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SECTION A — THE BASICS —— deals with the essentials of
reading: understanding the reading process: reading interac-
tively; developing concepts; improving reading speed and
judging an appropriate speed for one’s purpose; developing
strategies for handling difficult vocabulary and terminology,
and taking responsibility for monitoring one’s own progress.
These basics continue to be practised throughout the course.

SECTION B —— READING FOR A PURPOSE. In this section all
the reading is for a specified purpose, for example, to prepare
for a tutorial or test. In achieving this purpose, students
practise the following skills: locating sources {including skim-
ming and scanning); identifying the main points and following
the development of a writer’s argument; note-taking and
summary writing; synthesizing information; evaluating what
one reads; reading critically; and interpreting graphic
information.

SECTION C — FURTHER PRACTICE — is intended for self-
study and provides further practice in the skills and strategies
covered in the first two sections.

The second book — Write to learn — provides the course
materials for SPN155 — writing for academic purposes. |t
builds on the reading course, enabling students to become
'informed writers’. It presents writing as a process, and also
has three sections. :

SECTION A — PRELIMINARIES — considers what happens
to people’s ideas as they write, and looks at writing as a
process of intellectual development. Consideration is also
given to the audience for whom a student writes® studénts
learn about lecturers’ expectations of their writing, and ana-
lyse problems which lecturers encounter in students’ writing.

SECTION B — THE WRITING PROCESS — takes the stu-
dents through what is an interrelated and cyclical process. It
covers: establishing one’s purpose by means of analysing
essay questions; gathering and organising ideas and informa-
tion; drafting and revising; writing up one's argument; ex-
pressing ideas accurately; referring to sources: editing one’s
draft; using an academic style; and presenting a final, pol-
ished version of the essay.

The third book — Wiite to Improve — provides the language
improvement element of the courses. It is used from the
beginning of the year, throughout both courses, and is de-
signed to help students get maximum benefit from the feed-
back they receive from lecturers. It contains a marking key
which is used by lecturers. Students are able to refer to a
guide to the marking key which provides a detailed explana-
tion of errors, and exercises to practise the correct form. An
answer Key is provided so that students can correct the
exercises. In addition the book provides a marking scale for
the assessment of essays; questions for self-assessment of
summaries and essays; exercises in evaluating essays; and
exercises to assist students to use the guide to the marking
key.

Evaluation of the courses

. .
Evaluation is an integral part of our courses: weekly staff
meetings are held in which the progress of the courses is
discussed and criticized; each class {of which there are rough-
ly 25) elects a representative. A monthly meeting is held in
which class representatives discuss the course with SPEN
lecturers.

In addition, we are currently engaged in an extensive evalua-
tion of our courses by an external evaluator. We have had the
good fortune to obtain the services of Mr David Agar of Wits
University Academic Support Programme as our evaluator.
The evaluation will be completed in 1990, and at that time we
shall be able to report more fully on the EAP courses at Unibo
with the. confidence that what we have to say is based on
sound research.
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CONTEXTUALISTING LANGUAGE AND STUDY SKILLS

Ms S. Starfield, Academic Support Programme,
University of the Witwatersrand

I often receive visits or inquiries from staff at other tertiary
institutions who have been given the brief of setting up an
Academic Support Programme or equivalent structure. This is
usually the result of the realisation by the institution con-
cerned {or some of its members) that students are not suc-
ceeding. Students are identified as having learning problems
which are typically perceived as being related to language and
study skills, and the most common response is to offer
courses in these two areas. Often an applied linguist/ESL
specialist or, in some instances, a member of the English
department, is entrusted with this task. The first response is
often, then, to offer a course in study skills and/or English
language to students identified through some or other mech-
anism as being in need of assistance with academic skills.

