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Abstract

Higher education in the UK has changed from a system catering for an elite, to one which
aims to improve the potential of over 40% of young people (Clark, 2003). Whilst not rejecting
the idea of education for its own sake, this thesis suggests that one of the purposes of this
mass higher education is to fit students for employment. It maintains that for students
studying English and Media, this purpose includes the ability to produce Standard Written
English. It examines the complexities involved in producing English and Media graduates
who have this competence and explores the power relationships involved in teaching and
assessing writing. The theories of Bourdieu are used to give a perspective on the use of
Standard Written English as an important aspect of cultural capital which distinguishes
members of the educated discourse community. Using written work and interview data from
fifteen English and Media undergraduates at one university, plus written tutor feedback and
comments, it considers the reasons why students might not meet the criteria set. It challenges
the notion that because spelling, punctuation and grammar are ‘surface features’, achieving
competence in using them is easy or relatively unimportant. In firmly rejecting the ‘student
deficit’ approach, this thesis maintains that there is a need to openly acknowledge different
literacies, their social consequences and the complexities involved in changing writing habits.
This acknowledgement then necessitates a curriculum which includes genuine opportunities
and encouragement to acquire a valuable asset. It is suggested that in doing so, the UK higher
education system can move a step further away from its elitist, gatekeeping function and
closer to delivering meaningful qualifications and relevant expertise to those students whose
employment prospects are linked to written communication.
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1. Introduction

This thesis is primarily about developing some aspects of student writing, in particular, the
spelling, punctuation and grammar of English and Media undergraduates in the UK. The
argument is made for the necessity for these students to be enabled to produce writing that is
not entirely error free, but which is within the acceptable spectrum of writing practices
encountered within an ‘educated discourse community’' and would not distract the reader.
This development of their writing to within an acceptable range of competence for proficient
writers would make their writing ‘invisible’ and would prevent it from being used,
consciously, or unconsciously, as a discriminatory factor against them, either by their tutors or
by prospective employers. In demonstrating the complex nature of writing and learning, the
case is made for embedding the teaching of the fundamental skills of writing within the

curriculum content in a positive and proactive way.

Firstly, it is necessary to explore the wider context in which this writing is set. The expansion
of UK higher education since the 1960s, often referred to as ‘widening participation’, has
prompted protracted debates about the purposes of higher education. There are those who
regard universities as a necessary breeding ground for all ‘critical thinkers’ (Radford, 1997,
p45) and as the ‘critical conscience of society’ (Barnett, 2004, p195). Their argument is that
universities should be outside the framework of ordinary societal and political pressures so
that a body of people can exist who eschew commercial criteria and concentrate on making
improvements to the modern world. Grahame F. Thompson suggests that universities should
be institutions

where those with ideas, with intellectual creativity and with capacities for cultural
innovativeness are given a space to think and encouraged to offer advice and find

" The term ‘educated discourse community’ is discussed in detail in Chapter Two.



solutions to the pressing politico-economic problems of the day (Thompson, 2000,

pl6l).
The contention is that this intellectual elite could come from all walks of life, and that
University is a place where individuals should be encouraged to maximise their potential to
‘use their minds effectively through understanding ideas, mastering knowledge, and
developing the ability to criticise theories and ideas’ (Edwards, 1997, p 235). Another
perceived purpose of higher education, against which these high ideals are often weighed, is
that of providing society with graduates who are adequately prepared to fill the gaps in the
employment market. So, as well as the qualities depicted above, Kenneth Edwards, in his UK
contribution to a world wide survey of the state of higher education, also suggests that
students should be helped to develop ‘core transferable skills: teamwork, communication
skills, problem solving skills, a reasonable knowledge of information technology and

information systems’ (1997, p236).

