go the extra mile beyond 
what is already required in the role of an academic, 
particularly a new lecturer in an institution. From this 
study, it is clear that few new lecturers would pursue 
SL projects, considering the risks involved, especially 
if they do not perceive enough incentives and support. 
Erasmus refers to more experienced lecturers as 
‘champions of service learning’ (Erasmus 2007, 113). 
These are the lecturers who need to take the lead in 
introducing new lecturers to service learning.
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Recommendations  

For CE/SL to grow in South Africa, staff members 
need clear incentives and support. They may only 
feel comfortable with the processes and procedures 
if more guidance and training are provided. The CE 
Unit of the institution can address this internally and 
faculty management could provide further guidance in 
this regard.  It is the enthusiastic lecturer who will drive 
CE/SL initiatives and these lecturers will need all the 
support they can get. As pointed out by Erasmus (2007, 
124), institutions that support staff members who are 
incorporating SL into their teaching and research will 
“reap manifold benefits”. However, it is recommended 
that these benefits be clear to lecturers so as to enhance 
their enthusiasm. 

Faculties in the institution have to increase support 
and mentorship for new lecturers, as this is essential for 
successful implementation of SL programmes (Holland, 

2001). Positive and motivated lecturing staff members 
are the most important requirement for implementation 
of CE/SL (Furco, 2002). The success of SL in HEIs is not 
determined by policies or legislation, but by the degree to 
which faculty members are involved in implementation of 
SL on campus (Furco, 2002:4).  

Furco and Moely (2012) found that SL is most 
successful when faculty members perceive intrinsic 
rewards for their innovations in terms of their own 
professional development and teaching, as well 
as positive outcomes for their students and local 
community members involved in new service learning 
courses. It is the combination of these factors, coupled 
with institutional support and commitment, which will 
determine the depth and quality of staff involvement 
in SL and consequently their perceptions of its 
value. Institutions may want to encourage mentoring 
relationships to provide support to staff new to SL, as 
suggested by Lambright and Alden (2012). 
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Abstract

This article discusses students’ and lecturers’ perceptions of a computer-based learning programme which 
was used to improve English language proficiency and academic literacies of first-year students at a university of 
technology in South Africa. The programme was embedded in two courses to address high failure rates of first-year 
students from Analytical Chemistry and Education. The students’ perceptions of the programme were analysed, 
along with progress reports generated by the programme software. The study provided the academic literacy 
lecturers with useful data on the enablements and constraints of computer-based language learning. Findings show 
that, while the students and their lecturers perceived the intervention as useful and indicated that it developed 
students’ English proficiency, there were challenges that would need to be addressed to enhance the possible 
success of future interventions. It was concluded that computer-based language learning tools are valuable for 
students who are experiencing language challenges, provided they are self-regulated learners. 

Keywords: Analytical Chemistry, collaboration, computer-based language learning, 
Education, first-year students, language interventions
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Background 

Academic literacies refers to the literacy - and social 
practices associated with different communities, subjects 
and disciplines, within broader institutional discourses 
and genres (Lea and Street, 2006: 368). It requires 
of a student the ability to switch writing styles and 
genres, and to be proficient enough in the medium of 
instruction, to be able to apply different literacy practices 
appropriate to different settings. Undergraduate students 
are expected to have highly developed competence in 
academic literacies, English language proficiency and 
high-order thinking skills (logic, critical thinking, analytical 

and innovation skills).  First-year course lecturers often 
claim that students’ high failure rate is due to inadequate 
language proficiency and academic literacy preparation, 
as echoed in studies on high drop-out and failure rates 
of students in South African universities (Pineteh 2013; 
Murray 2014). Inadequate student success has renewed 
focus on finding strategies to enable students to succeed 
(Bokana and Tewari 2014). As a result, academic literacy 
support and other student development initiatives are 
critical. 

Research shows that limited English proficiency and 
underdeveloped academic literacy could be due to poor 
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schooling which, in turn, may lead to low throughput of 
first-year students (Leibowitz 2001; Van Rensburg and 
Weideman 2002; Hay and Marais 2004; Van Dyk et al. 
2011). Students do not realize how much time is needed 
to develop language proficiency and that, combined 
with poor educational background, are often reasons 
for student failure (Kilfoil et al. 2005). A study conducted 
by Horne in 1998 (Horne 2005), found that only 20% of 
Grade 11 learners  in South Africa were able to read and 
write English at an appropriate level. This low percentage 
has since deteriorated, with the figure at only 12% in 
2005. The Annual National Assessments in South Africa 
(ANA), which  are standardised national assessments for 
languages and mathematics in the senior phase (grades 
7 - 9), intermediate phase (grades 4 – 6) and in literacy 
and numeracy for the foundation phase (grades 1 – 3) 
show an average of 46.3% in English Homelanguage 
proficiency and 17.1% in English as First Additional 
Language for Grade 9 learners for 2013 (Department of 
Basic Education 2014, 91). This raises concerns about 
reading and writing competence in general. 

Turner (2011) points out that, although individual 
disciplines have their own discipline-specific languages, 
there are basic linguistic and textual rules in academic 
writing which need to be mastered by all students. 
Academic literacies encompass reading, writing, 
information, visual and graphic literacy, all of which 
enable a student to develop his/her identity as student, 
scholar and writer in a specific discipline (Coffin et al. 
2003). Academic, and especially discipline-specific 
reading and writing, develop students’ knowledge of 
their new areas of study (Lea and Street 1998). Tertiary 
institutions need to implement academic support for 
students to enhance their academic literacies (Archer 
2010). One way of addressing the issue of academic 
literacy competence is collaboration between subject-
specific lecturers and academic literacy lecturers (Lea 
and Street 1998; Lea 2004; Jacobs 2005; Jacobs 2010; 
Carstens 2013). Jacobs (2005) points out that academic 
literacy lecturers can successfully assist students to 
articulate their knowledge of the discourses of their 
subjects. 

Although research shows that students’ academic 
literacies are best developed within their own subject 
fields and disciplines (Jacobs 2010; Carstens 2013), 
the problems experienced by first-year students are 
not confined to understanding and use of scientific 
jargon: they include difficulty in understanding structural 
complexity, scientific discourse organisation and 
illustrations. Students need to be able to extrapolate, 

make inferences and apply information to other cases 
or domains. They need to develop ways of expressing 
themselves in academic language, which include defining 
concepts, providing examples, arguing, analysing and 
interpreting academic texts (Stephen, Welman and 
Jordaan 2004; Jacobs 2005; Weideman 2006). Students 
have to be highly proficient in a target language (in this 
case English) to be able to use that language fluently in 
an academic context. Research conducted by Cummins 
(1984) suggests that most students have well-developed 
basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS), but 
limited cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP). 
This discrepancy indicates the value of designing a CALP 
intervention to help students improve their language 
competence for academic purposes. 

Lecturers of first-year students in Analytical 
Chemistry (Faculty of Applied Sciences) and in English 
(Faculty of Education) were experiencing a high 
failure rate and argued that the language challenges 
experienced by the students contributed to the high 
failures. These courses were offered at three different 
campuses of the same institution (two campuses offered 
courses in Analytical Chemistry, and a third campus 
offered English as a compulsory course towards a 
degree in Education). This article describes students’ and 
lecturers’ perceptions of a computer-based language 
learning programme called Pearson’s MyFoundationsLab 
(PMFL) which was implemented as an intervention to 
address the apparent lack of student success and  to 
develop academic reading and writing of first-year 
Education and Analytical Chemistry students at a 
university of technology (UoT).  

The PMFL system is a complete online mastery-
based computer-assisted resource for assessing and 
building skills in reading, writing, mathematics, study 
skills, or ESL skills. The system delivers consistent, 
measurable gains in student learning outcomes, 
retention, and subsequent course success (Pearson 
2015). For the purpose of this study, the Reading and 
Writing skills programme was piloted to determine 
the possibility of using such programmes in a tertiary 
environment. The programme consists of English 
language exercises and activities and offers multiple 
self-evaluation opportunities. The plan to introduce a 
computer-based language learning programme was 
chosen since the academic literacy lecturers would, 
logistically, have very little time to work with the students, 
who had very full time-tables. Using digital technology 
would also enable the students to work at their own pace 
and in their own free time. The aim of the study was to 
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determine whether the students and lecturers perceived 
the PMFL computer programme as beneficial and 
whether the students’ pass rate would improve if they 
completed the programme. The findings would inform 
the way forward. 

An important part of the programme depends on 
students working independantly, and in their own time. 
The study is embedded in the theory of self-regulated 
learning, which is essential to the success of CALL 
programmes. Self-regulated learning involves the ability 
to set goals, implement strategies to achieve those 
goals, monitor performance towards reaching goals, and 
finally evaluate the task at hand (Butler and Winne 1995). 
Self-regulated learners are thus able to plan, organise, 
monitor and evaluate their own learning processes. They 
need to motivate themselves and be self-efficacious 
and competent. They regulate their own behaviour by 
selecting, structuring and creating their environment 
to learn effectively (Zimmerman 2001). CALL offers a 
dynamic and interactive platform for self-directed and 
self-regulated learning (Levy 2009). Zimmerman, Bonner 
and Kovach (1996) argue that students’ self-regulation 
can only be improved through their own efforts, implying 
that it requires time and energy. They argue that students 
must experience the benefits of self-regulation (SRL) 
themselves and suggest four design principles to 
promote self-regulated learning: (1) SRL activities need 
to be explicitly delivered to students; (2) Students should 
have opportunities to utilise learned SRL strategies in real 
learning situations; (3) Interventions to promote students’ 
SRL skills should be mandatory or strongly structured; 
and (4) Students must successfully experience the 
SRL skills needed for regular application in their actual 
learning. 

Intervention 

The academic literacy lecturers at the institution 
involved in this study, work across faculties and assist 
discipline experts with the development of language 
competence across faculties. They were approached 
by lecturers from Education, as well as from Analytical 
Chemistry, to assist them in an attempt to improve the 
pass rate of students. The researchers in this study, who 
were also the academic literacy lecturers, decided to 
use computer-based language learning as a strategy to 
improve the students’ reading and writing competence 
in English. The reason a computer-based programme 
was chosen for this intervention is because computers 
and other mobile devices have been used successfully 

worldwide for language acquisition and are a source of 
comprehensible yet authentic academic input (Jarvis and 
Krashen 2014, 2). 

Introducing a computer-based language programme 
addresses not only the need to develop language 
proficiency, but also exposes first-year students to 
digital literacy. Computer-assisted language learning 
(CALL) offers opportunities for students to improve their 
academic language proficiency at their own pace. It is 
necessary, however, to choose the most appropriate 
and relevant technological method available to assist in 
language learning (Levy 2009, 777). Jarvis and Krashen 
(2014) point out that the field is constantly expanding to 
include various other devices and language uses. They 
refer to Mobile Assisted Language Use (MALU), instead 
of the now almost outdated term, ‘CALL’. 

Description of the programme and how it works 
The purpose of the PMFL programme is to improve 

tertiary students’ reading and writing skills which is 
essential to ensure student success (Lillis and Scott 
2007, 9). The programme is divided into three sections, 
namely, reading skills, reading levels and writing skills, 
and uses adaptive learning technologies to provide a 
personalised language learning experience for students. 
It can be accessed from any computer, tablet or 
smartphone, provided that the student has internet 
access. The programme is set up on various levels and 
students work independently through these levels at 
their own pace. Pearson’s own research data show an 
improvement of 91% in students’ reading ability, 70% 
improvement in writing, and 43% improvement in maths 
(Pearson 2015). 

PMFL has a personalised learning path to align 
students’ learning and close possible gaps in their 
understanding. Students are directed to specific topics 
where skills building is needed and then work at their 
own pace by responding to instructions provided by the 
programme. The programme has an adaptive learning 
engine which assesses student performance and activity 
in real time. Students have access to on-demand tutors 
who can be contacted through the programme. 

The programme supports lecturers with data on the 
strengths and weaknesses of the students, as well as 
their progress. This enables lecturers to assess students’ 
progress and adjust instruction and assessments 
accordingly. It also provides access for the lecturer to 
send the student emails on his/her progress via the 
programme (Pearson 2015). 
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 Plan for intervention process

After exploring various options, the academic literacy 
lecturers, in collaboration with the subject-specific 
lecturers, decided to pilot the Pearson MyFoundationsLab 
programme (PMFL) for one year to try to address high 
rates of failure and dropout of first-year students. An 
academic literacy facilitator was assigned to work closely 
with the Analytical Chemistry and Education lecturers on 
each individual campus. The academic literacy lecturer 
responsible for each group  facilitated the programme on 
each campus and in each faculty. These lecturers  met on 
a regular basis to discuss the progress of the intervention. 
As mentioned earlier, the study aimed to investigate 
whether the students and their lecturers in Analytical 
Chemistry and in Education perceived the programme as 
useful and whether they were able to work independently 
on the programme, thus developing self-regulated study skills.  

Implementation of the programme 

The programme was embedded within the students’ 
compulsory Communication course as a monitored, 
computer-based reading and writing intervention for first-
year students,  with weekly 45-minute guided sessions 
over one academic year. Students were all first-year 
full-time students; 34 of the group were French-speaking 
international students. All the Analytical Chemistry 
students who were enrolled for the course, were 
requested to attend the programme, and marks were 
allocated for their progress, which formed part of their 
Communications course. In the Faculty of Education, the 
students were purposefully chosen after they had written 
a general English language proficiency test to identify 
those with low proficiency. 

Students completed training on how to use the 
programme and had access to a 24-hour online support 
person from Pearson, for the whole academic year of 24 
weeks. The programme required the completion of the 
weekly reading and writing activities and students were 
encouraged to work independently, provided they had 
internet access. Social media tools and the institutional 
learning management system (LMS) were used to 
communicate with students outside lecture contact 
times.  The four principles described by Zimmerman, 
Bonner and Kovach (1996) informed the design of the 
intervention. The learning environment that was created 
through the PMFL programme actively engaged learners, 
who worked at their own pace and time, in the learning 
process. Exercises and activities offered a reflective 

space for self-evaluation opportunities as students 
responded to the suggestions for further activities 
prompted by the programme. This enabled learning to 
take place naturally through active computer-mediated 
dialogue, but still required active involvement and 
participation by the students. 

At any moment, the academic literacy lecturers had 
access to the PMFL Gradebook, which provided them with 
a complete track record of exactly what each student had 
done, how much time was spent on an activity and his/
her progress. In addition, the academic literacy lecturers 
had access to the students through the university’s learning 
management system (Blackboard) which they used to invite 
discussions, post announcements on classes and send 
additional reminder emails to students. They also created 
a Facebook group to communicate informally with the 
students enrolled in the course. 

Each student completed an online reading and 
writing assessment to ascertain appropriate placement 
on an individualised learning path. Progress was 
monitored using the embedded, integrated assessment 
system. Students had unlimited, unguided access to the 
programme for a year and were strongly encouraged to 
work on the programme as much as possible, in their 
own time. The system tracked each student’s progress 
and the time spent on each activity. 

Ethics

Ethical clearance for the study was granted by the 
participating institution, and by the Ethical Committees of 
the Applied Science and Education Faculties respectively. 
Students were informed of the purpose of the 
programme and participation was voluntary. Anonymity 
was guaranteed and students could withdraw from the 
programme at any stage.

Methodology

The study followed a triangulated research design, 
which included gathering of quantitative and qualitative 
data (Yeasmin and Ferdousour 2012). Data were 
collected over two semesters; and were sourced from 
the programme built-in gradebook, student surveys, and 
structured interviews with participating lecturers. 

The data from the programme itself provided the 
researchers with a full track record of each student’s 
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progress and time spent on the programme. It was 
therefore possible to determine whether students had made 
sufficient use of the programme, whether they had attended 
the scheduled sessions and whether they had spent extra 
time working on the programme in their own time. 

Although the scheduled sessions were only arranged 
from March until October, students had access to the 
programme until December. In October, during the last 
session, students were requested to complete a printed 
survey on their experiences and give feedback on the 
programme as they experienced it. Interviews were 
conducted with participating lecturers from the Faculty of 
Applied Sciences and the Faculty of Education. 

Participants 

The two student samples from Applied Sciences 
consisted of all 103 Analytical Chemistry 1 students 
enrolled at two campuses of the same institution (Group 
A and Group B). There were 46 participating students 
from one campus (Group A) and 57 students from the 
other campus (Group B). In the Faculty of Education, 
where the programme was duplicated, 27 students were 
identified to participate in the programme, aged 20 to 24 
years of age (Group C). 

Four lecturers were interviewed to determine their 
perceptions on the benefits of the programme. Three 
lecturers were from the Faculty of Applied Sciences and 
one from the Faculty of Education. During these interviews, 
they were asked to comment on the programme and the 
progress made by the students. In addition, they were 
asked to identify challenges they experienced. 

Results

By the end of the second semester, when students 
were asked to complete a survey, Group A was no longer 
available, as they only had allocated sessions on their 
time-table for one semester. They therefore no longer 
participated in the study. No completed questionnaires 
were received from this group, thus only Group B’s data 
were retrieved and used. Thus, a total of 57 students 
(Group B) from the second campus were registered on 
the programme; but, of these, only 26 completed the 
survey (45% of the group). 

From the returned surveys, it was deduced that 
the remaining participants were from diverse language 

backgrounds (IsiXhosa 69%, English 8%, Afrikaans 
3%). Of the group of 26, only three students were 
mother-tongue speakers of English. A small number 
of participants were international students from 
neighbouring African countries (French 15% and 
Portuguese 5%). In the Faculty of Education, twenty-two 
students (81.5%) completed the survey and participated 
until October. These students were all second language 
speakers of English with Afrikaans as mother-tongue. 

All three sets of data were studied (data from the 
system, from student surveys, and from structured 
interviews) and the following cross-cutting sub-themes 
were identified: student profile; time spent on the 
programme; mastery of the programme; perceptions 
of students; and perceptions of lecturers. From these 
themes, deductions were made to decide whether 
computerised language learning programmes could 
potentially address the question of high failure rates of 
first-year students. 