Recently, we had a visit from a lecturer at another university
who had been entrusted with setting up and running study
skills courses for large numbers of first-year students on this
particular campus. Many of the students involved were sec-
ond language (L2) speakers of English and came from disad- -
vantaged educational backgrounds. This lecturer, who had
one assistant, had to begin these courses the following week,
teaching study skills to groups of up to sixty students at'a
time, from a variety of different subject areas. What | hope to
demonstrate in the remainder of this paper is that this ap-
proach to academic support is not the most productive. In

order to do so, | will trace the history of the ASP at Wits and - E

periodise the different phases of its development. The de-".
scription of the three phases as outlined below should not be ;
interpreted as having occurred in linear sequence but rather -

as conceptual periods informed by varying understandings of ;
student learning problems, appropriate  andragogical and -
methodological responses, and the broader university con-.
text.

In fact, the situation sketched above by way of introduction,’
resembles closely the inception of ASP_at Wits. These ~re—k




SAJHE SPECIAL EDITION 1990

marks should not therefore be interpreted as critical com-
" ments but as a description of an educational response to a
perceived problem in tertiary education. In what has been
called Phase 1 (Hunter: 1989), the ASP at Wits looked some-
what different to what it does today. The ASP was a small
inter-faculty unit set up in essence to assist the new’ stu-
dents entering the university. The students in question came
largely from one particular section of the South African educa-
tional system — the Department of Education and Training

(DET).

These students have been described by a number of terms —
‘deprived’, 'disadvantaged’, more recently as ‘underprepar-
ed’. The causes of the disadvantage are manifold and have
been frequently described. it will suffice to reiterate some of
them: students have been subjected to a severely under-
resourced’ system, taught by underqualified teachers in
schools where facilities are extremely poor and the nature of
their school education has not prepared them for university
study. Furthermore, although English is the medium of in-
struction in these schools from at least the higher primary
stage, teachers themselves are often not proficient enough in
the language to teach adequately in it, while pupils frequently
do not achieve a level of proficiency sufficient to enable them
to cope with the demands of academic study. Students from
the 'Coloured’ and 'Indian’ Affairs schools are often not
adequately prepared for university study, but the degree of
underpreparedness tends to be significantly less. It must be
mentioned that, from the outset, significant numbers of white
first language (L1) speakers of English have attended ASP,
particularly subject-specific support. It would appear that
white schooling in many instances is also not preparing pupils
appropriately for university study. This was the situation in
1980 and is still essentially the situation that prevails today.
Although the target population remains unchanged, | will
show how the responses to the problem and the definition of
the problem have shifted.

Phase 1

In Phase 1 of ASP, the courses offered were skills based. The
identification of the skills that needed to be taught to students
was based on the assumption that because of their prior
educational experiences, students lacked certain skills that
are essential for academic success. Courses were therefore
offered in study skills and English language, in logical reason-
ing, critical thinking and in conceptual skills. These courses
were not directly related to the subject areas students were
studying but can be defined as discrete and decontextualised.
Tutors based in the central ASP taught these courses to
students from different faculties and departments. Courses
were, in the main, voluntary, supplementary, concurrent and
non-credit-bearing. In other words, students were not obliged
to attend ASP or if there was some form of faculty compulsion
this was rarely enforced. ASP was taken in addition to the
existing curriculum for which the student was currently en-
rolled and as the primary aim was to supplement the skills
students lacked, thereby enabling them to pass their credit
courses, was not given credit. Some subject support was
offered in the early years, i.e. support related to specific
subject areas and this mostly took the same form, i.e. volun-
tary, supplementary and concurrent. The problems that this
model poses will be discussed below. From the outset,
subject support was conceived of as being something other

than "extra lessons’. The emphasis in subject support tutorials
which were run by senior students or in some instances by
lecturers in the department concerned, was on the skills
required rather than on the contents of the subject. Being
concurrent, all forms of support were closely tied to the
existing curriculum. In other words, they did not so much
atternpt to ‘bridge’ the gap between school and university by
providing a foundation of what was perceived to be 'missing’
but rather ‘supported’ students with skills needed in existing
courses. This was no doubt one of the reasons for the change
in the programme’s name from 'Bridging’ to ‘Academic
Support'.