The argument that a higher education system which fulfils this purpose cannot also produce
the type of critical thinkers that can change the world for the better, is largely based on the
premise that economic and political constraints on universities will force them into restricting
those who are capable of formulating radical ideas. Alan Bundy (2004) in his influential work
on information literacy, calls for universities to maintain their role as ‘the conscience of
society’ despite being involved in ‘“knowledge production” - with its echoes of the conveyor
belt’ (p174). Such pleas for academic integrity are often linked to concerns that ‘widening
participation’, an ongoing government strategy which has seen participation in UK higher
education rise from 6% in the 1960s to ‘around 43% today’ (DfES 2003), will be responsible
for diluting the power of higher education as standards are lowered to accommodate those

who are not part of that ‘intellectual elite’:



The key question here is whether the university as an institution of culture and ideas
can coexist with a trend towards potential mass mediocrity and managerial
commercialisation. (Thompson 2000, p161)
Thompson usefully promotes this ‘coexistence’ as a necessary feature of the modern
university which enables both research and teaching to flourish, whilst fulfilling the different

demands made of it and resisting ‘the reduction of the universities to a homogenous dull

uniformity’ (2000, p160).

In 1992, many new UK universities were created from former polytechnics which had been
viewed as serving the vocational element in higher education. Although there are those that
bemoan the loss of this dual system in the UK, where the intellectual, academic version of
higher education that Thompson discusses was largely separated from the vocational (Lea,
1999), this situation is unlikely to be reversed. John Radford (1997, p7), in his perceptive
review of the changing purposes of higher education, points out that “‘universities have always
been changing’ and will continue to do so; he sensibly advocates a move away from
comparisons with the past towards questioning what higher education can do for a ‘wider
range of students than hitherto’ (Radford et al., 1997, p47). The large body of work produced
on standards in higher education, and whether or not they will inevitably be lowered as a
result of widening participation, has brought about a clear acknowledgement of,
the diverse nature of UK higher education in terms of the different purposes and
missions of individual institutions, the differences between subject disciplines, and
differences between students’ prior achievements experiences and abilities. (Williams,
1997, p72)
This then allows for a discourse which is not prescribed by a narrow or elitist view of the

purposes of higher education but which can accept that society may benefit from developing

educational potential in the majority rather than in a minority.



In accepting that higher education institutions and disciplines may have very different
priorities, one of the priorities to be considered is that of fitting graduates for employment.
There is much debate in government, academic and business circles about what type of
employment this might be. Lancaster University’s Anthony Hesketh (1998), in a large scale
study on graduate employment, found that ‘growth has stalled. Lower-skilled jobs have
expanded at far faster rates than knowledge-worker jobs’; using evidence from Brown and
Hesketh’s book The Mismanagement of Talent (2004), BBC education correspondent, Mike
Baker, suggests that ‘Maybe, like investing in houses, no-one can be really certain that
investing in a degree will continue to be worthwhile’ (Baker, 2004). The Government,
predicts that 80% of new jobs created in the next decade will be in higher-level occupations
(DFES, 2003), yet a report from Cardiff University suggests that,
its general findings raise serious doubts about the claims made about graduate
earnings and employment trends in the White Paper on the Future of Higher Education
that informed new legislation on the future funding of higher education in England.
(Brown and Smetherem, 2005, pviii)
A survey on English graduates (Prospects UK, 2006a) found that a high proportion of
graduates work in clerical or secretarial, rather than professional posts. Whatever the actual
situation, all graduates need to be able to compete for jobs in their field,” whether those
positions are at graduate level or simply in the right industry to gain relevant experience of the

field. This thesis concentrates on undergraduates reading English and Media from one

Northern University but the discussion necessarily puts this topic in a much wider context.

In order to compete in the job market, graduates are often said to require ‘key skills’ and
communication is generally listed as one of these.” In a DfEE* supported project, Gordon

Weller (1999) found that, irrespective of degree discipline, ‘employers show preference to

% See later discussion of what these jobs might be.
3 The concept of transferable skills is contested and will be discussed in Chapter Two.
* Department for Education and Employment.



new graduates who can demonstrate competence in ...Communication [skills]’ (p2). Research
shows that 90% of the employers surveyed rated communication skills as important,
compared to only 10% of employers who rated numeracy as important (Surrey
University,1996). Oral and written communication skills also feature as essential criteria in
many other surveys, both internationally and in the UK: Hesketh, 1998; Neilson, 2000; Curry
et al., 2003; Edwards, 2005, supporting the idea that graduates need to be good, all round

communicators in order to compete within the employment market.