Time spent on the programme 

By the end of the year, results were generated by the 
PMFL programme and analysed. Of the original group of 
57 Analytical Chemistry students (Group B), 44 students 
were still actively working on the system. The PMFL 
system indicated that all these students had progressed 
through the first level of the programme and were able to 
complete basic reading and writing activities. However, 
in the second semester, 34 of the students spent only 
between three and five hours on the system, nine 
students spent two hours or less and only six students 
spent more than ten hours. 

The students met with the academic literacy lecturers 
only once a week as part of their overall academic 
programme, so contact time was limited. Many students 
spent only the allocated class time (4-6 hours) working on 
the programme and that was reflected in their results (See 
Table 1). Only one student (Student 3) stayed active on the 
programme after the classes had ended and still worked 
independently in January of the following year, as can be 
seen in the extract of student progress in Table 2. 

Mastery of the programme 

As can be seen from the examples in Table 1 and  
Table 2, lecturers could monitor each student’s overall 
success rate of the work mastered as a percentage and 
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as measured on the programme by the end of each 
section, their individual progress and last log-in date: 

TABLE 1 Example of students’ progress and time spent 
on programme. 

The programme required students to complete at 
least 50% of the allocated levels to achieve competence; 
but, despite the time spent on the system as indicated, 
none of the students were able to master all the modules 
suggested by the system.

TABLE 2 Progress of students 

Students’ individual performance and their results for 
specific activities were indicated by the PMFL system. It 
is possible to see exactly how much time a student spent 
on a specific exercise (Table 3). Feedback was emailed 
to each student. The students’ final progress mark, 
as indicated by the programme, was added to their 
Communication module year mark. 

TABLE 3 Extract of individual student progress 

Perceptions of students 

From the surveys, it was found that, despite the fact 
that students did not spend enough time working on the 
system, most of the students (88%) indicated that they 
had benefited from using the programme. When asked 
to elaborate, students indicated that the programme 
had improved their reading and writing proficiency skills, 
use of words, sentences and phrases. In addition, 
48% indicated that the programme had helped them to 
understand concepts more easily.

The students who felt they did not benefit from the 
programme, stated that it was too time-consuming not 
applicable to their discipline. Even though the programme 
was scaffolded to assist students, and additional support 
was available, 32% of the students indicated that the 
language of the programme was too difficult to understand 
and 40% indicated that the content of the programme was 
an additional burden to their studies. Suggestions were 
made to reduce some of the content. 

Some students felt their existing language 
competence was adequate and saw no need to spend 
time on a language development programme. Many 
students (45%)  indicated a lack of internet access, 
difficulties with basic computer skills and navigating the 
programme as challenges. The same number of students 
(45%) mentioned that it was difficult to find time to work 

STUDENTS
(names 
replaced by 
numbers for 
anonymity)

Modules 
that still 

need to be 
completed

Exercises 
completed

Final 
assessment 
of modules 
completed

Total 
time 
spent

Student 1 1 41 0 1:08:02

Student 2 3 9 1 7:06:48

5

Student 3 3 15 5 27:01:15

Student 4 1 41 0 0:31:55

Student 5 5 65 5 5:45:05

Student 6 0 12 5 2:56:29

Student 7 0 12 0 1:07:06

NAME
STUDENT 
X

Score for 
exercise

/10

Score 
as %

Time 
spent

Date 
worked

1 Exercise A 4/10 40% 17m 9s 10/21 
3:12pm

2 Exercise B 0/10 0% 6s 10/21 
2:55pm

3 Exercise C 0/10 0% 40s 10/21 
2:46pm

4  Exercise D 5/10 50% 7m 6s 10/21 
2:4pm

STUDENTS
(names 
replaced by 
numbers for 
anonymity)

Overall 
score up 
To date

Last login 
date

Mastered on 
assessments

Exercises 
to be 

completed

Student 1 0% 05/28/13 
3:13pm

0 8

Student 2 62.1% 10/21/13 
2:54pm

1 6

Student 3 88.4% 01/09/14 
11:57am

5 6

Student 4 0% 08/26/13 
2:32pm

0 8

Student 5 82.1% 09/02/13 
1:47pm

4 5

Student 6 75% 10/16/13 
2:12pm

0 7

Student 7 0% 08/01/13 
1:22pm

0 8

Student 8 81.1% 10/23/13 
2:17pm

3 5
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on the system outside class time.

Most students (81%) felt the programme made them 
realise the challenges they had in reading; 92% felt the 
programme identified their writing challenges. Of the 
group of 26 Analytical Chemistry students, 20 students 
(77%) felt they would recommend the programme to 
their peers. All the Education students indicated that they 
would recommend the programme to their peers. 

Students indicated that they needed more incentives 
to participate in the programme and tutors to assist them. 
Although the students enjoyed joining the Facebook 
group, they did not actively participate and merely ‘liked’ 
interesting postings that the academic literacy lecturer 
posted. They especially liked photos and personal 
comments, but were hesitant to post anything themselves. 

Perceptions of lecturers 

Two Communication skills lecturers and one Analytical 
Chemistry lecturer in the Department of Analytical Chemistry 
were interviewed. One Faculty of Education lecturer was 
interviewed. They all stated that students struggle with 
academic literacies and English language proficiency. 
Their personal classroom interventions included explaining 
content in detail and defining technical words. However, 
all the lecturers experienced time limitations to assist 
struggling students. The lecturers did not feel that students 
were sufficiently motivated to use academic English and 
indicated that the PMFL programme had not made any 
overall difference to students’ performance, except for 
highly motivated students. The latter students were mostly 
identified as international students who wanted to improve 
their English proficiency. 

Lecturers made an interesting contribution 
concerning the implications of students’ lack of  English 
language competence. Their comments raise three 
important issues, namely: (i) students’ limited English 
proficieny (LEP) results in poor understanding of key 
concepts, content and questions in the discipline; 
(ii) students’ lack of focus on language development 
detracts from their ability to succeed in the discipline; 
and (iii) efforts made to teach aspects of language during 
the single Communication class period are inadequate 
and need to be situated within a tailored programme. 

The lecturers raised concerns about contact time 
and classes that were not continued for the whole year 
on all three campuses. There were insufficient human 
resources to check students’ progress and attendance 

was poor. Many students started working on the 
programme very late due to problems with registration. 
Also, some students were not computer literate, which 
hampered their progress. Most students worked only 
during the designated sessions, despite continuous 
programme availability. Students also constantly 
experienced password problems which impeded their 
participation and motivation. Lecturers felt that extracting 
and emailing individual progress information to students 
was time-consuming and required dedication and 
commitment from the academic literacy lecturers. 

Discussion 

The findings were considered within the theoretical 
framework of self-regulated learning, as described 
by Zimmerman et al. (1996). The PMFL was explicitly 
delivered to students who had opportunities to utilise 
learned SRL strategies in real learning situations over an 
extended period, and they had access to the programme 
at all hours. The intervention aimed to enhance students’ 
SRL skills and, although it was not mandatory, it was 
strongly encouraged and clearly structured. However, it 
appeared that the students did not acquire the SRL skills 
needed for regular application in their actual learning. 

Data emerging from the study enabled the 
researchers to make decisions about a strategic 
intervention to develop first-year students’ academic 
reading and writing. It was clear that the selected 
sample of first-year students were not yet able to work 
independently by the end of the intervention, despite 
regular contact with the lecturers and scheduled weekly 
sessions. It was also concluded that, as first-year 
students who (typically) already feel overwhelmed by a 
tertiary context, they did not have the incentive to work 
independently to improve their own academic literacies 
(and did not regard their limitations here as problematic). 
It was clear from the data that, even though students 
enjoyed working on a computer-assisted language 
learning programme, they needed more support and 
incentives to spend the required time on improving 
academic literacies. 

The advantage of a programme such as PMFL is 
that it is available to students and provides them with an 
opportunity to address language issues actively and in a 
social context (Cope, 2005). The programme provides an 
appropriate and relevant technological method to assist 
in language learning (Levy, 2009). However, it seems that 
addressing the gap between required academic literacies 
and students’ competence would require a compulsory 
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credit-bearing module that students would be required to 
pass before they progress to the next year of study. 

Madhi (2013) points out that the integration 
of computer-assisted language programmes into 
higher education has raised a number of concerns 
(personal, technical, institutional, pedagogical and 
socio-cultural). From among many pedagogic issues 
raised, the following are noteworthy. CALL or MALU 
is not compulsory for teachers and students in many 
universities. Instruction processes from teaching to 
testing depend mostly on traditional techniques (Mahdi 
2013).  Students who have limited computer skills find 
such programmes challenging. 

Tertiary institutions should organise effective 
academic reading and writing support for students 
entering higher education to ensure adequate levels 
of academic literacy among students (Archer 2010). 
Computer-based language-learning programmes could 
be incorporated, but extra tutors need to be appointed 
for sustained monitoring and support. Fast internet 
connections and wide computer access need to be 
provided. Academic literacy should be a sustained 
collaborative effort between academic literacy and 
discipline-specific lecturers. 

MALU interventions, such as the PMFL programme, 
were not designed as an end in themselves, but 
as a means toward the development of necessary 
academic and disciplinary literacy. A critical academic 
literacy intervention, coupled with a computer-assisted 
language learning programme, would not only empower 
students with generic vocabulary and communicative 
competence, but also with comprehension of scientific 
language, functional literacy, critical discourse skills 
and disciplinary literacy. However, as pointed out earlier 
by Zimmerman, Bonner and Kovach (1996), students’ 
self-regulation can only be improved through their own 
efforts, and this requires time and energy. 

The SRL intervention was explicitly delivered and 
available to the students who had ample opportunities 
to utilise the programme in real learning situations. The 
intervention was strongly structured and mandatory, 
as students received marks for their participation. 
Students could experience success and needed the 
newly acquired language proficiency to succeed in their 
learning. Although this intervention addressed the four 
design principles to promote self-regulated learning, 
students were not able to develop sustained strategies 
for learning or sustain their efforts to complete the 
required levels or time on the system. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of the study was to address the high 
dropout and failure rate of students in the Applied 
Sciences and Education Faculties, which was attributed 
to insufficient academic language proficiency. Academic 
literacy lecturers wanted to empower first-year students 
with self-regulatory cognitive and linguistic skills by 
introducing them to a computer-assisted language 
learning programme. The study looked at the perceptions 
of students and their lecturers to determine whether the 
PMFL computer-based language teaching programme 
piloted with Analytical Chemistry 1 and Education 1 
students was beneficial and should be continued. The 
study was prompted by a need for discipline-specific 
academic literacy interventions combined with effective 
computer-based language learning programmes. It 
was considered that using a compulsory computerised 
‘academic language development’ programme to 
address student failure and dropouts in Analytical 
Chemistry and Education could be beneficial. 

However, it would be more effective if the 
programme could be tailored to a specific discipline 
rather than offering generic content, and if more frequent 
monitoring could be provided. The study further showed 
that there is no quick solution to improve language 
proficiency of students. It demands time and effort 
from lecturers and students, as well as institutional 
support. To ensure success, it is therefore suggested 
that such programmes be time-tabled, credit-bearing 
and compulsory for all first-year students. Even though 
students and lecturers may realise that computer-
assisted programmes are beneficial, it is clear from this 
study that students need incentives to make adequate 
use of the opportunity. Especially first-year students, who 
are already battling with their new academic contexts, will 
not exert the extra effort required, as they do not see the 
immediate benefits in their academic performance. The 
Pearson programme was therefore regarded as an extra 
burden and many students did not see the immediate 
benefits of carrying this extra load. 

The lecturers felt that instructional and dynamic 
interventions such as PMFL foster metacognition, 
and enhance student learning and responsibility 
for independent learning, but found that struggling 
students are not able to work independently on these 
programmes. Although this article describes a South 
African-specific study, it is hoped that the findings will 
contribute to the international debate around computer-
based learning and first year student success (Levy 
2009).
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This paper reports on a study that investigated the perceptions of academics regarding the initial 
implementation of a Scholarship of Teaching and Learning programme. Overall, the SoTL programme was well 
received. A constraint, however, was that many candidates did not have enough time to complete the programme 
due to their heavy teaching workload. Therefore, a major contradiction was that, at a teaching intensive university, 
efforts to promote research were thwarted, even research in teaching because teaching trumped research. Also, 
candidates used the SoTL programme to advance their careers and not simply to improve educational practice 
and publish, thus shifting the envisaged outcome.  

Keywords: Scholarship of Teaching and Learning; teaching intensive university; 
activity theory Introduction

Perceptions of a 
Scholarship of Teaching 
and Learning programme 
SALOCHANA LORRAINE HASSAN

The cultural change that values research in teaching, 
alongside traditional disciplinary research (see Asmar 
2002), has propelled the Scholarship of  Teaching and 
Learning (SoTL) into the higher education spotlight. 
Scholarship, in accordance with Boyer’s (1990) definition, 
comprises four types: teaching, discovery, integration, 
and application or engagement. The “scholarship 
of teaching and learning” was a term coined by 
Schulman (2011, 4) who argued that, to be regarded as 
“scholarship”, teaching and learning had to encompass 
three essential features: “it should be public, subject to 
peer review and evaluation, and accessible for exchange 
and use by members of one’s disciplinary community.”

As an educational development strategy, SoTL is 
well documented as providing a fresh perspective on 
academic staff development. Rather than depending 
solely on development from outside agents, such as 
academic staff developers, academics can gather 

evidence about their own teaching for improvement of 
their educational practice. Within SoTL, communities 
of teachers who are committed to pedagogical inquiry 
and innovation meet to exchange ideas about teaching 
and learning and subsequently apply those ideas to 
address the challenges of educating students (Huber 
and Hutchings 2005). These teachers are able to identify 
and investigate questions about their students’ learning 
which can be brought back to the classroom in terms of 
applying new curricula, new assessment methods and 
new pedagogies, which in turn become subjects of new 
inquiry. By using evidence-gathering and documentation 
strategies, teachers are making their students’ learning 
more visible. This process helps scholars of teaching 
and learning to develop their capacity as observant, 
thoughtful and innovative teachers. At the same time, 
making their work public contributes to pedagogical 
knowledge in their disciplines (Hutchings, Huber and 
Ciccone 2011) and creates a new space for pedagogical 
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exchange and collaboration (Huber and Hutchings 2005).

Therefore, the scholarship of teaching and learning 
promotes teaching as a scholarly endeavour, while 
drawing on the reciprocal relationship between teaching 
and learning, and research. The SoTL can be viewed as 
having two sides: looking towards research on the one 
hand; and towards teaching and learning on the other 
(Hutchings, Huber and Ciccone 2011).

According to Martin et al. (1999), SoTL involves three 
essential and integrated elements:

Engagement with the scholarly contribution of others.

Reflection on own teaching and students’ learning 
within a particular discipline.

Dissemination of information relating to teaching 
practice and theory within a discipline.

There are mixed views when it comes to the context 
within which SoTL should be located. Healey (2000, 
169) argues for the development of the scholarship 
of teaching within the context of the culture of the 
discipline in which it is applied: “The scholarship of 
teaching involves engagement with research into 
teaching and learning, critical reflection of practices and 
communication and dissemination about the practice 
of one’s subject.” On the other hand, for sustainable 
SoTL research, Hubball, Clark and Poole (2010) highlight 
the importance of communities of SoTL practitioners 
within a multi-disciplinary context. Similarly, Hubball and 
Albon (2007) give an account of how academics from 
diverse backgrounds can be engaged in SoTL as active 
participants.

The importance of SoTL in higher education has 
been argued for extensively. Brew (2010) proclaims 
that the changing environment within which academics 
work demands that they engage in SoTL in order to be 
reflexive academics. Drawing on Kreber and Cranton’s 
(2000) levels of reflection, Brew (2000) argues further that 
SoTL allows academics to investigate what is happening 
in their teaching, as well as how and why it is happening. 
In this regard, Peseta et al. (2007) explain how 
academics, who were involved in SoTL within a graduate 
certificate programme, were encouraged to reflect on the 
underpinning values that influenced their teaching. 

Another developmental function of SoTL is that it 
can be used as a practical tool to mentor and induct staff 
who may not be research-active, into research. This can 

be achieved through a writing for publication programme, 
as reported by Weaver, Robbie and Radcliff (2014).

There are many reports of the implementation of 
SoTL globally (for example, Buch 2008; Hubball, Clarke 
and Poole 2010). Hubball, Clark and Poole (2010) 
examined the mentoring of SoTL research over a 10-
year implementation period at the research-intensive 
University of British Columbia in Canada. In some cases, 
the challenges presented by the culture and values of 
the university determine whether or not academics can 
successfully engage in SoTL (Asmar 1999; Weaver, 
Robbie and Radcliff 2014).

While there are accounts of SoTL initiatives at other 
universities, at the University of Technology under study, 
a SoTL programme designed for the specific needs of 
its academic staff, which would have given them the 
knowledge and skills to undertake research on their 
teaching and learning and make the findings public 
through peer-reviewed outputs, had not previously been 
implemented.  

This paper reports on a study that sought to 
determine the perceptions of staff regarding the initial 
implementation of a SoTL programme, as part of a 
professional development initiative, at a (teaching-
intensive) University of Technology in South Africa.  
The study was a quality enhancement initiative and 
the findings were intended to improve future SoTL 
programmes. The intent of this paper is to report on the 
findings of this evaluation study.

Theoretical framework

To provide a clear focus for the evaluation, Activity 
theory (Engestrom 1987) was chosen as a theoretical 
framework to view the SoTL programme as an activity 
system. The research instruments were designed 
in terms of how candidates perceived the following 
variables, which were in line with the elements and 
constructs of Activity Theory: 1) The development of 
research skills in teaching and learning through the SoTL 
programme (object); 2) Outcomes of the programme 
– whether candidates were able to conduct research 
on their teaching and publish their findings; 3) Quality 
and usefulness of the tools used, such as course 
materials, technology and a writing for publication 
retreat; 4) Collaboration within a community of scholars; 
5) The hierarchical division of labour or roles between 
facilitators who provided leadership and mentoring, 
and the candidates who were being mentored; 6) The 
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performance of the SoTL co-ordinator, as the subject; 
7) Rules that governed the SoTL programme; and 8) 
Contradictions that emerged from the implementation of 
the programme and which would have implications for 
the transformation of future programmes.

