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The challenge of diversity: staff, student and

curriculum development

S. Starfield
University of the Witwatersrand

INTRODUCTION

he Academic Support Programme (ASP) of

the University of the Witwatersrand (WITS)
was started in 1980 to assist the then fairly small
numbers of students from disadvantaged schools and
communities entering the university. In the first ten
years of the programme, support was almost entirely
student-focused. The students were mainly black
South Africans from the Department of Education
and Training schools who spoke English as a second
language (EL2). Students were seen to have been
underprepared by their schooling to cope with the
demands of university study. The ASP put in place a
system of subject-based tutorial: programmes in
which ASP subject-specialist tutors, based in their
home departments, offered weekly classes to these

students in what has been termed the “adjunct”.
model (Brinton et al. 1989). This system is still
operational and is proving effective in helping
students pass their first-year courses (Agar 1892).

It has, however, become clear that a student-focused
approach to academic development will have limited
success in the longer term. The “problem” cannot be
solely located within the student: many of the
difficulties which students from historicaily-excluded
communities encounter at WITS can be seen to arise
from the curricula which they encounter and the types
of teaching which prevail. Many lecturers and
departments are certainly underprepared to cope with
a student body diverse in its race. gender and class
composition. This awareness has led the ASP, over
the last five years, to become involved in staff and
curriculum development. Starfield (1994) provides a
fuller account of this evolution. Figure 1 illustrates the
structure and function of the WITS ASP: the central
group of language and learning specialists function as
consultants to departments on curriculum develop-
ment and teaching and learning in a context of
diversity. An intermediary tier of faculty-based Edu-
cational Development Officers are also engaged in
curriculum development projects and may coordinate
student support activities. In order 1o meet the
challenge of diversity it is essential that all three
components — student, staff and curriculum develop-
ment — are seen as interactive and interacting. As the
improvements in the teaching/learning process ben-
efit all students in the institution, diversity then
becomes a resource for an institution rather than a
probiem needing a solution.

| would like to illustrate, with the use of some data
from research | am carrying out in a university
department, how “problems”™ which seem to be
student located can be seen as being situated in a
“zone of development” for both students and staff.
These problems arise directly cut of the nature of the
curriculum and the conceptions of assessment and
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teaching and learning which it constructs. Craig
(1989:166) addresses what she calls “the apparent
mismatch between what (scme) students bring to the
learning-teaching situation and what the university in
general demands in terms of its ‘standards of suc-
cess’ . She discusses the typical university task:
“through attending lectures and tutorials, doing as-
signments, writing tests, reading prescribed/recom-
mended texts/papers. perhaps independent study in
the library and sometimes with the-help or guidance of a
tutor, students are expected to obtain, acquire, devel-
op, learn the necessary content and reasoning styles/
forms of argument ... to produce ‘answers’ in a test/
exam situation” (p. 167). She further adds, “"What is
not so clear is how each of these situations or tasks
could serve as learning opportunities for those who do
come unprepared to meet the demands of typical
university tasks.” Craig's {1989) diagram (reproduced
and slightly modified by me in Figure 2), while clearly
pointing to the need for a “bridge” between differing
student and staff understandings of university tasks,
neglects the guestion of how this bridging is to be
facilitated. Most university teachers are ili-prepared for
opening up the demands of academic tasks to their
students in the ways which are necessary if disadvan-
taged students are to achieve academically. It is in this
zone of development. which is one in which much is
unfamiliar to student and teacher, thatthe ASP and its
“staff development team™ can play a key role (indicated

by the shaded circle | have added to Craig's original
diagram) which | shall tease out. | conclude this paper
by proposing a “curricutum for diversity” which |
believe offers the possibility of reconstruction and
development within our universities which will allow
us to value the contributions of all members of the
academic community.

WHERE DO PROBLEMS LIE?