Much of the sociolinguistic research in the area of communication has concentrated on
speech; Lankshear et al. (1997), Milroy and Milroy (1985, 1999), and Peter Trudgill (1984,
1992) have all argued very clearly for the equality of language varieties. They suggest that
‘non-standard forms are not simply debased variants of standards and [ ...] can be shown to
be ‘grammatical’ in their own terms’ (Milroy and Milroy, 1985, p8). In these debates, writing
is usually mentioned only marginally:

Whereas the writing system requires a high degree of uniformity so that messages may

be transmitted over time and distance in a clear and unambiguous manner, speech is a

social activity. (Milroy and Milroy, 1999, p 69)
This thesis focuses on the less obvious premise that writing is also a social activity. In an
analysis of employment strategies in PRWeek® (May, 2006), a human resources director of a
large firm was quoted as saying ‘First we reject outright all those who use bad grammar and
can’t spell. That gets rid of most of them’ (p15). This suggests that the judgements that
employers make about individuals are not only based on what they write but also on how they

write it. The ability to write following the conventions of Standard English® is one of the

> A well established international PR publication.

6« . .distinguished from other forms of English by its vocabulary, and by the rules and conventions of grammar,
spelling and punctuation’ (Department of Education, 1995). The use of this term is discussed in detail in part two
of the literature review pp63/68.
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criteria on which prospective graduate employees are often judged. Universities, therefore,
have some responsibility in ensuring that graduates are proficient in Standard English so that
they can compete in the employment market, yet a recent survey by the Recruitment and
Employment Commission (REC) complains that ‘Around half of all CVs received by
recruitment consultants contain spelling or grammatical errors’ and ‘In this age group [21-25]
graduates are twice as likely to make mistakes as those who did not go to university’ (Jones
and Ashton, 2007). This raises an interesting question on the effect of university education on
the development of student writing; this thesis engages with this question by examining the

complexity involved in that development.

In exploring how key skills, including written communication, are embedded in university
courses, John Brennan (1992), in his work with the Centre for Higher Education Research and
Information, suggests that particular types of degree require different relationships with
employers. Whereas vocational degrees have a very specific employment preparation
requirement, non-vocational degrees are providing graduates for an ‘open market” where there
is necessarily a reliance on ‘more general and transferable knowledge and skills’ (p12).
Degrees in English and Media are often classified within general Humanities disciplines, and
as such might be regarded as non-vocational. Good communication skills, however, are more
than general skills in these disciplines; they are part of the content as set out in QAA
benchmark statements. The English benchmark document calls for ‘[a]Jdvanced
communication skills and the ability to apply these skills in appropriate contexts’ (English
Subject Centre, 2004); the Media statement requires ‘[a]n understanding of the roles of
communication systems, modes of representations and systems of meaning in the ordering of
societies’(QAA, 2005, 3.1.1) and the ability to ‘communicate effectively in inter-personal

settings, in writing and in a variety of media (QAA, 2005, 5.5). These requirements are

11



related to the type of employment that graduates in these disciplines are expected to fill.
Teaching is a significant goal for many English graduates and many of them also fulfil
clerical and secretarial roles, 10.9% and 23.8% respectively (Prospects UK, 2006b). A
significant proportion of Media students also go into clerical and secretarial work (20.4%)
whilst the Media, literary work and advertising are shown as major career destinations
((Prospects UK, 2006b). These types of employment rely heavily on good written
communication skills and employers might logically expect that graduates in English and

Media possess them.