Research methods

Purposive sampling was employed in that only those 
candidates who attended the SoTL programme could 
participate in the study. Twenty questionnaires were 
distributed and 16 responses were received, giving a 
response rate of 80%.

Self-administered questionnaires, containing 36 
structured and four unstructured items, were applied 
in the collection of data pertaining to perceptions 
of the SoTL programme. The structured items were 
in line with the elements of Activity Theory (subject, 
tools, rules, object, community and division of labour 
or roles). The unstructured items were intended to 
gather data pertaining to what was of most and least 
benefit to the respondents, their recommendations for 
further improvement of the programme, and any other 
comments they might have had.

The responses to the structured items were 
analysed using descriptive statistical methods, while 
the unstructured items were analysed using coding, 
categorisation and the identification of themes, which 
were in accordance with Activity theory.  

Context of the SoTL programme

This researcher, as the SoTL co-ordinator (subject), 
designed the SoTL programme with the aim of building 
capacity among academics: together, they would 
become successful SoTL practitioners, while developing 
a university-wide community of scholars of teaching 
and learning. Some of the envisaged outcomes were as 
follows: 1) Evidence-based teaching for the enhancement 
of teaching and improvement of student performance; 
2) The empowerment of academics as researchers 
in teaching and learning, within their disciplines; 3) 
Research outputs in the form of accredited journal 
articles and conference proceedings.

The year-long SoTL programme was structured to 
provide the following: access to the relevant literature 
and methodological expertise; space for discussion and 
collaboration with like-minded colleagues; contact with 

researchers; and mentoring from academic developers 
who were experienced researchers engaged in SoTL 
themselves. The SoTL candidates were expected to 
attend the fortnightly, four-hour long workshops and 
complete the necessary homework tasks (rules of the 
SoTL programme).  

In terms of the SoTL tools, the topics covered were: 
1) Literature review; 2) Using theoretical frameworks 
in research; 3) Designing research instruments; 4) 
Quantitative and qualitative approaches; 5) Obtaining 
ethics approval for research; 6) Data collection and 
analysis: quantitative and qualitative approaches; 7) 
Preparation and presentation of a conference paper; and 
8) Writing and editing a journal article. In addition to the 
workshops, a two-and-a-half-day research writing retreat 
was conducted to provide much needed, dedicated time 
and space for writing.

The SoTL community comprised academics, as the 
SoTL candidates, and a group of academic developers 
who served as mentors, and facilitators of workshops 
on the SoTL programme. Each candidate was allocated 
a mentor. Candidates on the SoTL programme were 
from different faculties (Engineering, Health and Wellness 
Sciences, Informatics and Design, Education and Social 
Sciences, Business and Management Studies, and 
Applied Sciences) as well as the Library, which diversity 
provided a multi-disciplinary context. Most candidates 
lacked a background in education and had limited 
experience of educational research. 

Results 

The elements of Activity Theory have been adopted 
in reporting the results of the study to maintain a 
common thread of the theoretical framework.

Tools
As can be gleaned from Table 1, to a large extent, 

the respondents expressed satisfaction with these: 
the use of visual aids; the relevance and quality of the 
content covered; effectiveness of the facilitators; and the 
writing retreat.

All candidates felt that the level of the content 
covered was of a high standard and 94% of respondents 
agreed that the topics covered were relevant. Some of 
the benefits cited were learning how to: 1) undertake 
a literature review; 2) write an abstract; and 3) read a 
research paper. There were recommendations for “more 
structured reading and writing sessions”. 
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There were positive perceptions regarding the 
performance of the facilitators.  According to the 
respondents, facilitators allowed for participatory learning 
by providing opportunities for candidates to discuss 
concepts (81% of respondents were in agreement), 
and encouraging candidates to ask questions (88% of 
respondents were in agreement). All respondents were 
of the opinion that the facilitators were able to manage 
the SoTL sessions effectively; and 81% of respondents 
agreed that the facilitators were knowledgeable of the 
topics presented on the SoTL programme. 

Some respondents offered suggestions for how 
facilitators could improve by requesting that there be 
“less jargon from certain facilitators.” A few respondents 
lamented that, because they did not have an educational 
background, they struggled with educational theories in 
the beginning.

The writing retreats were viewed as being 
instrumental in expediting SoTL activities.  Seventy-five 
percent of respondents agreed that the writing retreat 
provided an opportunity for them to focus on their 
writing. The quantitative data shed more light on this 
perception, with typical comments such as:

Respondent 1: “It gave me a perfect opportunity to focus 
only on my research project.”

Respondent 2: “The structured time for writing worked well.”

Respondent 3: “What worked well was time spent with my 
mentor and peers – lots of peer-learning took place, sharing 
resources/notes/articles and discussing theories.”

Community
In terms of peer-learning, 93% of respondents felt 

that the SoTL programme gave them the opportunity 
to engage with their peers, as members of the SoTL 
community. One respondent highlighted that a benefit 
of the programme was the “engagement with fellow 
researchers”.

Mentoring was an important aspect of the SoTL 
programme as it provided a SoTL community within 
which the respondents worked. The majority of 
respondents (75%) were of the opinion that their mentor 
was approachable; and 93% of them deemed their 
mentor to be helpful. There was a suggestion that 
facilitators or mentors from departments be involved 

in the SoTL programme so as to provide customised 
support for writing within the disciplines. 

Nevertheless, the respondents acknowledged 
the benefit of being exposed to facilitators who were 
specialists in their field (of education). One respondent 
remarked: “I gained a lot of knowledge and confidence to 
present in conferences by engaging with knowledgeable 
facilitators.” Another respondent stated that the 
facilitators had a “nurturing, collegial attitude”.  Only a 
few respondents (15%) felt that the facilitators should 
have given them more individual attention during the 
programme. Thus, in general, there was satisfaction with 
the interaction with the SoTL facilitators.

Subject
As the co-ordinator of the SoTL programme, this 

researcher was the subject in the SoTL activity system. 
The respondents’ perceptions regarding the effectiveness 
of the subject were demonstrated by a hundred percent 
of the respondents agreeing that the SoTL co-ordinator 
fulfilled her role well; corresponding with this many 
respondents (62%) were satisfied with the organisation 
of the SoTL programme. An example of a comment to 
support these perceptions was: 

The SoTL co-ordinator must know that her contribution 
to our career growth is changing lives of not only the 
programme participants but also those close to us. The 
benefits have ripple effects to our families, friends and 
of course our students.  

Rules/division of labour
Only 38% of respondents agreed that the SoTL 

sessions should be held more regularly, which indicates 
that there is satisfaction with the fortnightly sessions. 
Some respondents (56%) felt that the SoTL programme 
should be compulsory for all academic staff. A 
respondent suggested: “I would like every staff member 
to be on this programme.” A large majority (93%) were of 
the opinion that there should be more support from the 
institution for the SoTL  programme.

The SoTL candidates were expected to attend the 
fortnightly sessions regularly, but there was a high drop-
out rate. At the start of the programme, 35 candidates 
had enrolled and attended regularly, but this eventually 
dwindled to 20 candidates as the year progressed.  Only 
33% of respondents agreed that they were able to attend 
the SoTL sessions regularly, with 40% of respondents 
indicating that they were not able to attend because of 
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their heavy work load.

The SoTL candidates were expected to complete 
and submit homework tasks after each SoTL session. 
Most respondents (62%) indicated that they were able 
to complete the homework tasks which were deemed 
useful, as they instilled the kind of discipline required of a 
researcher. This was acknowledged by one respondent 
who commented as follows: “The SoTL homework tasks 
have forced me to set and achieve writing targets and to 
get into the habit of writing.”

Object/outcome
Selected findings showed that the SoTL programme 

was well received by the respondents.  All the 
respondents found the SoTL programme to be helpful 
and 86% of respondents agreed that the programme 
was useful in the enhancement of their teaching 
(object). Some respondents had capitalised on the SoTL 
programme to advance their careers, as is illustrated by 
these paraphrased responses: 

Respondent 1: “I completed a Masters degree in 2001 
and thought I would go for  a PhD then. I, for some 
reason, lost confidence in myself and the ability to even 
start. After SoTL I am ready for the challenges. I can do it!”

Respondent 2: “I have grown immensely both as a 
doctoral student and as a professional through SoTL.”

Respondent 3: “Including presentations on portfolio 
development with respect to promotion would be a good 
idea. This way academics can easily see how research 
fits in with their careers. (We still need to develop a 
culture of research at [names university].”)

Discussion

Community–object link
The SoTL community mentors and facilitators 

members were instrumental in developing research skills 
among the SoTL candidates so that the object could be 
addressed. The majority of respondents were satisfied 
with the mentoring provided on the programme, 
with 75% of them stating that they felt comfortable 
approaching their mentor when they needed help; 
and 93% held the view that their mentor was helpful 
(community). Hubball, Clark and Poole (2010) argue 
that the ability of SoTL practitioners to be good SoTL 
role models and to develop a good rapport with SoTL 

candidates while providing constructive feedback are 
crucial for their role as SoTL mentors. In this study, 
many respondents felt that they had received valuable 
constructive feedback and guidance from their mentors. 
During the SoTL writing retreat, this guidance was 
heightened, as SoTL mentors were able to dedicate 
more time for giving feedback on the respondents’ 
work.

Contradiction between rules and object
Many candidates had insufficient time to complete 

the programme due to their heavy workload, comprising 
mainly teaching. This led to a high dropout rate – only 
20 of the 35 registered candidates attended regularly. 
Therefore, a major contradiction identified was that 
at a teaching intensive university efforts to promote 
research,even research in teaching (object), were 
thwarted because teaching trumped research. As 
an explicit rule, teaching was being prioritised by the 
respondents.

These findings corroborate other studies (for 
example, that of Anderson, Johnson and Saha 2002) 
which illustrate that academics’ desire to work as they 
would like to are being compromised by a lack of time 
or competing demands. Similarly, Weaver,  Robbie 
and Radcliff (2014) report that, even though many 
participants in a writing for publication programme (at a 
University of Technology in Australia) wanted to maintain 
their writing outputs, they failed to do so because other 
work pressures, such as excessive teaching loads and 
administrative duties, left little time and energy for SoTL.

Shift in the outcome 
Those candidates who remained active subsequently 

capitalised on the SoTL programme to embark on 
Masters and Doctoral degrees. Sixty-five percent of 
respondents agreed that the SoTL programme gave 
them the confidence to enrol for Masters or Doctoral 
degrees; and 93% were of the opinion that completion 
of the SoTLprogramme would help them advance in their 
careers (object-outcome link). Thus, they were using 
the SoTL programme to advance their careers and not 
simply to improve educational practice and publish. 
This indicates a shift in the outcome. In other studies 
(for example, Secret et al. 2011), activities (that were 
considered as SoTL) focused on data-driven classroom-
based publications and conference presentations that 
were peer reviewed. Studying towards a degree that 
would have entailed doing research in the teaching 
of one’s discipline was not cited as a SoTL outcome.
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Conclusion

This paper has dealt with a theory-driven evaluation 
study of a SoTL programme at a teaching-intensive 
university. Activity theory was used to underpin the 
research. The key findings showed that the respondents 
capitalised on the SoTL programme to advance their 
careers and not simply to undertake research for the 
improvement of their teaching. The role of SoTL in 
advancing the career trajectory of academics is under-
represented in the SoTL literature. This article addresses 
that gap by describing how academics went beyond 
simply undertaking research for the enhancement of 
teaching by using their SoTL research projects for 
Masters and Doctoral studies.

Some of the main recommendations that emerged 
from this study are:

To alleviate the problem of a high drop-out rate, 
candidates and their line managers should sign a 
contract (rules) that bind candidates to completing the 
programme.

The SoTL programme should accommodate for the 
career advancement of candidates by offering relevant 
topics, such as thesis writing.

A discipline-specific SoTL programme should be 
implemented in the faculties so that it can be customised 
for the unique needs of each discipline.

The limitation of this study was the small sample 
size of 16 respondents. Purposive sampling had to be 
adopted to collect data from the SoTL candidates only; 
and since this was a new programme, this researcher 
had access to only this small group. The data collected, 
however, allowed for the identification of trends in the 
participants’ responses which could be pursued in 
future studies involving face-to-face interviews with the 
candidates so that a richer narrative of their experiences 
of the SoTL programme can be obtained, and to 
triangulate the findings of the study reported in this 
paper.

Another limitation was that the study was conducted 
at one institution and the findings therefore pertain to that 
specific context. Nevertheless, the application of Activity 
Theory helped to draw generalisations from the data. 
Also, this study offers a model for the implementation 
and evaluation of a SoTL programme, which can be 
undertaken at any other higher education institution. 



39

AUGUST 2017  ISSUE 20

References 

Anderson, D., Johnson, R. and L. Saha. 2002. Changes in academic work: Implications for universities of the 
changing age distribution and work roles of academic staff. Canberra, ACT: Commonwealth of Australia. 

Asmar, C. 1999. Scholarship, experience, or both? A developer’s approach to cross-cultural teaching. International 
Journal for Academic Development 4: 18 – 27.

Asmar, C. 2002. Strategies to enhance teaching and learning in a research-extensive university. International Journal 
for Academic Development 7 (1): 18 – 30. 

Brew, A. 2010. Transforming academic practice through scholarship. International Journal for Academic 
Development 15 (2): 105 – 116. 

Boyer, E. 1990. Scholarship reconsidered: Priorities for the professoriate. Princeton, NJ: Carnegie Foundation for 
the Advancement of Teaching, University of Princeton. 

Buch, K. 2008. Faculty perceptions of SoTL at a research institution: A preliminary study. Teaching of Psychology 
35: 297 – 300. 

Engestrom, Y. 1987). Learning by expanding: An activity-orientated approach to developmental research. Helsinki: 
Orienta Konsultit. 

Healey, M. 2000. Developing the scholarship of teaching in higher education: A discipline-based approach. Higher 
Education Research and Development 19 (2): 169 – 189. 

Huber, M. and P. Hutchings. 2005. The advancement of learning: Building the teaching commons. San Francisco: 
Jossey Bass.  

Hubball, H. and S. Albon. 2007.  Faculty learning communities: Enhancing the scholarship of teaching, learning and 
curriculum practice. Journal on Excellence in College Teaching 18 (2): 119 – 141. 

Hubball, H., Clarke, A. and G. Poole. 2010. Ten-year reflections on mentoring SoTL research in a research-intensive 
university. International Journal for Academic Development 15 (2): 117 – 120. 

Hutchings, P., Huber, M. and A. Ciccone. 2011. The scholarship of teaching and learning reconsidered: Institutional 
integration and impact. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Kreber, C. and P. A. Cranton. 2000. Exploring the scholarship of teaching. The Journal of Higher Education 71 (4): 
476 – 495. 

Martin, E., Benjamin, J., Prosser, M. and K. Trigwell. 1999. Scholarship of Teaching: A study of the approaches of 
academic staff. In Improving student learning: Improving student learning outcomes, ed. C. Rust, 326 – 331 
Oxford: Oxford Centre for Staff & Learning Development, Oxford Brookes University. 

Peseta, T., Brew, A., McShane, K. and S. Barrie. 2007. Encouraging the scholarship of learning and teaching in an 
institutional context. In Transforming a university: The scholarship of teaching and learning in practice, ed. A. 
Brew and J. Sachs, 223 – 233. Sydney NSW: Sydney University Press. 

Secret, M., Leisey, M., Lanning, S., Polich, S. and J. Schaub. 2011. Faculty perceptions of the scholarship 
of teaching and learning: Definition, activity level and merit considerations at one university. Journal of the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 11 (3): 1 – 20. 

Schulman, L. 2011. The scholarship of teaching and learning: A personal account and reflection. International 
Journal of Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 5 (1).  http://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/ij-sotl/vol5/
iss1/30/ (accessed 10 July 2017).

Weaver, D., Robbie, D. and A. Radcliff. 2014. Demystifying the publication process – a structured writing 
programme to facilitate dissemination of teaching and learning scholarship.  International Journal for Academic 
Development 19 (3): 212 – 225.



40

paradigms

Abstract

This paper examines and compares university students’ learning in two sites of practice: the traditional office 
and a community project. The research draws on activity theory and, particularly, Stetsenko’s transformative 
activist stance on learning. The research suggests that community work provides students with a rich learning 
experience because they can exercise agency as young professionals. The purpose of the research was to make 
suggestions as to how best the practice curriculum could be better designed.

Learning in sites of 
practice through a 
CHAT lens
JAMES GARRAWAY AND JOLANDA MORKEL

Introduction

When students learn at work they are traditionally 
seen as ‘learners’ who are learning from more experienced 
others. Such learning occurs in a structured environment 
of work within particular systems of rules, norms, 
tools and roles (Billet 2002). Student learning through 
work is potentially seen to be enhanced (as compared 
to classroom learning, for example) for two reasons: 
firstly, because it is occurring in authentic settings; and, 
secondly, because students are part of (and responsible 
to) the overall functioning of the workplace (Billet 2009). 
Actions and learning are thus consequential. However, 
students can experience working life negatively, particularly 
where uneven or unfair power relations are at play, which 
may dis-incentivise learning.

Where learning at work functions, it can be powerful 

as students participate in the community of work 
practice. This is different to learning in the classroom or 
lecture theatre where learning may be more unidirectional 
from lecturer/sage to student than active participation in 
doing something (Billet 2002). In communities of practice, 
knowledge is not just acquired by an individual but is 
dialogically structured as an interaction of the individual’s 
knowledge and skills and the language, knowledge, 
symbolic and other tools of the community (Edwards 
2005).

In activity theory, learning is understood at a systems 
level as both the development of students’ knowledge 
in the discipline, as well as expanded involvement in the 
social field in which the discipline is conducted; learning 
occurs at both a more individual micro, as well as a 
more social macro, level (Russel 2002). In communities 
of practice, theorisation students may begin their work 

(Paper presented at the 2014 International Consortium for Higher Education in Stockholm. Published by Routledge in the 
2015 book, Activity theory, authentic learning and emerging technologies, eds. Vivienne Bozalek, Dick Ng’ambi, Denise 
Wood, Jan Herrington, Joanne Hardman and Alan Amory.)
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experience as ‘peripheral participants’, with one foot still 
in the university system. Over time – and particularly with 
the support of experienced others – they may acquire the 
knowledge, practical skills and cultural norms necessary 
to be fuller, rather than peripheral, participants in the 
community. There is also acknowledgement, however, 
that more is happening than just expanded involvement 
in the work community; Wenger, for example, refers to 
newcomers entering existing communities of practice 
as potentially changing the community (Wenger 1998), 
though there is not much detail as to exactly how this 
may occur. 