The sorts of problems that arose with this model of ASP can
be summarised as follows. {This is not meant to imply that
this type of ASP is totally unsuccessful. On the contrary, many
students were helped by it, and it was also an essential
learning phase for those starting out in ASP which was a
completely novel concept in tertiary education in South Africa
at that stage.) The main drawback of this approach was that
students were not necessarily transferring the skills acquired
in the study and other skills courses to their credit courses,
largely because of the decontextualised and extremely gener-
al nature of the skills taught. As has been pointed out, while it
is possible, for example, to train students to take notes in a
variety of different ways, one may merely be training unsuc-
cessful students to perform the same activities as successful
ones without their necessarily knowing what the constituents
of success are. Recent research has however shown that the
difference between a successful and an unsuccessful student
is often not so much the technique used but the former’s
awareness of why.he/she used the particular technique
(Cioete & Shochet: 1986). At Wits, the conceptual skills
course for Arts Faculty students using the Feuerstein Instru-
mental Enrichment programme was found not to work well
with this category of student. Problems experienced were the
inappropriate levels of the tasks; their distance from academ-
ic work; the lack of observable transfer of skills to academic
work; the need for experienced tutors to help students
‘bridge the gap’ from the decontextualised exercises to 'real’
academic tasks {Slonimsky & Turton: 1985).

A report on the English language bridging programme
(Blight: 1981) highlights some of the problems experienced
with the language courses:

There is often tension between wanting subjectrelat-
ed language teaching materials and having a diversity
of subjects represented in a group. Then there are
many subject areas about which we have little knowl-
edge. On the other hand we sometimes notice a lack
of interest if we use material of a general nature or of
relevance to only a proportion of our students.

English language courses soon attempted to follow the Eng-
lish for Specific Purposes approach to course design and to
relate language to the purposes it would be used for in
specific subject areas, but this was not an easy task. Although
it made pedagogical sense {and might also overcome student
resistance to a ‘language course’) to teach, for example,
writing a definition, expressing cause and effect relationships,
paragraph structure and essay writing, within the context of a
particular subject, it proved impractical and ineffective. Over-
loaded language tutors often had to prepare material relevant
to four or five different subject areas and consult with subject
specialists to ensure that the language materials accurately
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reflected the concerns of the discipline. Small numbers of

" students and erratic attendance compounded the tutors’
problem: student resistance was not so easily overcome and
language tutors had difficuity with the conceptual demands of
the subjects. Interesting {and | believe more productive) varia-
tions on this approach have appeared in Phase 2 of ASP (see
below). Another problem was a degree of ‘consumer resist-
ance’ to courses perceived as being exclusively for one
section of the student population and which might therefore
stigmatise them in some way. Moreover, the relevance of
skills courses was not immediately evident to students and
this resulted in motivational problems. Other problems faced
by the ASP included erratic attendance due to the voluntary
nature of the support tutorials, and student overload due to
their concurrent, supplementary nature. Weaker students
were paradoxically carrying a heavier load than their col-
leagues as they could be attending up to four or five additional
tutorials each week.

In summing up the main characteristics of Phase 1 of ASP at
Wits in terms of both its underlying theoretical bases and their
pedagogical implementation, it is possible to isolate the fol-
lowing traits: the model can be called a 'deprivationist’ one —
students are seen to fack skills, not because of inherent
deficiencies, but rather because of the poor schooling system
to which they have been exposed and the extent of socio-
economic disadvantage. There is a core of staff based in the
central unit who offer decontextualised skills support; a few
departments have subject specialists who run ASP tutorials;
support is primarily concurrent, voluntary, supplementary and
non-credit. These courses tend to lack face-validity and stu-
dents are often unable to transfer skills to subject areas.
Finally, the setting up of a separate unit to ‘compensate for’
the students’ lacks, runs the risk of peripheralising the institu-
tion’s response to these students. While the ASP from its
inception saw helping to ‘change the university’ (Glennie:
1980) as one of its goals, its structural position did not
facilitate this. Lecturers in departments are not subject to
much pressure to reassess either their teaching or the con-
tents of their curricula and can continue to focus on research
which remains the most highly rewarded academic activity.