In a recent survey of student and staff perceptions of
assessment procedures at WITS, (Peirce, Starfield,
Agar, Moss 1994) 42% of EL2 students surveyed said -
they had not known what to expect in the examina-
tions, and only 26% of these students said that they
had known how they were going to be assessed. This
is a very significant piece of information. By the “what
1o expect” students are referring to factors such as the
length of the paper, the number.of questions to be
answered in the given time and the broad content
areas on which the guestions will be set. The “how”
opens up a range of issues relating to assessment
criteria and practices as currently implemented (not
only in examinations) and how these are made known
to students, particularly students from disadvantaged
schools whose first language is not English, and who
may not have developed the kinds of academic
literacies needed at university. Students surveyed
frequently commented on the mismatch between
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their expectation of success and the marker's assess-
ment of their assignments. Comments such as “your
expectations never coincide with others’ assessment
of your work™ and “students should be informed as to
how marking is being done and the necessary
expectation from the students”, were reiterated. One
student summed up a common perception and the
frustration expressed by many: “Because what was
needed in the essay | wrote, it. Fven when we do
revision of the essay you realise that you wrote
everything that was needed only to find that you get
lower marks.” All the departments surveyed re-
sponded that they did make students aware of the
criteria used for assessment in exams. The most
commonly cited way of doing this was, “Lecturers
tell students the format of questions: students are
given detailed instructions for essays” (Peirce, Star-
field, Agar. Moss 1994).

Ifwe look at two essay topics setin a component of the
first-year course in which | have been engaged in
ethnographic research, we begin to understand how
students and lecturers are both “doing their best” but
often not succeeding. The course deals with three
social theorists, Marx, Weber and Durkheim. One
guestion in the list of six possible topics asked: Why,
in times of economic boom and economic crisis, do
people commit suicide? Why did some students not
fare well on this topic? They discussed the question in
general terms, consulted Psychology textbooks and
attempted an answer. Missing however from these
answers was the key reference to Durkheim and his
theory of suicide. This was in fact what the question
demanded. All the other questions on the list of topics
contained the name of the relevant social theorist while
the “suicide question” did not. Were the students who
did not focus exclusively on Durkheim’s views on
suicide wrong? Had they not answered the question?

Perhaps we need here to consider the notion of
“ground rules”, the “complex systems of tacit expec-
tations and norms” (Sheeran & Barnes 1991 1)
governing teaching and learning in classrooms. As
Sheeran and Barnes suggest, these ground rules may
be apparent to white, middie-ciass, English first-
language students but to students from working-class
or disadvantaged backgrounds, they may need to be
made explicit. In the instance under discussion, the
lecturer’s assumption was that as the course was on the
three theorists, all essays topics would relate to their
work and their work only. The absence of the theorist's
name from one of the six essay topics, however, led
some students to assume that itwas permissible to seek
other sorts of evidence and other theories.

Moreover, | would argue that these students do not
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have a clear sense of what the disciplinary boundaries
are, of where sociology begins and ends, and where,
for example, psychclogy does. For new students what
one might call these epistemic ground rules are far
from evident, they are in the zone of the unfamiliar. To
teachers, the idea that knowledge at university level is
divided up into disciplines is terribly familiar — it is
self-evident. So much so that the notion of the
blurring of disciplinary boundaries can be accepted
and lived with. For first-year students however, to
ignore the boundaries is unacceptable and they will
fail. These students have not understood the “what
and the how" of assessment. In fact there is much that
has not been made familiar to them and ! will return to
this below. .

The following topic also proved difficult for some
students to analyse: Loss of time through sociability,
idle talk, luxury, even more sleep than is necessary for
health. six to at most eight hours, is worthy of
absolute moral condemnation. According to Weber,
in what specific ways did these features of Calvinist
doctrine compel believers 1o work in a manner that
promoted the development of capitalism? To most
readers of this paper this type of essay/exam guestion
and the tasks it requires must seem very familiar. The
students, however, focused on the phrase “in what
specific ways” and were attempting in their essay-
planning to break down each of the items listed in the
long quote and analyse each one, whereas what the
markers wanted was for the quote to be seen in a
more illustrative light, leading to a discussion of
Weber's theory of the Protestant ethic and its
relationship to the development of capitalism. The
students however were treating each item in the
quotation as a discrete fact and not interpreting the
sentence as being used evocatively, to capture the
essence of Weber's theory. They wrote what they
knew to be “needed in the essay’”” but were operating
at a similar level to those in our survey who said
“"When discussing in class, the points that are
touched on are usually those on my assignments
but | will not get a passing mark” (Peirce, Starfield,
Agar, Moss 1994). Yet when one examines these
essays one often finds that there are indeed lists of
“facts” or “points” but that what is lacking is
organisation and structure, argument and evidence.

In this instance, some of the ground rules necessary
for the interpretation and performance of the task -
could be enunciated as: “quotes from the original
writings of the theorists should be seen as illustrative
of broader concepts, issues and themes in their work.
You are being asked to demonstrate your under-
standing of these concepts, themes and issues. To
successfully complete this task you will need to