Activity theorists have more precisely identified this 
source of change as students’ conceptual knowledge 
acquired without the physical and social constraints of 
particular work contexts; in other words, knowledge 
acquired at university. Students may thus bring fresh 
perspectives on knowledge and ways of operating with 
this knowledge to workplaces that, over time, may have 
become set in their ways (Tuomi-Gröhn and Engeström 
2003) and this is precisely because they are still 
peripheral. Konkola et al. (2007), for example, describe 
how health students in Finland are able to mobilise new 
research into brain function to bring into effect new 
protocols for stroke patients’ rehabilitation in health 
centres. Students, even though they may be peripheral, 
may contribute to and hence change the way that the 
activity systems of health centres function. Students 
learn by developing their knowledge within the new 
context; and the context (activity system of the centre) 
also ‘learns’ and undergoes change.

The role of contribution and learning has recently 
been further theorised by activity theorists. Stetsenko 
(2008, 477) writes from a philosophical position of 
relational ontology in which learning is ‘situated, 
embedded, distributed and co-constructed’. Learning 
in this frame is not about learning structures which are 
then statically applied to experience, but is rather about 
an ‘unfolding logic, not constrained by rigidly imposed 
pre-existing rules and scripts’ (Stetsenko 477); this is 
especially pertinent in this chapter as some forms of 
practice-based learning activity may serve to constrain 
learning. Furthermore, drawing on the tradition of 
activity theory, learning is always active and involves 
purposefulness from those involved. Again, drawing on 
activity theory, learning is not just about change and 
development of people involved in the activity, but also 
can serve to transform the activity itself (Konkola et 
al. 2007). Stetsenko draws these arguments together 
to propose, firstly (drawing on Vygotsky’s Marxist 

roots), that agents come to learn about the world firstly 
through actively, relationally and purposefully changing 
it into some better form; and, secondly, such activity 
is simultaneously about identity formation (Stetsenko 
2008, 484), which is particularly pertinent to the work 
presented here as it concerns students in vocational 
learning. 

Stetsenko (2008, 489) then proposes three 
metaphors for learning which are pertinent to 
our discussion of learning in context: acquisition, 
participation and transformation. Her goal is to 
accentuate ‘transformation’ of the world as a goal for 
learning which, even though it is often stated in activity 
theory, is not sufficiently explained. Acquisition is 
primarily concerned with the individual learning facts and 
concepts, but having little control over what is learnt, 
nor how such learning may be used to change society. 
This would refer to much of classroom/lecture theatre 
teaching and learning. The participation metaphor refers 
to learning as part of a community of practice in which 
knowledge is ‘discursively structured and drawn upon’ 
(Edwards 2005, 56), rather than learnt individually. 
Through so doing, individuals learn the language and 
culture of particular fields and may, through successive 
interactions, become recognised as expert/proficient 
in that field. The focus is less on transformation than 
on becoming part of the system. Participation would 
thus be most closely aligned with office work. The 
contribution metaphor, on the other hand, concerns 
learning as both a collaborative ‘becoming’ movement 
– as part of a community – and as an activist movement 
focused on transforming and improving the lives of 
others. Improvement becomes a goal, as knowledge 
is developed and put into practice. We believe that 
this metaphor best captures the nature of learning in 
community projects. 

Learning in practice in architecture 

The first site of learning architectural practice was 
the building site. Architects learnt by doing, under 
close supervision of a master and through a process of 
apprenticeship. In 1670, the first school of architecture, 
the Académie Royale d’Architecture, was established 
to formalise education and to undermine the Guilds. 
In 1957, equal numbers of students graduated from 
full time university study, compared to those who had 
worked in offices by “articled pupillage” and who took 
the external professional exam. However, in 1958 at the 
Oxford Conference, the University was officially declared 
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the main site of learning through practice. 

Many questions are being raised about the relevance 
and appropriateness of architectural education for 
architects’ practice. Graduates should be better prepared 
to deal with real life, practical problems. Architectural 
practice is about human existence, about looking forward 
to what is needed in the future, to improve the lives of 
those most in need (Boyer and Mitgang 1996). 

Despite new advances in technology and a rapidly 
changing world, architectural education has remained 
mostly unchanged since the early twentieth century. 
The design studio, as re-defined by the Bauhaus, has 
become the Western standard for imparting architectural 
design knowledge in an academic setting. Given 
its role and the importance of its task, however, the 
current model is considered by many practitioners and 
academics as extremely deficient (AIAS Studio Culture 
Task Force 2002). It is suggested that, in today’s design 
studio, students seldom learn how to design and 
construct real, adaptive architecture. More often than 
not, they operate at a distance from any substantive 
criteria – simply competing for recognition through the 
manufacture and manipulation of eye-catching forms. 
The studio component of the architectural curriculum 
does not address practical issues (such as clients’ 
concerns and needs, costs, safety, regulations, etc.) (UK 
AERG 2013). 

Stetsenko’s description of learning through 
contribution includes a focus on activism aimed at 
transforming the lives of oneself and others and of 
commitment to future change for the better. This has 
much in common with Architecture’s vision of architects 
as change agents for the better. 

Service learning is a topic examined in this article. 
Both service learning and work experience in university 
courses serve to connect learning inside the university 
to outside society; service learning can thus be seen as 
a special form of work experience (Stanton et al. 1999). 
However, unlike work experience in general, service 
learning focuses on the development of both the student 
and the client; students contribute to the well-being of 
others, rather than just learning for themselves (Stanton, 
Giles and Cruz 1999). This resonates with Stetsenko’s 
focus on learning in order to change, knowledge in 
action, activism, and community development. Activity 
theory and, in particular, Stetsenko’s and others’ 
highlighting of the role of contribution and societal/
organisational change alongside individual change and 

learning, may well serve to contribute to learning theory 
in this field; and, flowing from this, allow us to enhance 
current models of learning through experience more 
generally. 

Quite different to this more contributory and 
creative vision, the current qualification description for 
architecture students is rather focuses on doing and 
operating at the more administrative level:

A person achieving this qualification will be a competent 
Architectural technologist who can conduct relevant 
routine technical research and under supervision 
perform architectural services in construction, detailing 
and administration in the public and private, formal 
and informal sectors in the built environment (outcome 
statement of the Architecture technology course). 

In activity theory terms, the technology outcome 
provides the raw material or object that students 
will be working on. It could be argued that this more 
limited administrative role is more closely aligned to 
technological/diploma training (being closer to work), 
and that only at degree level and above should learning 
be permitted through more creative and contributory 
projects. However, we would argue that, even for 
technologists, the world of practice is changing and that 
the particular practices and knowledge over and above 
mere technical know-how are also needed, for example, 
through contributing to improving people’s lives. 

Furthermore, we argue from an activity theory 
perspective that the initial raw material/object of doing 
architectural work can be changed through students’ 
agency, including their choice of mediating artefacts with 
which to work on the raw material, and the mediating 
effects of other cultural and structural aspects, namely: 
existing rules and cultural norms; students’ relative 
positions of power and knowledge within the community; 
and the nature of the community as a whole. In other 
words, the ‘community’ in students’ service learning 
project serves to afford changes in the raw material/
object of learning, so that more contributory/creative 
outcomes are made possible and potentially attained.

It is this particular learning metaphor of contribution 
which is highlighted in this article as we examine, through 
an activity theory lens, students’ learning in two sites of 
practice: the office and service learning projects. 

In the office, students spend approximately nine 
months of their three-year diploma working as an 
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apprentice to a qualified architect, generally in a medium-
sized firm. They perform several functions, but mostly do 
much of the ‘donkey-work’ of, for example, completing 
council drawings. Students are re assessed by the 
architect who signs off a logbook of tasks completed, 
which are usually matched to course practical outcomes. 
They are also visited by lecturers from time to time, 
or may return to the university for short periods of 
debriefing, or even engage electronically with lecturers 
while they are at work. 

The service learning period is much shorter, usually 
two to three weeks. In this particular research, students 
stay on site at a rural village. They are tasked with 
planning and building an addition to a primary school, 
something which has been requested by the school 

to improve the quality of the learning environment. In 
this project, students are working with experienced 
architects, designers and suppliers in building an outdoor 
classroom at the school.   

Method

The research methodology was drawn from activity 
theory and related to the components of the activity 
systems under study (community, office). The activity 
system analysis is drawn from Russel (2002). In short, we 
attempted to gather as much information as we could 
to populate the activity systems of service learning and 
work, and the sorts of questions we were interested in 
are shown in Table 1:

COMPONENT OF THE 
ACTIVITY SYSTEM 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS TO POSE IN ANALYSING PRACTICE

Community What is the whole environment in which students are situated at each site?

Who are all the actors involved in, or with an interest in, working on the object (in this 
case the outside classroom)?

Object What do students understand as the purpose of doing service learning and in 
particular the purpose of this project?

Subject How do students describe themselves, their interests, motivations and so on?

Tools What physical objects, knowledge and skills do students draw upon in order to try to 
achieve the purpose of the activity?

Is there anything they need but do not have?

Rules What do students understand as the cultural norms and more overt rules they need 
to adhere to in the practice site? What are the rules of assessment, or how do 
students know whether or not they have been successful?

Division of labour What roles do students play in relation to supervisors, other students etc.? How is 
knowledge passed on or around? 

Do students work in groups and, if so, how are the roles divided up?

What affordances are there for students to reach their full capacity? What affordances 
are there for students to exercise decisions and creativity? 

Is there a distinction between theory and practice? What is it?

TABLE 1: Interview question guide for the practice sites 
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In practice, we asked students to talk more broadly 
about their experiences and we sought and followed 
up any comments which could help us to populate the 
activity system. The following are examples of the more 
general questions we pursued:

•	 How	did	you	find	the	SL	project?	How	did	it	compare	
to what you were doing at the workplace? Did you get 
the chance to use your initiative? 

•	 What	is	the	community	at	the	SL	site?	How	different	is	
it from the workplace? How did you work with them at 
both sites?

•	 How	did	the	office	help	your	SL	work	and	vice-versa?	
Would SL be better earlier/later?

•	 How	did	you	manage	to	do	the	work	in	the	SL	project?
•	 What	do	you	think	you	have	learnt?	Do	you	feel	you	

know more? 
•	 Do	you	get	the	chance	to	make	mistakes?	What	

happens? 

Findings

OFFICE
Activity system of the office

Students in the second year complete a 10-month 
period of work in the office of a registered architectural 
professional. Employers are required to act as co-
educators. Students need to complete a range of tasks 
recorded on log sheets signed off by the employer 
supervisor; and, in addition, the students’ office work is 
monitored by an academic.

Student perceptions of office activity 
Work may initially be somewhat bewildering, with 

students not feeling part of the office as a whole. 
Furthermore, students are discouraged from doing 
learning (for example, downloading/ learning about a 
new CAD programme) or project work in the office. They 
feel they do not like to ‘nag’ other staff with problems. 
Students do not generally go onto site but remain 
working in the office and, as such, then can feel cut off 
from sites of practice; when they do something in the 
office, they are not certain ‘if or how it will work’:  

“The whole year I have been in front of a computer 
just drawing or on a drawing board … it is like a 
disconnection between building and the client.”

The sort of work they do can be quite repetitive, 
sometimes dealing with just one function (for example, 
working on ceiling design or ‘internal elevations’, over 
and over). Students do not have much control over what 

they do but are given work. There appears to be a lack of 
agency and intentionality (Billet 2009) in the work they do: 

“You are just sitting there, people tell you what to draw.”

Students are part of a team at work. They work 
with more senior colleagues on projects. What students 
are expected to do is made clear. The aim is to get the 
project done as best possible and all team members 
are focused on this outcome. Thus staff help students, 
not because they are necessarily interested in their 
education, but because they want to get the job done.  

Office hours tend to be adhered to and jobs do not 
seem generally to carry over into after-hours work. Office 
work is supported by ‘everything working’ (here they are 
referring to printing, copying, internet, etc.) which is not 
always the case at university, and by rules of practice, which 
promote a productive working environment. In the office, 
productive design working space, which is where students 
and staff do their actual design work,  may be separated 
from client space, where staff meet and discuss plans with 
clients, which occurs in a more central meeting room.

“This whole year we have been in front of the computer 
just drawing.”

COMMUNITY 
Activity system of the community

Service learning projects involve students in real 
design and building work in the community, over a short 
period of approximately two weeks. 

Students’ perceptions of the community activity
Students work with the whole and see the project as 

involving ‘more comprehensive planning and oversight’. 
Students are responsible to the community they are 
serving and feel a sense of pride of doing a job well and 
of feeling their work has value and is appreciated:

“And they (school kids) were happy, they just couldn’t 
wait to see it being done ...”
“And they are so appreciative, the kids, it is so nice yes 
... It is such a reward at the end of the day to actually go 
and do it.”

This is not always the case in the office where 
their individual achievements may not be recognised. 
Students are also much more in control of the work they 
are doing than is the case in the office, and can take 
initiatives. They have to think for themselves as there is 
less overt instruction than in other sites of practice. There 
is a shift in the locus of responsibility to the students, and 
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a realisation of the potential consequences of their actions. 

“In the workplace, you are regarded as a student … here 
you make that special bond, there is somebody at the 
end of the drawings.” 

Project work exposes students more to judgment 
and decision making (reflection in action) than is the 
case in the office where work is much more formal and 
structured.  Students often have to try out a method, for 
example, fitting stairs in place, within the context of the 
whole structure. Students work with ‘snags’ and use ‘trial 
and error’ methods to find out what works best; they 
learn through experience:  

“I think the responsibility in the workplace is a lot watered 
down to what we have been experiencing here because in 
the workplace you are still regarded as a student ... When 
I am given a task and I do not have outside instruction 
and I have to try to think of a way of doing this, previous 
experiences play a role and my own initiative.”

Such decision making is generally distributed as 
students problem-solve with their peers. In addition, 
students on projects must interact with a whole range of 
professionals who contribute to the project, for example 
professional architects, landscapers and suppliers, as 
well as with the ‘clients’ (teachers and schoolchildren), 

which is not necessarily the case in the office. 

Principles that have been learnt in the office and at 
university can now be applied and, importantly, adjusted 
to suit the needs of the site of practice. The project site is 
thus, according to students, a potent learning space.

Discussion

Both office and SL sites of practice provide students 
with rich exposure to the practice of Architecture. However, 
service learning provides a different and perhaps more full 
exposure to ‘becoming’ an architect. Students experience 
the full range of a community, including access to clients 
and suppliers. The roles that students fill are different 
from those of the office. They act as quasi professionals, 
problem solving with one another, developing ‘rule of 
thumb’ approaches and these with a sense of responsibility 
and consequence of the work they are doing; these are 
quite different rules, compared to those of the office. Their 
roles are less well defined than in the office, affording 
opportunities to exert agency. All in all, the students, 
through engaging in service learning, develop the object 
of the activity to something more closely resembling work 
that is “intrinsically tied to human existence and the lived 
experience”. See Table 2 for an analysis of the two sites of 
practice through an activity theory lens.

TABLE 2: Learning at two sites of practice

Element of the activity system Activity system of the office Activity system of the community project

Community – who else has an interest 
in the object of the activity 

Architects, lecturers Architects, lecturers, teachers, pupils, other 
students, suppliers and landscapers

Subject – from whose perspective is 
the activity being examined?

Students having weak agency Students having strong agency

Object of the activity – raw material or 
problem space students are working 
on which is transformed

Doing office work, mainly 
council drawings

Building an outdoor classroom

Mediating artefacts – what the students 
mobilise to work on the object 

Curriculum and studio project 
work, architects, internet and 
CAD-like programmes

Curriculum and studio project, office 
experiences, peers and various experts on site

Rules – overt and tacit norms of 
practice

Instructed rather than 
initialised work, speed and 
accuracy important, follow 
drawing conventions, critique, 
behavioural rules

Responsibility to community, mutual 
accountability, sustainability, rule of thumb.

Divisions of labour and roles Well-defined apprentice/
draughtsman roles, junior in 
work team, focus on specific 
task (rather than integrated)

Student as professional architect, student as 
expert, collaborative and distributed roles, 
integration of practices and theory

Outcome – what emerges as students 
work on the problem space?

Skill at doing council 
drawings

Giving to the community, changing pupils’ 
lives, improving conditions, i.e.,  contributing 
to the community.
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Current theory of service learning hints at the 
possibility for such learning opportunities, but is by 
and large under-theorised as to how it contributes to 
professional development. Through analysing students’ 
service learning experiences through an activity theory 
lens, this contribution can be more clearly shown.

Practical implications

Students’ contribution and hence impact on change 
in organisation/society happens where workplaces 
create affordances for this. Such affordances involve, we 
believe, students understanding themselves as having 
some power and influence within the community, as 
occupying a niche of relative expertise, even if there is 
recognition that they can not know everything and that 
knowledge and skill is distributed amongst the other 
peripheral ‘experts’. This particular perception of division 
of labour was supported by how students understood 
the cultural norms of the project, particularly a sense 
of responsibility to peers working on the project and to 
members of the community for whom they were working. 
The object of learning through building a classroom 
was transformed into learning through their contribution 
and, in so doing, they were taking on something of the 

professional identity of becoming an architect. In this 
way, service learning projects can go some way towards 
realising Architecture’s role in improving people’s lives 
through work, which is both practical as well as ethical 
(UK AERG 2013).

Thus, the learning through contribution metaphor of 
Stetsenko (2008), drawing on activity theory, resonates 
well with the important level of learning and identity 
formation that can occur through community work.