This specific requirement for fostering good written communication skills in these students is
usefully discussed initially within the context of general higher education literacy. For
undergraduates as a whole, Lisa Ganobcsik-Williams (2004), in her Royal Literary Fund
(RLF) Report on the Teaching of Academic Writing in UK Higher Education clearly
documents a perceived literacy crisis (p5). In exploring responses to this, she details the
influential theory of ‘academic literacies’ proposed by Lea and Street (1998b). They suggest
that the ‘crudity’ and ‘insensitivity’ of the study skills approach has been followed by
‘academic socialization’ which relies upon notions of appropriate writing for a particular
purpose; these two approaches are then encapsulated within a more general ‘academic
literacies’ framework which allows for ‘a more complex and contested interpretation’ (Lea
and Street 2000, p44). The conclusion of Ganobcsik-Williams 1is that this framework can be
used to ‘inform each of the approaches to student writing’’ so that ‘teaching staff...do not
limit their pedagogical methods to those that only see writing as a set of itemized skills or

departmental conventions to be learned’ (2004, p37). This RLF report rightly puts emphasis

7 Approaches include: Dedicated One-to-One tutoring; Study Support/Study Skills; Peer Tutoring in Academic
Writing; General Writing Courses; Teaching Writing within Subject Disciplines; Academic Writing
Programmes; Staff and Postgraduate Development in Teaching Academic Writing; Computerised Support for
Student Writing

12



on ‘making meaning’ and the acknowledgement that writing needs to be viewed from all of
the differing perspectives of the institution and students in a way that reflects the inherent
power structures within the academic community rather than simply one of ‘student deficit’

(Lea and Street, 1998a; Lea and Stierer, 2000; Cartwright and Noone, 2003).

Although strongly supporting the value of this more realistic, complex and egalitarian
approach to student writing, this thesis emphasises not only the specific need to engage
students in discussion about the effects of using non-standard writing features but also the
need for developing strategies that will enable them to clearly identify those differences and
adjust their writing if they choose to do so. Eradicating differences would allow their writing
to become ‘invisible’ so that the reader would not be distracted from the content, nor be able
to discriminate against the writer. This position is not conceived with an attitude of ‘student
deficit’ but from one that works towards giving students a realistic choice in determining their
academic and employability status. As Norman Fairclough (1989) points out in his work on
language and power: ‘whenever people speak or listen or write or read, they do so in ways

which are determined socially and have social effects’ (p23).

The argument in this thesis is not about general academic literacy but about social literacy in
21* century England. Lea and Stierer (2000, p4) rightly challenge the system that uses the
term ‘good writing’ as if it were homogenous across all disciplines. Their call for more
explicit dialogue about what this constitutes, both at student/tutor and at institutional level,
has been a valuable impetus for change. The concentration on the production of formal
Standard English in this thesis could easily be regarded as a backward step in a move towards
acknowledging the complexity of academic writing. I would argue, however, that it is crucial

not to lose sight of the importance of being able to produce formal, Standard Written English

13



in a competitive world. Although this is a requirement of the British education system from a
very young age through the National Curriculum, the fact that many children do not acquire
this proficiency is well documented. Those who do have this ability are those who are
generally regarded as ‘educated’. When students come to university without this proficiency, I
would contend that it is not enough to blame the system so far but that it is the responsibility
of the higher education system to provide students with the opportunity to gain a level of
literacy which will allow them to benefit from their level of education. As this thesis will

show, this is not a straightforward proposition.

One of the main purposes of a modern education is said to be to produce a literate society but
there are many different concepts of literacy. As Nancy Grimm points out in her powerful
exposition of writing centre work in America: ‘Because literacy is not culturally neutral, even
though many pretend it is, changes in literacy involve changes in our understanding of
identity, politics, and relationships’ (Grimm, 1999, p45). This concept of powerful literacy is
associated with life changing advancement and a means of gaining political power. In her
discussion on Literacy and the Politics of Writing, Albertine Gaur (2000) establishes this link
between literacy and power by documenting the challenge for those in power to balance the
need for a literate society with the need to maintain the status quo in which their power is
based. She discusses the British ‘two-tier’ system, established in the nineteenth century, in
which public schools were used to educate the ‘governing elite’, and state schools were used
to give ‘just enough literary knowledge to teach the children of the poor how to read the Bible
and learn from it how to be industrious, while still accepting their place in a carefully graded
society’ (p174, my emphasis). The present government suggests that widening participation
in higher education, as well as providing a fairer system, is a necessary step in fulfilling

society’s requirements for knowledge workers (DfES 2003) but British education is still

14



steeped in a class-based hierarchy. Employers are still making distinctions based on the
higher education establishment from which students graduate by distinguishing ‘old” and
‘new’ universities. Kate Hilpern, of The Independent, quotes employers who say that they
‘look at the calibre of the university, not the degree’ (2004). I would argue that another
powerful distinction that employers use is based on the competent use of Standard English. It
may be difficult to move away from this ‘two-tier’ higher education system in terms of which
university is attended, but in striving to improve the level of social literacy of all graduates we
can, perhaps, move towards ensuring that their writing becomes ‘invisible’ so that it cannot be

used as another marker in our still ‘carefully graded society’.