Phase 2

As stated, this periodisation of the development of ASP into
different phases is not strictly chronological and linear but
primarily conceptual. Phase 1 ASP continued well into the
mid-80's and continues today. Phase 2 can be described as a
gradual shift away from Phase 1 type tutorial support towards
a model in which skills-based support becomes more integrat-
ed with the subject support the student is receiving and with
the student’s curriculum as a whole. These developments are
paralleled by a shift in focus from an understanding of the
student as locus of the problem to a clearer realisation of the
nature of the problems posed by existing university struc-
tures, curricula and teaching. ASP then attempts to look at the
student within the broader context in which learning is {or is
not) taking place and becomes involved in what may be called
‘staff sensitisation’. As will become apparent, the shift to-
wards Phase 2 does not mean less work for the ASP but
rather a different sort of involvement, for departments ‘on
their own’ are not able to respond adequately to student
learning needs. | must stress that Phase 2 is not a homoge-
nous approach to a clearly identified problem but should

rather be seen as a number of differing responses to a
problem which is in the process of being understood and
where constant interaction between the ASP, students and
lecturers in departments is part of the clarification process.

One important influence on the support programme and on
the university itself has without doubt been the rapid increase
in students from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds
and a growing awareness of the extent, severity and com-
plexity of the problem. With a relatively small group of stu-
dents requiring assistance, it was feasible to hand the 'prob-
lem’ over to the ASP and expect it to be ‘solved’. As student
numbers increased, and for the first time in some depart-
ments 1.2 speakers from DET schools outnumbered L1 speak-
ers, there was a realisation that sending students to study
skills courses and even providing an extra weekly subject-
specific tutorial were not adequate responses. The depart-
ment would have to examine its teaching programme, its
contents and the skills required of students. What has been
called the ‘clinic’ model of ASP would no longer suffice
{Shochet & Cloete: 1986).

In essence, the shift from Phase 1 to Phase 2 involves the
movement away from discrete skills courses to a more inte-
grated approach in which skills, processes and contents are
seen as inextricably linked. Although the ASP still offers
general study skills courses, they are fewer in number and
this is the case with English language tutorials too, mainly due
to the ESL credit course for Arts students (see below).
Courses in critical thinking and conceptual skills have fallen
away. Quantitative skills are taught but in relation to a specific
first-year course of the same name. The bulk -of support
remains supplementary, concurrent and voluntary but the
emphasis has shifted to subject support, with the consequent
integration of skills with subject contents. A greater number
of subject support tutors have been appointed and are housed
in their respective departments or faculties. In a few in-
stances, departmental lecturers have taken on responsibility
for ASP in their department. Increasingly, a small group of
study skills and language tutors from the ‘core’” ASP is in-
volved in tutor-training functions — either training ASP sub-
ject support tutors in skills which tutors then integrate into the
demands of the subject or responding to requests from
mainstream departments for assistance and guidance in deal-
ing with the needs of educationally disadvantaged students.
ASP has undergone a degree of decentralisation into the
faculties and departments with a resultant shift in the role of
the ‘central core’ which is tending to play more of a ‘consult-
ancy’ role. 1t must be stressed that the Phase 1 to Phase 2
shift can only be seen in terms of trends and tendencies. It
would be extremely premature to talk of a university in which
Phase 2 support is the dominant approach. Many depart-
ments are operating with Phase 1 type support, some offer no
support at all, while others have regressed from a situation’in
which support was being offered to a no support situation.
While it is impossible to enumerate all the factors which play a
role in departments and faculties deciding for particular sup-
port options, | shall in the remainder of this paper, refer to
those factors which seem particularly salient.

One response to the problems posed by Phase 1 support has i

been the introduction of credit-bearing courses in some areas.
Three of the historically white English medium universities
now offer what may be called ‘English for Academic Pur-

poses’ credit courses. These tend to involve the institution
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