This is not to say that learning and identity formation 
do not occur in office work, which can be identified as 
residing in more of a participatory learning metaphor. 
Here students are ‘learning the ropes’ through interaction 
with real work and experts and focusing on knowing 
their world as it currently is. However, the power of 
contributory learning is that “… people come to know 
themselves and their worlds and ultimately to become 
human in and through the processes of collaboratively 
transforming the world in view of their goals” (Stetsenko 
471). It can be suggested that work office practice, as a 
means to develop professional identity and learning in the 
field of architecture, could benefit from the inclusion of 
learning events designed to promote a more activist and 
transformative stance to learning (Stetsenko 2008). 
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South African English Additional Language (EAL) students struggle to engage conceptually with English-
medium academic material in and outside the higher education classroom. This struggle perpetuates a high failure 
and low throughput rate across the sector. The institutionalisation of English as the language of teaching and 
learning at most higher education institutions contributes to the pedagogical marginalisation of these students by 
ignoring their linguistic and literacy rights, and deflating the principles of social justice, equity and redress. 

This study highlights the linguistic hybridity of EAL students studying at a South African university of 
technology and tracks efforts to improve their epistemological access and, ultimately, their academic success by 
employing a language ecology perspective within a cognitive semiotic framework. This qualitative study aims  at 
investigating the effect of a multimodal approach to improve academic literacies of EAL students using a blog in 
their preferred language and learning style. 

This study describes an intervention, contrasting the prior teaching and learning practices of Extended 
Curriculum Programme (ECP) first-year Mechanics students and their lecturer at a South African university of 
technology. From the findings, the author advocates mediating teaching and learning strategies to promote 
conceptual understanding of course material. Furthermore, the findings contribute to the debate that aims to find 
viable solutions for suitable teaching and learning practices to promote learner-centeredness in EAL  contexts in 
higher education.

Keywords: epistemological access, English additional language, hybrid language, 
multimodal approach, constructivism, language ecology, cognitive semiotics

Epistemological Access 
through Blogging – 
A Multimodal Approach
THEODORE RODRIGUES           

Introduction

A clear paradigm shift from a theory-based approach 
to learner-centeredness at higher education institutions 
(HEIs) in South Africa has been advocated since the 
publication of the South African Department of Education’s 
(DoE) 1997 Education White Paper 3 (DoE 1997) and 
the Education White Paper 6 (DoE 2001). These papers 
respectively provided HEIs with several guidelines: they 

indicated new policy directives to help HEIs meet the 
demands required in the workplace; outlined how the 
education and training system needed to transform itself 
to contribute to establishing an empathic and humane 
society; and showed how HEIs had to change to 
accommodate the full range of students’ learning needs 
and the mechanisms that should be implemented. 

Since the publication of these papers, HEIs have 
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made much headway to implement change at their 
campuses. Implementation of the directives and 
recommendations can be seen in those universities that 
adopted a Constructive Alignment framework (Biggs 
2003, 1), technology-based teaching and learning 
(Kearsley and Shneiderman 1998, 5), experiential learning 
(De Boer, Steyn and Du Toit 2001, 191), and reflective 
methods of teaching and learning (Venter, Blignaut and 
Stoltz 2001, 163). 

However, the decline in implementation of these 
directives and recommendations is apparent when one 
considers the alarmingly high failure rates of specifically 
English Additional  Language (EAL) students. Social 
justice, equity and redress advocated by the South 
African Constitution found no relevance during the 
implementation phases. Not even the multilingual rights 
championed by the Pan South African Language Board 
(PANSALB 1999, 1), where languages are viewed as 
rights and resources on a continuum, have come to full 
fruition. By opting for English as the language of learning 
and teaching (LoLT) over the students’ mother tongue 
(L1), or a mixture of languages, HEIs have denied EAL  
students access to the epistemologies of their respective 
courses. This practice has negated their linguistic and 
literacy rights (in other words, their pedagogical rights 
(Bernstein 2000)), as embraced by the Constitution 
(Alexander 2003; Heugh 2007; Language Policy for 
Higher Education, Department of Higher Education and 
training, DHET 2002; the Constitution of the Republic of 
South Africa, RSA 1996). 

As a result of these systemic inefficiencies and 
inequalities, a new set of educational challenges relating 
to EAL  students’ epistemological access to academic 
content has emerged. In addition to a deficient school 
system (Alexander 2003, 28) that doesn’t fully support 
these students’ pedagogical rights (Bernstein 2000), 
the following factors exacerbate their poor conceptual 
literacy: socio-affective factors, background knowledge, 
language skills, reading comprehension and cognitive 
abilities (Carstens 2016; Madiba 2014; Rodrigues 
and Abrahams, 2017). In addition, Bozalek, Garraway 
and McKenna (2011, 8) emphasise the cause of this 
conceptual divide as “the gap between the ways of 
knowing students come with from school and those 
which the (university) curriculum exposes them to”. 

The rationale for conducting this study was to 
explore an alternative approach to teaching and learning, 
to improve the epistemological access to the language 
of Mechanics, especially regarding the poor academic 
performance of EAL Extended Curriculum Programme 

(ECP) first-year Mechanics students. This rationale arose 
from their pedagogical marginalisation which was (and 
is still) further problematised by teaching and learning 
practices that support only certain learning preferences, 
thus incarcerating their conceptual development even 
further.  

The aim of this paper is threefold: firstly, to describe 
the current teaching and learning practices within a 
multilingual context at a South African university of 
technology, highlighting the linguistic hybridity of its EAL 
students; secondly, to advocate a multimodal approach 
that employs teaching and learning strategies that are 
sensitive to the real linguistic demands, the pragmatics 
of language use, and the learning preferences of EAL 
students, employing a language ecology perspective 
within a cognitive semiotic framework; and thirdly, to 
suggest to lecturers alternative teaching practices to 
help EAL students bridge the conceptual gap caused by 
dealing with complex course material (while still retaining 
the scientificness of such material).

The following critical questions guided this research:

•	 How	would	a	multimodal	approach	such	as	a	blog	
contribute to a better conceptual understanding of 
the language of Mechanics on the part of EAL ECP 
first-year Mechanical Engineering students?

•	 Would	epistemological	access	to	the	language	of	
Mechanics improve if information were transferred 
through the medium of a language with which 
students can better associate?

•	 To	what	extent	do	the	learning	preferences	of	
students affect their epistemological access to 
academic material?

•	 What	are	students’	attitudes	towards	using	‘their’	
language as a LoLT?

This paper commences with a literature review, 
followed by a theoretical framework and methodology. 
Findings from the data collected are then analysed and 
discussed. 

Literature review

Research advocates the strategic use of multilingual 
practices as a meaning-making compromise where 
English functions as the de facto LoLT (Bailey 2007; 
Blackledge and Creese 2010; Carstens 2016; Cummins 
2005; De Klerk 2006; Garcia 2007; Heugh 2007, 2009; 
Van Lier 2004a, 2008). At most South African HEIs, 
EAL students are using their own linguistic and literacy 
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practices. It has become the trend that students are 
bringing their own language literacy practices into formal 
lectures, tutorials and even tests. In most cases, they use 
these multicultural literacies that they have developed 
at secondary school to make sense of difficult content 
and provide them with equal opportunity in the academic 
environment (Hibbert and Van der Walt 2014, 5). 
Carstens (2016) attests that language is a process and 
an activity and points out that language users employ 
their entire semiotic repertoire and draw upon various 
sets of language features from different languages or 
other semiotic systems. 

From an ecological perspective, that highlights 
learning as an “ability to adapt to one’s environment in 
increasingly effective and successful ways” (Van Lier 
2004b, 97), the aforementioned trend correlates with EAL  
students’ need to adapt their language use to survive 
in the education environment. Van Lier (2004b, 97) 
accentuates the active relationship between the language 
user and the environment in all physical, social and 
symbolic functioning. This relationship can therefore not 
be negated when one wants to produce an ethical and 
moral dimension to learning where there is a mismatch 
between what the education system offers and what the 
students require. 

Using a language to which students relate best 
would scaffold their encounters with new texts and 
facilitate epistemological access (Koda 2004, 136), as 
well as add value to their (meta)cognitive, pedagogical 
and even non-pedagogical development (Blackledge and 
Creese 2010, 206). Joseph and Ramani (2012) argue 
that mother tongue education is mandatory if one wants 
to secure higher levels of academic cognition. These 
sentiments that support the promotion of indigenous 
South African languages as LoLTs at HEIs are echoed 
in the Language policy for higher education (DHET 
2002). Accomplishing this, however, demands the 
further development of these languages as languages 
of science (DHET 2003). A clear paradigm shift from 
a monolingual to a multilingual teaching and learning 
environment, highlighted by these policy documents, is 
an effort to recognise and address the breakdown and 
the massification of higher education (Boughey 2000) 
and promote inclusivity.    

One should, however, consider the three 
educational barriers distinguished by Cross (1981); 
and, in my opinion, two additional barriers that inhibit 
conceptualisation in this context, namely linguistic 
barriers and learning style barriers. Morrow’s (1993) 
notion of epistemological access appears valuable 

“as it is anchored in fostering a pragmatic fit between 
institutional values and personal epistemological 
orientations” (Rambe and Mawere 2011, 7). Mkonto 
(2015, 213) argues that an awareness of learning 
preferences (modalities)  are mandatory in order to 
provide tertiary students epistemological access, 
and should therefore be promoted. Attempts should 
therefore be made to accommodate all students with an 
all-encompassing teaching style or mode in a diverse 
classroom (Gilakjani 2012), as it will improve their 
academic achievement (Abidin, Ziegler and Tuoli 2012). 
Veena and Shastri (2013) propose a multimodal learning 
style preference that support students in adjusting to 
different teaching styles and learning environments. 
Mashiyi (2014:146) advocates:

… [a] diversity-compliant, inclusive model that is 
multimodal, multiliterate and context-embedded, and 
which focuses on discourse as socially constituted and 
constituting, by taking into account the wider multilingual 
context and diverse classroom cultures and that is 
dialectical and interactive.

This model would address the following 
characteristics of EAL students and, in the process, 
transform them into participants in, and users of, shared 
disciplinary practices at HEIs:

•	 Their	diverse	perceptual	learning	modalities	(Fleming	
2014; Mkonto 2015); 

•	 Their	literacy	and	linguistic	needs	to	effect	
epistemological access (Boughey 2010; Bozalek, 
Garraway and McKenna 2011; Morrow 2009; Muller 
2012).

Against the backdrop of the South African context, 
this multimodal model implies a fusion of various 
knowledge sources and communication modes to 
ensure active participation of, and independent learning 
by, EAL students. Knowledge sources include teaching 
personnel, fellow students, printed and visual text, media 
forms, service learning facilities, and communities. 
Communication modes refer to face-to-face, technology-
mediated, synchronous/asynchronous engagement 
(Caulfield 2011). The constructivist nature of a multimodal 
approach strikes a balance between the pedagogical 
knowledge and facilitation of teaching personnel and the 
independent learning of students. 

Furthermore, the multimodal approach is rooted in an 
assisted learning paradigm which caters for the linguistic 
and literacy needs and learning modalities of students by 
means of technology and through creating a symbiotic 
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relationship between teaching personnel and students 
(Hornberger 2005, 2008). A multimodal approach 
postulates that all possible tools, i.e., using the interplay 
of the variety of languages spoken by bilingual students, 
should be used to help them gain epistemological access 
to the ‘goods’ of the university (Muller 2012). 

Hornberger (2005, 607) argues that the learning of 
‘bi/multilinguals’ is “maximised when they are allowed 
and enabled to draw from across all their existing 
language skills”. Against the backdrop of language 
being an essential part of gaining access on the part of 
EAL  students in a monolingual education environment, 
Pinkman (2005, 12) suggests a blog to support foreign 
language students as it allows them to  “reflect, 
comment, question, review, and communicate – outside 
the classroom in an authentic environment”. 

Apart from their authentic, collaborative learning 
potential and interesting nature (Pinkman 2005), blogs 
enhance and supplement the learning environment 
promoting reflective thinking, interactivity and deep 
learning where students interpret information and 
apply their knowledge (Cashion and Palmieri 2002, 
157). What makes blogs even more appealing is the 
fact that users or bloggers can use their own linguistic 
and literacy practices (Hibbert and Van der Walt 2014; 
Rodrigues and Abrahams 2017) to operate in a non-
judgemental educational environment. Blogging is a 
media form where bloggers respond immediately, and 
publish more frequently, as users don’t spend time 
redrafting or revising their posts and are more willing 
to express their opinion because their writing is not 
judged by fellow bloggers (Rettberg 2009). Offering 
the possibility of uploading and sharing multimedia, 
i.e., documents, videos and audio files, blogs promote 
the negotiation of meaning, create new semiotic 
networks and engage students in a language of their 
choice. In the context of promoting accessibility, blogs 
correlate with a constructivist approach to learning by 
highlighting learner- and activity-centeredness (Van 
Lier 2007).    

To scaffold this meaning-making process by using 
blogs, translanguaging can therefore be employed as a 
viable mechanism to support the notion of language as 
a resource (Carstens 2016). According to Lewis, Jones 
and Baker (2012, 641), translanguaging is a mechanism 
with these dimensions:

… two languages are used in a dynamic and 
functionally integrated manner to organise and mediate 
mental process in understanding, speaking, literacy 

[…] and learning. Translanguaging concerns effective 
communication, function rather than form, cognitive 
activity, as well as language production. 

Joseph and Ramani (2004) provide evidence 
that students can successfully transition from the 
basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) to 
the cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) 
(Cummins 2005, 2008) if their L1 is used as LoLT. 
Madiba (2014) emphasises translanguaging as a 
scaffolding tool for concept literacy by highlighting how 
students obtain a deeper conceptual understanding by 
merging their multilingual and multi-literate resources 
with English and other multimodal resources. Joseph 
and Ramani (2012) argue that mother tongue education 
is mandatory if one wants to secure higher levels of 
academic cognition. 

Despite the value L1 education has, most students 
do not prefer the standardised version of their L1 (Dyers 
and Davids 2015). They rather opt for hybrid language 
practices (HLPs) – more than two languages merged 
as one language using vernacular, cultural adaptation, 
translanguaging, code-meshing, and even heteroglossia 
(Rodrigues and Abrahams 2017).

Theoretical framework

This paper draws on a language ecological and 
cognitive semiotic perspective (Van Lier 2004b). The 
rationale for using the language ecological perspective is 
that it provides us with a lens that teaching and learning 
should be an activity that takes place in a meaningful 
environment that produces the highest possible quality of 
related learning and teaching activities. In addition to this 
perspective, the cognitive semiotic framework sensitises 
our teaching and learning perspective that meaning is an 
all-encompassing activity, i.e., it employs linguistics and 
other meaning-making capitals of physical, social and 
symbolic classifications (Van Lier 2008).

Language ecological perspective

A language ecological perspective “is the study 
of diversity within specific socio-political settings in 
which the processes of language use create, reflect, 
and challenge particular hierarchies and hegemonies” 
(Creese and Blackledge 2010, 104). Van Lier (2004b, 
86) asserts that the language ecological perspective is 
not a particular theory or model of teaching, research or 
learning, but is essentially 
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… a world view, a way of being and acting in the 
world that has an impact on how we conduct our lives, 
how we relate to others and to the environment, and of 
course also, how we conceive of teaching and learning.

He views the teacher as one who develops students’ 
“panoramic view of self” by engaging with them and 
providing them with various possibilities to develop (Van 
Lier 2008, 5). This broadening of the panoramic view of 
students is based on the notion that there is a relationship 
between the specific features of the perceiver and the 
environment they engage with, as the perceived objects 
or events and the perceiver are dependent upon each 
other to facilitate meaning-making. Van Lier (2008) 
emphasises the importance of a symbiotic relationship 
between teachers and students to enforce this connection 
in developing new languages alongside the pre-existing 
ones. Within this multilingual context, Hornberger (2002, 
30) asserts an ecological approach which is “essentially 
about opening up ideological and implementational space 
in the environment for as many languages as possible”.  
Drawing on an ecological perspective in this study 
provides us with an approach to consider “the interactional 
order to explore how social ideologies, particularly in 
relation to multilingualism, are created and implemented” 
(Creese and Blackledge 2010, 104). 

Van Lier (2004b, 85) highlights four central organising 
concepts of ecology that are interrelated and promote or 
inhibit development: 

•	 perception	(multimodal,	multisensory);		
•	 action	(activity);
•	 relation	(self	and	identity);	and
•	 quality	(of	educational	experience).

The link between activity and perception is 
an integral component of the ecological theory of 
perception. For perception of information to be 
interpreted effectively, learning should be incidental and 
intentional. Van Lier (2004b) highlights key variables that 
support these two modes of learning: awareness, that 
he views as the exterior part of incidental learning, yet 
central within intentional learning; and intentionality, that 
embodies specific socio-cognitive activity structures 
in the context of intentional learning. Multisensory 
perception refers to the application of auditory and 
visual information in a context so that the recipient can 
transform the information into signs, objects, words, 
gestures, and emergent mental representations, as will 
be outlined in the field of cognitive semiotics. 

Cummins (1983, 2000, 2008) asserts that EAL 

students, who are equipped with BICS, would be able 
to comprehend context-embedded social language by 
observations of non-verbal behaviour, such as pictures, 
concrete objects, and other contextual cues which are 
present and others’ reactions, using voice cues such as 
phrasing, intonations, and stress. He asserts that social 
communication provides more multisensory contextual 
cues than communication in an academic setting. He 
argues that the linguistic demands on communication 
in a classroom, especially for the acquisition of literacy, 
produces a substantial decrease in the range of 
multisensory contextual cues. The clues that we find on 
the horizontal continuum are normally at the far right and 
are mostly linguistic cues (Cummins 1983, 132). 

Multisensory perception therefore allows the receiver 
to make the correct interpretation when words are foreign 
or strange, as in the case of EAL students. Applying a 
combination of semiotic elements spurred on by auditory 
and visual information would support the conceptual 
understanding of a term or word that is unclear at first. 
To come full circle and use unknown terms in future 
could be achieved by memorising or applying cognitive 
strategies to remember them.     

Cognitive Semiotics (CS)

Cognitive semiotics (CS) is typified as the study of 
semiosis or meaning-making employing and integrating 
methods and theories developed in the cognitive 
sciences as well as in the human and social sciences. 
CS draws particularly on the methods and theories of 
semiotics, neuroscience, logic, linguistics, psychology, 
cognitive science, literary theory, computational 
modelling, anthropology, and philosophy. By involving 
itself with the social, cognitive and human sciences, 
CS can thus be viewed as a transdisciplinary field 
and is fundamentally engaged with conceptual and 
textual analysis and embarks upon experimental and 
ethnographic investigations. It mainly develops higher-
order concepts like meaning, sign use, representation, 
language, intersubjectivity, etc., along with their 
interrelations (Zlatev 2011). In summary, it appears to 
be a field of “disciplines and methods, focused on the 
multifaceted phenomenon of meaning” (Zlatev 2012, 2). 

CS attempts to facilitate meaning-making by using 
linguistic information and a variety of other semiotic 
signs (words, gestures) and emergent meanings (Zlatev 
2012) with numerous cues providing potential interpretive 
opportunities (Van Lier 2004a, 90). Furthermore, Van 
Lier (2004a) attests that the environment in which the 
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linguistic action occurs is “characterized by perceptual 
diversity that can be brought to bear on processes 
of meaning-making”. CS considers all aspects of the 
perceived world to conceptualise meaning. Semioticians 
employ semiotic signs and emergent meanings on 
the basis of what is supposed to be communicated. 
Meaning is therefore conveyed by means of conventional 
codes that could be sounds or letters people use to 
create words, body gestures that portray an emotional 
disposition, or even a picture. 

CS emphasises that people do not exist in isolated 
spaces made up of ‘representations’ but rather in 
a meaningful environment developed through their 
perceptions and actions, such as language and basic 
layers of perception. CS postulates that meaning is a 
result of processes of self/other/world interaction, rather 
than ‘inside’ brains, minds, groups or communities 
(Zlatev 2011). Van Lier (2004a, 90) explains the value 
and essence of CS as a framework that aims to 
redress conceptual literacy from a social and cognitive 
perspective by using multilingual practices as a resource 
to mediate learning in L2 contexts: “Certain aspects of 
the perceived world are experienced directly as signifying 
material; other aspects are mediated by a variety of tools, 
cognitive and social.”

Research design and methodology 

This study followed a qualitative case study 
design approach within the interpretivist research 
paradigm. This research design coincides well with 
the proposed theoretical framework. On the basis of 
the particularistic nature of a case study design that 
relies heavily on inductive reasoning in handling multiple 
data sources (Siyepu and Ralarala 2014, 338), the 
researcher embarked on this study using a questionnaire, 
observations, and focus group discussions. 

A triangulated data collection approach was used. 
Methodological triangulation is the heartbeat of CS. 
Zlatev (20I2, 14) emphasises the aims of methodological 
triangulation in CS as follows: “(a) to acknowledge the 
validity of all methods within their respective domain 
of inquiry, (b) the epistemological priority of first- and 
second-person methods in the study of meaning, and 
(c) integrate the three kinds of methods in the same 
project.” 

These methods include the following: (1) a first-
person (subjective) perspective, which includes a 
conceptual analysis, phenomenological methods, and 

systematic intuitions and is usually applied to perception, 
mental imagery and norms in language; (2) a second-
person (intersubjective) perspective, which implies the 
inclusion of empathy, imaginative projection and is 
applied to other persons and social interaction; and (3) 
third-person (objective) perspective, which indicates 
that the researcher employs detached observation, 
experimentation, brain imaging and is usually applied 
to isolated behaviours (e.g., spatiotemporal utterances) 
and biochemical processes. Andrén (2010) explains that 
triangulation, or using more than one data collection 
method, allows researchers to view participants’ 
language engagement and performance in various 
situations where research is being conducted. 

Method

In this study, conducted at a South African 
university of technology between July and December 
2015, participants included 20 Extended Curriculum 
Programme (ECP) first-year Mechanics students, one 
lecturer and one tutor. The clear objective of the study 
was to inquire about the students’ epistemological 
access to the concepts of Mechanics 1. A sample of 20 
were drawn from a group of 70 registered ECP students. 
The Standardised Assessment Test for Access and 
Placement (SATAP) used at the university revealed that 
75% of this ECP group scored below 50% for English 
reading and comprehension. The distribution of mother 
tongue speakers in the ECP group was as follows:

TABLE 1 Distribution of mother tongue speakers in 
ECP group  

During the June mid-term and September tests, only 
13% and 12% respectively of the entire ECP group had 
passed. Based on the unacceptably high failure rate and 
dissatisfaction of the cohort of students, gleaned from 
an initial interview, the researcher embarked on providing 
an intervention by designing a blog that could help to 
address their challenges. 

This study interrogated the language practices and 
teaching style of the participating teaching personnel, 
as opposed to the HLPs and learning preferences 
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of the participating student cohort. This study was 
conducted by means of a questionnaire, observations 
and focus group interviews which were video- and 
audio-recorded, then analysed. Observations of formal 
lectures and tutorials before and after the intervention 
were conducted. Two groups were distinguished: a 
control group of 10 mother tongue English students, 
and an intervention group of 10 EAL students hailing 
from indigenous and Afrikaans-speaking communities. 
Preliminary findings indicated that students had different 
learning preferences that needed to be addressed. Three 
learning styles were identified: reading, auditory and 
visual.

Both groups were observed during lectures and 
tutorials while being subjected to a particular teaching 
practice. The control group was not subjected to 
any form of intervention. After the questionnaires, 
observations and focus group discussions were 
administered a blog designed on Blogger – a blog-
publishing service developed by Google in 2003. The 
blog is public, allowing easy access and maximum 
learning opportunities, and is currently hosted at a 
subdomain on blogspot.com. The comments are 
moderated by the researcher, who has administrative 
rights, before they are made public. The blog allows 
for posts to be made using personal labels and can 
therefore be categorised quite easily. Older posts are 
situated at the bottom and recent posts appear on the 
top in the post section. The blog was designed to have a 
customisable interface, i.e., a representation of the entire 
blog. Currently the blog has a navigation bar, header, 
cross-column pages, sidebar on the right, main posts 
section, a comments section, and a footer to promote 
participation of the users. In addition to these features, 
the blog also has label gadgets personalised for each 
blog page/content, i.e., home, motion, energy, gravity, 
forces, and friction. Each post allows for multimedia to be 
added together with the content. 

   
The intervention group was subjected to this blog 

and multilingual tutorials that addressed EAL students’ 
diverse learning styles, literacy and linguistic needs in 
three formats, i.e., visual, audio and written text using 
the HLPs. The curriculum on the blog was prepared and 
produced by senior Mechanical Engineering students. 
The final products, i.e., calculations and presentations, 
were verified by a BTech student who was, coincidently, 
also appointed as a teaching assistant in the Mechanical 
Engineering Department. The blog covered all the 
themes in Mechanics 1 with the gamut of related 
concepts in isiXhosa, Afrikaans and Sesotho within a 
language ecological framework. Afterwards, focus group 

discussions were conducted in English to capture the 
students’ views on what they had experienced during the 
intervention. 

Results

Data collected by means of the questionnaire 
suggested the following:

•	 70%	of	the	EAL	cohort	did	not	have	a	good	
understanding of concepts covered in the course; 

•	 60%	felt	less	confident	that	they	would	be	successful	
when assessed if they were only relying on their 
English notes and lectures; 

•	 70%	confirmed	that	they	were	visual	and	auditory	
learners, while the remaing 30% identified themselves 
as reading learners;

•	 100%	preferred	a	hybrid	language	to	support	their	
conceptual understanding; 

•	 60%	preferred	a	combination	of	the	three	learning	
preferences used, i.e. visual, reading and auditory; 

•	 100%	of	the	cohort	felt	that	they	had	a	better	
conceptual understanding of academic content after 
engaging with the content in their language of choice; 

•	 100%	preferred	English	terms	stated	in	parenthesis	in	
prescribed course materials, as well as the podcasts 
and video material, when unpacking concepts in the 
three languages; and 

•	 70%	preferred	working	with	others	in	a	language	that	
they all best understood.  

The researcher noticed during his observations that 
the cohort of this study could not effectively objectify the 
language of Mechanics through English, the LoLT. From 
a semiotic ecological point of view, a clear mismatch 
between the LoLT and the language of Mechanics 
was evident during the struggling attempts of the 
EAL students to engage effectively with the academic 
discourse at hand. As a result of that difficulty, EAL 
students appeared reluctant to ask questions as the 
lecturer appeared unsympathetic towards their needs 
(e.g., he did not provide them with alternatives modes of 
access to the epistemologies of Mechanics). 

During the lectures, EAL students misinterpreted 
and incorrectly applied formulae, revealing the poor 
interconnectedness of their current mechanical 
knowledge and the new knowledge presented prior to the 
intervention. As a result, it seemed that students reverted 
to their default disposition of passive disengagement. 
During pre- and post-lecture discussions with the 
lecturer, the researcher sensitised the lecturer to the 
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language and literacy needs of the cohort and proposed 
a multimodal approach to support epistemological 
access (which was not evident in the classroom at that 
point). 

When the lecturer used a multilingual approach 
characterised by students’ demonstrating their linguistic 
hybridity and drawing on examples from their own 
cultural domain, the EAL cohort engaged with more 
confidence and willingness. Video footage revealed 
how two students from different language communities 
explained their solution on the chalkboard using their L1. 
This resulted in improved class participation and a peer 
assisted learning scenario ensued in which students 
conversed in their respective L1s. Similar findings 
were also revealed during tutorials where students 
even grouped themselves into specific language hubs 
to mediate their comprehension of the language of 
mechanics and improve its comprehensibility for one 
another. 

Focus group discussions conducted as part of the 
intervention revealed that EAL  students had memorised 
concepts without developing conceptual understanding. 
Students noted that the lecturer had negated their 
literacy level by making them feel superfluous and 
uncomfortable when they posed questions. Furthermore, 
they commented that he disregarded their ECP status 
when he covered the content without providing them 
with the necessary links between concepts. The students 
attested to not relating well to the teaching approach of 
the lecturer. They explained their discontent: he seemed 
reluctant to address their questions; he dismissed the 
troublesome concepts as relevant to secondary school 
work; he did not provide any background knowledge; 
and he gave superficial explanations and examples to 
which they could not relate. 

The cohort expressed a need for different modes 
of instruction to meet their diverse learning preferences 
and language needs. Engaging with the language of 
mechanics by means of visual representations in textual 
terms, diagrams, illustrations, practical explanations 
from their culture or every day activities (Kress and van 
Leeuwen 1998) enhanced their learning experience. 
These semiotic tools were well received by the cohort as 
they commented that the combination of auditory and 
visual information spurred their attention and enhanced 
their conceptual understanding. The cohort regarded 
the multimodal approach as meaningful as it promoted 
learning as constructive and active. They voiced their 
opinion that it encouraged them to participate in learning 
independently as the blog provided them with an 

explanation of concepts in their preferred language, while 
English terms were retained for assessment purposes. 

Despite their acceptance of English as the LoLT, they 
preferred explanations in a language with which they 
were comfortable. Furthermore, they felt encouraged to 
interact on the blog with their peers and tutors as they 
viewed the blog as a non-threatening environment to 
test their conceptual understanding and applications of 
formulae to solve mechanical problems. They preferred 
the blog over other forms of technological tools like 
Facebook where they are far more prone to be distracted 
by incoming posts. The blog restricted them from 
engaging with other stimuli other than the academic 
material at hand. They would have preferred that the 
lecturer also engaged with them on this platform.

Discussion

There was a strong correlation between the low 
SATAP English scores and poor academic performance 
of the EAL student cohort of this study. Their poor scores 
during assessments in their 2015 academic year were 
mainly the result of their literacy and linguistic rights 
and their learning preferences not being addressed. 
Memorising terms without understanding the concepts 
in the field of mechanics had resulted in a 13% and a 
12% pass rate in the June and September mid-term tests 
respectively. 

From observations and the questionnaire, the 
researcher noticed that a clear mismatch existed 
between the learning needs of the cohort and 
the teaching practices of the lecturer and tutors. 
Epistemological access to the discipline was therefore 
denied, as students, who are equally responsible for 
making meaning, could not fulfil their role as learners 
in this monolinguistic learning environment. Given 
the above, the study utilised a language ecological 
perspective within a cognitive semiotic framework (Van 
Lier 2004a, 2008) to describe, understand and provide 
viable solutions to give the student cohort access to 
the epistemologies of mechanics. Using methodological 
triangulation, the study: 

•	 Described	the	perceptions	of	the	student	cohort	and	
made a conceptual analysis of their language and 
literacy needs within a semiotic ecological framework 
(Van Lier 2004a, 2008). The study indicated that 
this specific cohort required access to the academic 
discourse using their HLPs in and outside the 
classroom;
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•	 Interrogated	the	teaching	practices	of	the	teaching	
personnel and the students’ learning preferences 
(Fleming 2014; Mkonto 2015) of the cohort of this 
study. Focus group interviews attested to the creation 
of an empathic learning environment that would 
address the principles of social justice, equity and 
redress; and

•	 Provided	viable	solutions	to	bridge	the	conceptual	
gap caused by teaching practices (Boughey 2010; 
Bozalek, Garraway and McKenna 2011; Morrow 
2009; Muller 2012) that do not take the needs of 
historically disadvantaged students into account. 

The lecturer not making the necessary links among 
concepts, coupled with the cohort’s poor background 
knowledge and limited English proficiency, created a 
barrier to the students’ access to the epistemologies 
of Mechanics 1. After the teaching personnel had 
been sensitised to the various diverse pedagogical 
needs of the student cohort, a symbiotic relationship 
that promoted confidence and participation ensued. 
Respecting the pedagogical rights of students 
and elevating them to the status of partners in the 
construction of meaning were demonstrations of social 
justice, equity and redress. A blog was tailor-made 
according to the students’ specific learning styles and 
language needs. In order to actualise their understanding 
fully, the blog was created to stimulate students’ 
multisensory perception by providing users with different 
modes, i.e., visual, auditory and written stimuli in their 
preferred language, to negotiate meaning. The cohort of 
the study noted that they undertood the concepts better, 
having all these modes to select from. 

The blog thus provided the cohort of students 
with auditory and visual information so that they 
could transform the information into signs, objects, 
words, gestures and emergent meanings, as outlined 
in cognitive semiotics, by means of incidental and 
intentional learning activities (Van Lier 2004b). The blog, 
designed within a language ecological and cognitive 
semiotic framework, employed a combination of various 
senses that facilitated epistemological access. This 
language ecological and cognitive semiotic perspective 
emphasises the notion that conceptual understanding is 
dependent on linguistic information and a variety of other 
semiotic signs and stimuli.

Limitations of paper

Two limitations exist in this paper:

•	 The	result	was	based	on	a	small	sample	of	students.	
The same positive results with a larger group would 
validate the use of a multimodal approach.

•	 No	impact	study	was	conducted	to	validate	the	
positive perceptions of the cohort, as the academic 
year came to an abrupt halt owing to student 
protests. 

Conclusion

The pedagogical needs of the cohort of this study 
set the tone for using a semiotic ecological approach 
and campaigns for a form of transformational assest-
focused pedagogy. This paper advocates a multimodal 
pedagogical practice that includes HLPs as a right 
and resource and which is responsive to the learning 
preferences of students. This practices will provide 
teachers with a framework for assisted learning to bridge 
the conceptual divide experienced by EAL students 
when interpreting English texts. In other words, this is a 
pedagogical practice that would improve EAL  students’ 
conceptual understanding in a multilingually diverse 
classroom, while not negating the value of English as one 
of the tools which prepares students for the real world of 
work. 
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Abstract

An absence of clear guidelines in the Minimum Requirements for Teacher Education Qualifications (DHET 
2011; 2015) finds teacher education institutions having to resort to developing ‘best’ practice pedagogies, 
indicating a need to research and design a progressive spectrum of learning orientations. Using a mixed research 
method, the author conducted a study on a collaborative blended learning pedagogical approach based on 
computer-mediated collaborative learning. The study drew on the Communicative Model of Collaborative Learning 
and the Cape Peninsula University of Technology’s Faculty of Education’s teacher attributes. The author posits 
that, in social entrepreneurship education, face-to-face environments may acquire significant benefits from 
using asynchronous group discussion forums – a form of online communication outside the constraints of time 
and place – in combination with film. The research results indicated that the dominant orientation of pre-service 
educators was towards ‘learning’, rather than ‘achieving ends’ and/or ‘self-representation and promotion’; and the 
teacher attributes required of an accomplished teacher were prevalent in the online group discussions. 

Keywords: Asynchronous communication, blended learning, Blackboard, community 
of practice, social entrepreneurship, teacher attributes

Implementing a constructivist 
blended learning approach 
in a third-year entrepreneurship 
education class
ZAYD WAGHID

Introduction

In South African higher education, the Department 
of Higher Education and Training’s (DHET) Minimum 
Requirements for Teacher Education Qualifications 
(MRTEQ) policy was designed to evaluate teacher 
education programmes in higher education institutions 
(DHET 2011). The MRTEQ policy’s aim is to provide 
teacher education institutions with guidelines for the 
development of programmes and curricula, and to set 
minimum standards for different qualification types for 
specific purposes in higher education. The significance 
of policy guidelines pertaining to pedagogical learning as 
a knowledge mix in teacher education programmes lies 
in the fact that one of the aims of these guidelines is the 

incorporation of general pedagogical knowledge – that 
is, the study of the principles, practices and methods 
of teaching (DHET 2011, 10). The guidelines specify 
that pedagogical learning is to include knowledge of the 
curriculum, learners’ learning, general assessment and 
instructional strategies, and specialised pedagogical 
content knowledge. The latter looks specifically at the 
methods that teachers should use in presenting concepts 
to learners “succinctly and successfully” (DHET 2011, 10). 
Furthermore, according to the guidelines, ‘Pedagogical 
content knowledge’ includes the methods and rules to be 
used for specific disciplines in order for teachers to create 
appropriate learning opportunities for diverse learners, 
as well as ways of evaluating their (learners’) progress 
(DHET 2011, 10). The author avers that both MRTEQ 
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(DHET 2011) and MRTEQ (DHET 2015) policies lack clear 
guidelines in terms of the types of pedagogies needed 
within teacher education programmes. 

The absence of clear guidelines in both the MRTEQ 
policies presents teacher education institutions, such as 
the Cape Peninsula University of Technology’s (CPUT) 
Faculty of Education (FoE), with the task of adopting ‘best’ 
practice pedagogies to assist higher education educators in 
effectively preparing pre-service educators for the teaching 
profession. Hence, in this context, the need for teacher 
education institutions to accommodate a progressive 
spectrum of learning orientations is an area that certainly 
warrants further research. More specifically, the author 
contends that traditional teaching methods, such as the 
‘chalk and talk’ method, are less productive than a blended 
learning approach to teaching and learning. In the context 
of teaching and learning at CPUT’s FoE, the author proffers 
that face-to-face environments may acquire significant 
benefits from using asynchronous group discussion forums  
– a form of online communication outside the constraints 
of time and place – supported by, and in combination with, 
film as an adjunct teaching medium in the field of social 
entrepreneurship education.

Social entrepreneurship, as an emerging phenomenon 
in South Africa, is concerned with attending directly 
to those basic human needs that remain unfulfilled by 
current social and economic institutions (Waghid and 
Oliver 2017). Furthermore, social entrepreneurship has a 
strong resonance with distributive justice, as outlined in 
the Department of Education’s (1997) Education White 
Paper 3:A Programme for the Transformation of the 
Higher Education System in the ‘National Plan for Higher 
Education’ (NPHE) (Ministry of Education 2001)); it is also 
an aspect of social justice that is concerned with the fair 
distribution of [social] benefits among the members of 
various associations (Miller 2003). Moreover, Waghid and 
Oliver (2017) submit that social entrepreneurship is driven 
solely by passionate and ambitious social entrepreneurs 
whose intention is achieving social justice in society.

In light of the educational context described above, 
the author of this article argues that opening up new 
pedagogical spaces (namely the use of asynchronous 
discussion groups, in combination with film as a teaching 
medium) has the potential to enhance the development of 
both critical intellectual dialogue and social entrepreneurial 
discourse among pre-service educators. It is then that, 
together with their higher education educators, they 
(arguably) may become participants in the learning situation 
as part of a community of practice. Initiating students into 
discourses related to social justice, through a concept such 

as social entrepreneurship, has the potential to evoke within 
such students the capacity to become, or develop their 
ability to become, autonomous, critical, and deliberative. 
This, in turn, will potentially orientate them towards 
becoming more intent on harnessing social justice in 
society and, together with their higher education educators, 
helping to develop, equal, equitable, and just pedagogical 
relations in class room contexts (Waghid and Oliver 2017). 

In the context of developing this collaborative, 
community building educational context, a possible 
pedagogical approach is that of computer-mediated 
collaborative learning. One reason for suggesting this 
approach is that computer-mediated collaborative 
learning has been shown to have a positive influence on 
student achievement (Alavi 1994; Hall 1997; Johnston 
1992; Naidu and Oliver 1999; Uribe, Klein and Sullivan 
2003). Moreover, in this approach, asynchronous group 
discussion forums as situational practices, are used 
to support computer-mediated collaborative learning 
among students in higher education (Huang 2002). 
The specific rationale for adopting asynchronous group 
discussion forums in the context of this study is twofold: 
first, using asynchronous group discussion forums would 
hopefully cultivate both critical and autonomous learning 
capacities and knowledge co-construction among pre-
service educators around the emerging concept of social 
entrepreneurship; second, such group discussion forums 
have the potential to cultivate the desired attributes of an 
accomplished and effective teacher. 

In terms of theoretical frameworks for this study, 
the Communicative Model of Collaborative Learning 
(CMCL), developed by Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb 
(2000), is used as the first framework to examine the 
online interactions in asynchronous group discussion 
forums to explore the ‘dominant orientation’ of students 
towards learning and ‘knowledge domains’. As a second 
framework, the study used CPUT’s FoE teacher attributes 
of an accomplished teacher, adapted from Shulman and 
Shulman’s (2004) ‘Fostering a Community of Learners’ 
(FCL) model, to understand the types of teacher attributes 
that emerged, or began to emerge, from the online 
discussions.

The introductory section of the article provides 
an explanation of the nature of asynchronous group 
discussion forums in higher education, and then proceeds 
with the conceptual frameworks of the study. A description 
of the methods utilised and an analysis of the findings 
ensue. The article concludes with a discussion of the 
key findings and educational implications of the study at 
CPUT’s FoE.
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The nature of asynchronous group 
discussion forums in higher education

Asynchronous group discussion forums play an 
important role in educational discourses by supporting a 
variety of educational activities (Gao, Zhang and Franklin 
2013, 469). The practical nature of asynchronous group 
discussion forums offers their users significant educational 
benefits through flexible learning opportunities within both 
distance and face-to-face educational contexts (DHET 
2012). Asynchronous discussion groups further make it 
possible for higher education educators and students to 
communicate and engage in debates and discussions 
outside the confines of classrooms contexts (DHET 2012). 
Thus, using asynchronous group discussion forums in 
higher education creates the possibility for increased 
student participation, critical engagement, and reflective 
thinking, all of which may allow for deeper discussions 
and more thoughtful learning than is possible in traditional 
face-to-face educational contexts (Anderson and Kanuka 
1997; Hawkes 2006).

For students in higher education, the significance and 
value of asynchronous group discussion forums in teaching 
and learning is linked to the communicative possibility they 
offer for sharing and collaboratively developing knowledge. 
Ma and Yuen (2011) point out that student attachment 
and social relationships are necessary requirements for 
the effective transfer of ideas in developing a collaborative 
understanding of key concepts and terminology among 
students. Establishing positive relationships among 
students carries the potential to further open up the 
possibility of cultivating an inclusive and deliberative 
environment. Such an environment enables students 
habitually and spontaneously to express their thoughts 
and ideas in educational settings free from coercion by 
their peers and educators which, in traditional classroom 
settings, prohibits and inhibits students from having their 
voices heard in debates and discussions. Put more aptly, 
asynchronous group discussion forums may cultivate 
inclusive spaces in which students’ voices are more 
prevalent and valued. In encouraging students to have their 
voices heard through such collaborative learning spaces, 
one is enabling them to share and absorb knowledge, while 
experiencing instances of disagreement and cooperation in 
debates and discussions (Rust and Gibbs 1997).

The use of asynchronous group discussion forums 
in supporting computer-mediated collaborative learning 
stems from Dewey’s (1959) emphasis on collaborative 
constructivism in which he saw collaboration through 
deliberation as assisting students in assuming 
responsibility for their own learning. More specifically, 
constructivism is foregrounded in the notion that 

knowledge is constructed by students through their 
social interaction with others (Dewey 1916; Vygotsky 
1978). Furthermore, building on, and developing further 
the constructivist and socio-cultural educational theories 
of both Dewey (1916) and Vygotsky (1978), Miyazoe 
and Anderson (2010) suggest that constructivism and 
knowledge building, through reflective and collaborative 
learning, are necessary for an effective online learning 
environment. The way in which knowledge is constructed 
by students is premised on the process of discovery 
wherein students’ learning experiences are exemplified 
by their ability to exercise, verify, solidify, improve and 
sharpen their mental processes through discussions and 
information sharing (Carswell 2001, 3). 

Constructivism emphasises that learning should be 
authentic and needs to resonate with real life experiences 
(Huang 2002, 33). This idea of learning is consistent with 
Dewey’s (1938) belief that real-life problems should be at 
the heart of education, and that students’ social contexts 
influence their learning experiences. Providing students 
with the means to share their personal experiences with 
their peers may further assist those peers in critically 
reflecting on such experiences by situating, or imagining, 
themselves in varying contexts (Jonassen 2000). In other 
words, the asynchronous nature of group discussion 
forums focuses on developing knowledge-building 
communities where participants disseminate information 
in the pursuit of establishing meaning, while at the same 
time reflecting both on the newly found knowledge and the 
processes that lead to the construction of such knowledge 
(Jonassen 2000). In this way, collaborative learning is 
foregrounded in establishing communities of inquiry 
in which students are not in isolation but are, instead, 
constituents of an established network (Dewey 1938). 

Communicative Model 
of Collaborative Learning

This section describes and discusses the 
Communicative Model of Collaborative Learning (CMCL) 
developed by Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb (2000, 80) as 
a model underpinning the collaborative learning process 
which is the focus of this article. These authors submit that 
it is inadequate for any learner to comprehend fully the 
meaning of a particular linguistic act per se: it needs to be 
grasped and interpreted within the dominant orientation 
of the learner. Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb (2000, 
80) further posit that the analysis of a concrete learning 
process, premised solely on the aspect of a student’s 
orientation, can also be said to be incomplete. In this 
regard, a communicative analysis of interactions between 
students in a collaborative learning process has to be 
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integrative, involving both dimensions of this process, 
namely the ‘dominant orientation’ and the ‘domain of 
knowledge’ (Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb 2000, 80). 
The authors argue that, within such a communicative 
model, researchers will be able to investigate an individual 
linguistic act more specifically in terms of what it refers to, 
while concomitantly exploring how it contributes to, and 
how it acts upon, the construction and maintenance of the 
collaborative learning process (Cecez-Kecmanovic and 
Webb 2000, 80). 

In this kind of collaborative learning context, the 
CMCL  provides a useful pedagogical tool for evaluating 
online collaborative learning in student postings: the flow 
between their online contributions, and the knowledge 
co-constructed (Treleaven 2003, 100). Cecez-Kecmanovic 
and Webb’s CMCL (2000) stems from Habermas’s Theory 
of Communicative Action (1984) which is premised around 
linguistic action between interlocutors oriented towards 
mutual understanding and unforced agreement. The 

CMCL evaluates the collaborative learning of students’ 
postings in terms of the flow between them and the 
knowledge that is constructed in online discussions 
(Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb 2000, 102). The 
framework categorises data in terms of the ‘dominant 
orientation’ and the ‘domain of knowledge’, and quantifies 
these as a proportion of the total number of posts. This 
assists a researcher in establishing patterns of recognition 
by extracting deeper meaning from qualitative data 
(Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb 2000). The framework 
firstly identifies orientation to ‘Learning’, an orientation to 
‘Achieving Ends’ and ‘Self-representation and Promotion’; 
secondly, it differentiates between the linguistic acts 
that refer to the different ‘knowledge domains’ (Cecez-
Kecmanovic and Webb 2000). 

In this process, each ‘dominant orientation’ is 
divided into three categories in the CMCL matrix, as 
reflected in Table 1. Posts and comments are assigned 
to one of these categories in each dimension. 

Knowledge 
domains

Subject matter (1) Norms and Rules (2) Personal experiences. desires 
and feelings (3)

Dominant 
orientation

Learning (A) A1 - Linguistic acts related 
to subject matter in order to 
share one’s beliefs and views 
with others and to engage 
in argumentation, leading to 
mutual understanding and 
knowledge construction.

A2 - Linguistic acts aimed 
at establishing norms and 
rules regarding ineraction and 
collaboration; cooperative 
assessment of legitimacy, social 
acceptability and rightness of 
individual behaviour.

A3 - Linguistic acts related 
to expressing ones’s 
personal views and feelings 
aimed at increasing mutual 
understanding.

Achieving 
ends (B)

B1 - Linguistic acts 
aimed at disputing claims 
regarding subject matter, 
providing arguments aimed 
at influencing others and 
achieving goals.

B2 - Linguistic acts aimed at 
changing or interpreting norms 
and rules about the interaction 
process so as to suit one’s 
interests and goals (potentially 
at the expense of others).

B3 - Linguistic acts aimed 
at expressing one’s personal 
experiences in a way that 
influences others (learners and 
instructors) to help achieve 
goals (e.g. emphasising personal 
success).

Self-
representation 
and promotion 
(C)

C1 - Linguistic acts aimed 
at raising and disputing 
claims and arguments as 
a performance to serve 
personal promotion (often 
neglecting argumentation).

C2 - Linguistic acts aimed at 
raising or disputing calims that 
norms/rules or their violation 
in order to attract attention 
and establish oneself as a 
distinguished student.

C3 - Linguistic acts aimed 
at expressing one’s personal 
experiences and feelings 
that project an impression of 
importance in a group or of a 
key role in a situation.

TABLE 1 Communicative model of collaborative learning (Cecez-Kemanovic and Webb, 2000) adapted and redrawn 
from Treleaven (2004).

The A1, A2 and A3 categories in Table 1 are, 
according to the CMCL, all regarded as part of the 
‘dominant orientation’ to ‘Learning’ (Cecez-Kecmanovic 
and Webb 2000). Category A1 refers to linguistic acts 
about subject matter raised by students in order to 
share their views and beliefs through argumentation, 
leading to mutual understanding and knowledge creation 
among group members (Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb 

2000). Category A2 refers to linguistic acts that establish 
norms and rules regarding interaction and collaboration, 
cooperative assessment of legitimacy, social acceptability, 
and the rightness of individual behaviour (Cecez-
Kecmanovic and Webb 2000). Category A3 refers to 
linguistic acts expressing personal views and feelings 
by students about the learning process and about other 
students, and are aimed at sharing their experiences, 
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while at the same time increasing mutual understanding 
(Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb 2000). 

The second category (B1, B2 and B3) excludes the 
language acts with a ‘dominant orientation’ aimed solely 
at achieving goals or ‘ends’, while the third category (C1, 
C2 and C3) analyses students’ posts aimed at self-
presentation and promotion. The CMCL model was used 
to evaluate whether the dominant purposes and content 
of interaction pertaining to social entrepreneurship resulted 
in critical intellectual debate, more specifically in cultivating 
social entrepreneurial learning, and in enhancing social 
entrepreneurial discourse. 

CPUT’s Faculty of Education 
teacher attributes

Graduate attributes are described by Bowden et 
al. (2000 in Barrie 2006, 4), as the “qualities, skills and 
understandings that universities agree their students 
should develop during their time with the particular 

institution”. Bowden et al. (2000 in Barrie 2006, 4) submit 
the following regarding graduate attributes: 

[These] include but go beyond the disciplinary 
expertise or technical knowledge that has traditionally 
formed the core of most university courses. They are 
qualities that also prepare graduates as agents of social 
good in an unknown future.  

In light of the aforementioned, the attributes of an 
accomplished teacher refer to one who is “ready, willing, 
and able to teach and learn from his or her experiences” 
(Shulman and Shulman 2004, 259). These teacher 
attributes, as adopted from Shulman and Shulman’s 
(2004) ‘Fostering a Community of Learners’ (FCL) 
model, are categorised into six clusters: the cognitive 
cluster, the dispositional cluster, the motivational cluster, 
the performance cluster, the reflecting cluster and the 
communal cluster (Shulman 2004, 264 – 265). CPUT’s 
FoE further adapted these six clusters to develop their own 
attributes for an accomplished teacher (CPUT 2015, 24). 
These CPUT teacher attributes are reflected in Table 2.

TABLE 2 Cape Peninsula University of Technology’s Faculty of Education Teacher Attributes (2015) adapted from 
Shulman and Shulman (2004) Fostering a Community of Learner (FCL) cognitive clusters

COGNITIVE CLUSTER

Cognitive skills – the ability to demonstrate a clear understanding of the subject matter through appropriate academic means which will 
enable the individual in establishing connections between abstract thoughts and/or objects within a systemic environment.

Critical thinking skills – the ability to disrupt one’s patterns of thought which may enable one in enacting transformative change.

DISPOSITIONAL CLUSTER

Ethical disposition – the ability to exercise the principles and values of doing good for the benefit of oneself and that of others in society 
within a shared ethical framework.

Creative thinking – the ability to think beyond the limitations or boundaries of the known by stimulating divergent thinking and curiosity. 

MOTIVATIONAL CLUSTER

Personal motivation – the ability to remain focused and committed to a shared vision of effective and purposeful teaching and learning for 
the benefits of learners in the school context.

PERFORMANCE CLUSTER

Applied competence – the ability to apply practical, foundational and reflective competencies to challenges in the teaching and learning context.

Academic reading and writing skills – the ability to demonstrate effective literacy skills (remembering, understanding, applying, analysing, 
evaluating, and creating information) in distinct contexts through appropriate, fluent, and accurate means of communication. 

REFLECTIVE CLUSTER

Reflective practice – the ability to reflect on one’s thinking processes in relation to that of others as part of a community by articulating, 
evaluating, and monitoring these processes that may generate the shifts necessary for transformation. 

COMMUNAL CLUSTER

Communities of learning and practice – the ability to collaborate and deliberate within a community of inquiry.
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Methods

This study aims to examine pre-service educators’ 
responses to questions posted on asynchronous group 
discussion forums on CPUT’s learning platform system, 
Blackboard. The questions pertained to a film on social 
entrepreneurship. Third-year BEd students (N=48) 
specialising in teaching Further Education and Training 
(FET) served as the sample for this study. Eight group 
discussion forums, each comprising between five and 
eight students, were identified. Most of the students 
indicated their willingness to participate in this study  by 
signing a consent form. The participants were informed 
that their participation was voluntary, anonymous and 
confidential. Ethical clearance was acquired from the 
Faculty of Education’s Ethics Research Committee, 
adhering to the ethical considerations of the study. 
Participants’ names were replaced with abbreviations to 
ensure anonymity. 

In evaluating the online discussions, the author 
selected two tools for analysis. First, all posts were 
analysed using Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb’s (2000) 
Communicative Model of Collaborative Learning (CMCL). 
Using the Treleaven and Cecez-Kecmanovic (2001) 
approach, each post and comment was analysed and 
coded, first in terms of its ‘knowledge domain’, and then 
in terms of its ‘dominant orientation to learning’. In the 
second stage of analysis, the posts of a representative 
sample were selected based on the diverse comments 
posted by the students in this group in relation to the 
second framework of the study. In this instance, the 
posts were examined to understand whether the online 
group discussions provided evidence for the establishing 
of the attributes of a teacher. For this, the author 
used CPUT’s FoE teacher attributes adapted from the 
Shulman and Shulman (2004) FCL model.  All posts and 
comments were coded using the Computer Assisted 
Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), namely 
ATLAS.ti. 

The following discussion questions were used to 
guide and interpret the students’ blogging interaction: 
•	 In	your	view,	is	social	entrepreneurship	a	familiar	term	

amongst students in higher education? 
•	 Is	social	entrepreneurship	emphasised	at	schools	

where you have taught?
•	 Why	do	you	think	social	entrepreneurship	is	not	

included in the Grade 8 Curriculum Assessment 
Policy Statement (CAPS)?

•	 What	is	your	understanding	of	social	
entrepreneurship, having viewed the film, Who cares?

•	 How,	or	in	what	ways,	has	the	film	made	you	aware	
of the socio-economic issues affecting South African 
society?

•	 From	having	viewed	the	film,	Who	cares?,	what	do	
you think you as a citizen can do to cultivate social 
entrepreneurship in society?

Findings

There was a total of 42 posts and 274 comments in 
the online discussion forums on Blackboard. The overall 
aggregate description of the online group discussions 
for the online group discussion forums (n=7) is shown 
in Table 4. After coding the posts and comments in the 
online groups, it was determined that the posts had a 
combined total of 174 instances of subject matter with a 
mean of 43.50 and a standard deviation (SD) of 52.923, 
a total of 62 instances of norms and rules with a mean 
of 15.50 and an SD of 19.019, and 80 instances of 
personal experiences, with a mean of 20.00 and a SD of 
24.756. 

TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics

As previously mentioned, the CMCL includes three 
categories within the ‘dominant orientation’, namely 
‘Subject Matter’, ‘Norms and Rules’, and ‘Personal 
Experiences’. Each of these categories will now be 
discussed. 

Category A1 – Subject Matter
In the online group discussions, the CMCL analysis 

signified the ‘dominant orientation’ of the posts clustered 
as ‘Subject Matter’ (Category A1) as being the highest 
category in relation to ‘Norms and Rules’ (Category A2), 
and ‘Personal Experiences’ (Category A3) respectively. 
Due to ‘Subject Matter’ having a high average across 
the groups ( =43.50), the pre-service educators shared 
their points of view on social entrepreneurship in both 
secondary and higher education. This was accompanied 
by the pre-service educators’ elucidations of the social 
entrepreneurship concept, having viewed the film Who 
Cares? (Students FN, NM, AB, XL, DLL and MAS in 
Figures 1 and 2). 

N Mean ( x ) Std. Deviation

A1 – Subject matter 7 43.50 52.923

A2 – Norms and rules 7 15.50 19.019

A3 – Personal experiences 7 20.00 24.756
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FIGURE 1 Group 1Figure 1: Group 1
 

Figure 2: Group 10
 
 More importantly, there were instances from the sample 
groups analysed in which students engaged with each 
other through argumentation and deliberation, as reflected 
by students NSEM and PS in Figure 6. This further confirms 
the inclusive spaces in which students had, and felt they 
had, the liberty to have their voices heard. 

Category A3 – Personal Experiences
A relatively low average number of posts ( =15.50) 

were clustered around ‘Category A3’ across the online 
groups. However, the asynchronous online group 
discussion forums afforded the students the opportunity 
to share with their peers those personal experiences 
which were of value to them; this sharing might, in turn, 
have enhanced deeper discussion and debate. Hence, 

the author found that some students could explain their 
interpretation of social entrepreneurship as a result of its 
integration at certain schools. This might have cultivated 
a greater awareness among the rest of the students in 
the groups in terms of how social entrepreneurship was 
integrated as part of the entire curriculum – across all or 
most subjects – at these schools. 

In addition, the film played a role in cultivating a 
critical awareness of the students’ own socio-economic 
contexts, which assisted them in developing innovative 
and practical solutions in resolving the pertinent socio-
economic problems permeating their local contexts 
(Students DLL, MDD, TJH and MTJ in Figures 3 and 4). 
The sample students’ responses as shown in Figures 

FIGURE 2 Group 10
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FIGURE 3 Group 10
Figure 3: Group 10
 

FIGURE 4 Group 10

3 and 4, pertaining to the nature of the ‘Personal 
Experiences’, signified that the students’ linguistic acts 
were aimed both at sharing their innovative solutions 

and at increasing mutual understanding. This might have 
been due to the assignment question being posted on 
Blackboard as a means of guiding their discussions.\
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FIGURE 5 Group 3

Category A2 – Norms and Rules
Since the students were required to post the 

entrepreneurship assignment questions on their individual 
online group discussion forums, it was expected that 
the posts would be coded as ‘Category A2’. More 
specifically, since the assignment questions established 
norms and rules that directed the students’ responses 
online, it was to be expected that some of the posts (
=20) showed students reflecting and commenting 

on other students’ posts as part of their learning (A2). 
In this regard, there were instances where students 

illustrated cooperative assessment of legitimacy, social 
acceptability, and rightness of individual behaviour as 
part of their learning. This depicts the nature of Category 
A2 (Student AHT in Figure 3; Student CLA in Figure 4; 
Student NF in Figure 5; and Student NSEM in Figure 6). 

The author’s analyses of the discussion comments 
indicated that no students (N=0) displayed a ‘dominant 
orientation’ towards ‘Achieving Ends’ (B1-B3) and ‘Self-
representation and Promotion’ (C1-C3). In this regard, 
the students might have been conscious of the need 

FIGURE 6 Group 4

Figure 5: Group 3
 
 
 

Figure 6: Group 4
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to develop group cohesion and collaboration through 
acts of deliberation in which the students respected the 
opinions and views of their peers. From the results, the 
category of ‘dominant orientation’ to learning certainly 
signified that group cohesion and collaboration were 
important in constructing micro-communities among the 
students, instead of their working in isolation. The author 
infers that group familiarity, together with a willingness 
to respond to the questions, might have been a result of 
the students having watched the social entrepreneurship 
film in terms of it being both an enriching and informative 
visual stimulus, together with the students’ socio-
economic contexts. Hence, one can conclude that the 
students were able to share their meaningful experiences 
and views of social entrepreneurship, after having been 
exposed to the many themes from the film, through 
equitable dialogue in mutual spaces. 

Findings showing CPUT’s Faculty of Education 
teacher attributes

The author’s analysis of the pre-service educators’ 
posts from Groups 1, 3, 4 and 10 (Figures 1 – 6) revealed 
the presence of a number of FoE teacher attributes, 
namely, the cognitive, dispositional, motivational, 
performance, reflective, and communal attributes.  

Cognitive skills and creative thinking skills
From the sample groups analysed, the students in 

Group 1 (in Figure 1) demonstrated an understanding of 
the subject matter and concept (social entrepreneurship) 
after viewing the film. Three of the four students 
from Group 1 were able to establish connections 
between the absence of the emerging concept (social 
entrepreneurship) in secondary education and the lack of 
knowledge and awareness of this concept in the same 
context (and amongst educators and secondary school 
curricula) in general. Moreover, the students noted that 
social entrepreneurship was an unfamiliar term among 
pre-service educators in higher education. This could 
be attributed to their scrutinising of the Grades 7 – 9 
Economic and Management Sciences and Grades 10 – 
12 Business Studies Curriculum and Assessment Policy 
(CAPS) Statement. From the sample groups analysed, 
only two students responded in the affirmative to the 
question pertaining to social entrepreneurship as being a 
familiar term, a response which signified these students’ 
level of criticality in disagreeing with their peers (Student 
XL in Figure 1 and Student PS in Figure 6).  

The students’ disagreement amongst themselves 
in considering whether social entrepreneurship was a 
familiar term among pre-service educators in higher 

education resulted in further valuable argumentation. 
Student NSEM disagreed with student PS’s view, a 
disagreement which was substantiated with student 
NSEM’s point of view, as reflected in Figure 6. Figure 
2 shows that student DLL also expressed a degree 
of critical thinking when he questioned the roles and 
responsibilities of educators in society. More specifically, 
student DLL felt that educators need to disrupt their 
(educators’) patterns of teaching by challenging the 
school curriculum. This critical view is further exemplified 
by student MAS in Figure 2, indicating that she critically 
reflects on the integration of social entrepreneurship 
as primarily being taught at mainstream business level, 
while being absent in other fields, such as in education. 
In these instances, the FoE teacher attributes, namely 
cognitive and critical thinking competencies, were both 
inherent and clearly apparent among these students.   

Ethical disposition, creative thinking skills, personal 
motivation and applied competence

With reference to Group 10 in Figure 3, all the 
students displayed the desire to resolve some of the 
pertinent socio-economic problems permeating and 
playing a debilitating role in their local contexts. These 
students emphasised the importance of education 
and technology (student DLL and TJH), and of 
farming, and assisting the community (student MDD), 
and in establishing community-based organisations 
(student MTJ). Hence, one could conclude that 
using asynchronous forums assisted these students 
(students DLL, TJH, MDD and MTJ) in communicating 
their innovative social entrepreneurial thoughts and 
proposed solutions for resolving identified problems for 
the betterment of society. In these instances, the author 
infers that the students displayed two of the FoE teacher 
attributes: ethical disposition, and creative thinking skills. It 
can further be claimed, from Figure 3, that these students 
possessed the motivation to develop plausible and 
practical solutions to the identified problems. Being able to 
demonstrate sound practical, foundational and reflective 
competences in response to these social needs to some 
extent depicted these students as having two more of the 
FoE teacher attributes: personal motivation and applied 
competence. 

Academic reading and writing skills, reflective 
practice, and communities of learning and practice

It is evident from the findings shown in Figures 1 – 6 
that the asynchronous means of communication also 
offered the students the means of displaying effective 
cognitive and literacy skills (remembering, understanding, 
applying, analysing, evaluating, and constructing 
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information); more specifically, they were able to 
comprehend and clearly respond to the questions posted 
to their individual groups.

The students responded in a deliberative manner 
to their peers’ comments and maintained respect in 
instances of both agreement and disagreement (students 
NSEM, PS and SOG in Figure 6). In terms of Group 3 
(in Figure 4), student CLA signified the reflective practice 
attribute in which her thinking resonated with student 
ZC’s comment regarding social entrepreneurship being 
an unfamiliar term among students in higher education. In 
this regard, student CLA was able to articulate, evaluate 
and monitor her response in relation to her peers in the 
classroom when asked the same question in class. 

In three instances, student AHT (in Figure 3), and 
students CLA and NF (in Figure 5), showed the reflective 
practice attribute as they were able to reflect on their own 
thinking processes in relation to the comments of their 
peers. Their ability and willingness, both to collaborate and 
deliberate, clearly exemplified their level of cohesion within 
their individual groups in responding to the assignment 
questions through knowledge co-construction. 

Discussion 

The aim of this study was twofold: first, to examine 
the pedagogical value of using asynchronous group 
discussion forums on Blackboard in combination with film 
as an adjunct teaching medium; second, to assist pre-
service educators in enhancing their teacher attributes 
as part of an online community of practice. The first part 
of the study was informed by Cecez-Kecmanovic and 
Webb’s (2000) Communicative Model of Collaborative 
Learning (CMCL) model, in a process of ascertaining from 
the online discussions which ‘dominant orientations’ to 
learning and ‘knowledge domains’ were prevalent across 
the online discussions after students had viewed the film 
on social entrepreneurship. Examining the pre-service 
educators’ comments using the CMCL further assisted 
the author in evaluating the density of focus on social 
entrepreneurial learning.

The results indicate that the pre-service educators’ 
‘dominant orientation’ was directed towards ‘Learning’ 
above ‘Achieving Ends’ and ‘Self-representation and 
Promotion’. Furthermore, this study highlighted the 
prevalence of ‘knowledge domains’, namely ‘Subject 
Matter’, ‘Norms and Rules’ and ‘Personal Experiences’ 
across the online group discussion forums. The 
critical engagements among the students were further 

enhanced as a result of the probing questions from the 
social entrepreneurship assignment, which, in certain 
instances (as reflected in the results), generated critical 
arguments in the online group discussion forums. 
Initiating pre-service educators into discourses of social 
entrepreneurship can be said to have played an integral 
part in establishing the foundations, principles and 
values of socially conscious students. More specifically, 
these students could offer and clearly articulate their 
viewpoints in the group discussion forums on social 
entrepreneurship, and spell out its implications for 
schools and communities. The results indicate that 
adopting a blended learning approach in combination 
with film has the potential to strengthen pre-service 
educators’ social consciousness towards communities; 
and this heightened social awareness will hopefully 
become part of their teaching discipline in their schooling 
environments (Waghid 2016; Waghid and Oliver 2017).

In the second part of the study, the FoE teacher 
attributes assisted the author in ascertaining which 
attributes of an accomplished teacher showed themselves 
to be prevalent in the online group discussions (CPUT 
2015). The sample groups analysed indicated that the FoE 
teacher attributes, namely cognitive and creative thinking 
skills, ethical disposition, personal motivation, applied 
competence, reflective practice, and communities of 
learning and practice were prevalent. This would indicate 
that these attributes manifested themselves due to the 
establishment of the cognitive, dispositional, motivational, 
performance, reflective and communal clusters espoused 
by Shulman and Shulman (2004). The study indicated the 
likelihood that asynchronous communication practices, in 
combination with the film viewed by students, helped to 
cultivate micro-communities of learning, or the beginnings 
of these, among the pre-service educators. Moreover, the 
online interactions in the asynchronous group discussion 
forums perhaps helped to develop and enhance students’ 
engagement in critical and intellectual debate and 
discussion, together with their reflective capacities and 
inclinations to contribute to the betterment of society 
through social entrepreneurial initiatives (Waghid 2016; 
Waghid and Oliver 2017). 

This study draws attention to the role that higher 
education educators at CPUT and other higher education 
institutions in South Africa could and should play 
in designing the higher education curriculum, more 
specifically, the general pedagogical approaches across 
subjects/disciplines, by actively encouraging students 
to make their voices heard through asynchronous 
forms of communication. Moreover, as the current 
study has shown, discussion forums can offer students 
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the opportunity to collaborate, a process which 
allows spaces for deeper learning, through students 
experiencing intellectual engagement and absorbing 
social nuances (Rust and Gibbs 1997; Topping and Ehly 
1998; Pillay and Alexander 2015).

Furthermore, based on the results of the study, the 
author would argue that the higher education curriculum 
at CPUT’s FoE should be consistently aligned with 
the FoE teacher attributes within a blended learning 
environment. The author would further develop this 
argument by claiming that using asynchronous group 
discussion forums, informed by the FoE teacher 
attributes in combination with an enriching film or 
other media, has the potential to cultivate deliberative 
spaces in which pre-service educators are initiated 
into modelling the attributes and practices of socially 
conscious educators. It is suggested that cultivating 
pre-service educators’ understandings of their future 
roles and responsibilities – as educators, and as social 
entrepreneurial ambassadors in their communities – will 
hopefully shape the way these students respond to the 
needs of their schools and communities. 

The author argues that this study has further 
contributed in two ways to an explanation and cultivation 
of critical social entrepreneurial learning at CPUT’s 
FoE. First, pre-service educators can be initiated into a 
discourse of social entrepreneurship education in the 
higher education contexts if they are taught to become 
critical and autonomous. Second, pre-service educators 
can engage deliberatively to address important 
economic, political and societal challenges informed by, 
and along the lines of, social consciousness and social 
cohesion, as depicted in Figures 1 – 6. In this regard, 
initiating pre-service educators into online discussion 
groups, in combination with film, creates the possibility 
of disrupting their habitual thoughts and attitudes so that 
they come to regard themselves as agents of change 
in the social, cultural and economic spheres of society 
(Waghid 2016; Waghid and Oliver 2017).  

The study has shown the importance of adopting 
a constructivist learning approach in higher education 
for engendering critical learning and thinking processes. 
This paper has illustrated how adopting the approach 
of using asynchronous group discussion forums can 
potentially, without any form of coercion, liberate students 
to express their voices. When students act autonomously, 
they are capable of challenging and amending their own 
and others’ points of view, with the aim of developing 
new, more informed, and critical understandings (Waghid 
2016; Waghid and Oliver 2017). With this preparation, 

pre-service educators will hopefully be better prepared to 
cultivate transformative change in their local communities 
through a critical awareness of the challenges facing such 
local communities; and they will be better equipped to 
enact meaningful transformative change for the betterment 
of society. Hence, teaching social entrepreneurship in 
higher education, following a constructivist blended 
learning approach, may enhance deliberative and inclusive 
engagements whereby pre-service educators learn to 
reason in association with others, without any form of 
disregard for the views of others. 

Conclusion

The absence of clear guidelines in the MRTEQ 
(DHET 2011) and MRTEQ (DHET 2015) policies certainly 
presents teacher education institutions, such as CPUT’s 
Faculty of Education, with the task of adopting ‘best’ 
practice pedagogies in assisting higher education 
educators in effectively preparing pre-service educators, 
not only for the teaching profession, but as agents for the 
betterment of society. This study has offered the use of 
a blended learning approach to Teaching and Learning 
as a ‘best practice’ pedagogical approach. In this 
context, using Cecez-Kecmanovic and Webb’s (2000) 
Communicative Model of Collaborative Learning (CMCL) 
model, together with CPUT’s FoE teacher attributes, 
this study examined the pedagogical value of using 
asynchronous group discussion forums on Blackboard, 
in combination with film as an adjunct teaching medium. 
This approach also assisted pre-service educators in 
enhancing their teacher attributes as part of an online 
community of practice. The results revealed that the 
pre-service educators’ participation in the online 
asynchronous group discussion forums was centred 
around the ‘dominant orientation’ to ‘Learning’, above 
‘Self-representation and Promotion’. 

The results further revealed that using asynchronous 
group discussion forums, in combination with film, 
supported the pre-service educators’ FoE teacher 
attributes, namely, cognitive and creative thinking 
skills, ethical disposition, personal motivation, applied 
competence, reflective practice and communities of 
learning and practice. These are all necessary attributes 
of what Shulman and Shulman (2004) submit is an 
accomplished teacher. The results from this study 
following a constructivist blended learning approach 
offer a useful basis for higher education educators to 
reflect on their own – possibly established and habitual 
– pedagogical approaches and practices. The results 
clearly showed that the cultivation of deliberative, 
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inclusive and equal pedagogical relations requires higher 
education educators to identify and respond to the range 
of students’ learning needs and learning styles which go 
beyond, or even resist, traditional learning and teaching 
styles – and to adjust their teaching accordingly. More 
specifically, initiating pre-service educators into discourses 
of social entrepreneurship in which they may freely offer 
their viewpoints in asynchronous group discussion forums 

on social entrepreneurship, and its implications in schools 
and the community, could be said to have played an 
integral part in establishing the foundations, principles and 
values of socially conscious individuals. 

Due to the relatively small sample size, the study further 
opens up the possibility for further research into alternative 
online pedagogies in the field of teacher education. 
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