Although the move towards acknowledging and valuing literacies other than the dominant
standard is an important and positive one, the discussion of ‘new literacies’ and the
concentration on literacy as a process of meaning-making related to individual identities
should not lose sight of the continuing importance of literacy as a social tool:
Literacy — of whatever type — only has consequences as it acts together with a large
number of other social factors, including political and economic conditions, social
structures, and local ideologies. (Gee 1996, p53)
In her report, Ganobcsik-Williams quotes Lea and Street (1998b) as saying that their
academic literacies model should promote  a more encompassing understanding of the nature
of student writing within institutional practices, power relations and identities’ (2004, p36).
Whilst agreeing wholeheartedly with these aims, this thesis is not only concerned with
promoting genuine dialogue on these power relationships but also questions how students will
specifically develop the writing skills which will allow them to take advantage of this

knowledge if they so wish.
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In a powerful dismantling of John Honey’s® arguments for language standardisation based on
claims of superiority for Standard English, James Lantolf (1998, p35-43) states how important
it is to ‘raise the consciousness of those communities and speakers who have been
marginalized by the ideology of standardization’ (p43). Simply pointing out the iniquities in
the system, however, does not alter the system, and Lantolf accepts that the process of
standardisation is not easily challenged. The reasons for this are complex but this thesis
adopts a perspective based on the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1992,1996) that conceptualizes a
society where instruments of power such as standardisation are so firmly entrenched that they
appear ‘legitimized’ and are upheld even by the people who are subjugated by them. If we
accept the premise that language standardisation and the power that it holds in society are
immovable, or at most will change extremely slowly, then it is imperative that we give
students the encouragement and opportunity to acquire that standard. This is not supporting
Honey’s stance of the inherent superiority of Standard English but is supporting the provision
of opportunity to access positions of power in a society that equates the use of Standard

English with being educated.’

Carole King, in her impassioned plea for teachers to empower young writers, describes
writing as a ‘complex social, cultural and historical activity, involving both affective and
cognitive processes’ (2000, p28). She says that ‘concentration on the surface, rather than the
deep structures of writing, negates the power of writing’ (2000, p28). Ann Hinkle (1997) also
argues that ‘written responses to writing which focus on compositional features generally lead
to improvements on transcriptional features’ (p165). Their argument appears to be that if
writing is engaged with on a ‘deeper level’ then the ‘surface features’ will take care of

themselves. The number of students who graduate without competence in these transcriptional

¥ Professor of English and author of Language is Power (1997). See p36 for more discussion.
? See Watts, R., (1999, pp 40-68) for a clear historical account of how this equation developed.
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features would suggest otherwise. This tension between hearing the student voice, thus
encouraging making meaning through writing, and the need to see writing as a social tool
which is judged on deeply embedded notions of ‘appropriateness’ is a major strand of

exploration in this thesis.

Whilst concentrating on deeper structures of writing is crucial in encouraging writers of all
ages, it also needs to be acknowledged that writing is a social activity bound by conventions
and that not following those conventions has consequences in how the writer is perceived.
Unintentional lapses in spelling, punctuation and grammar are regarded as evidence of a poor
education, and graduates are at a disadvantage if they leave university without the ability to
edit their writing to an acceptable standard. Michael Stubbs (1986), in his respected work on
educational linguistics, maintains that Standard English is ‘related in particular to the power
and wealth of the educated middle classes and, conversely is used to exclude others from
certain roles and professions’ (p85). Many educated, middle class researchers in this area
rightly react against the propensity to see writing as ‘an autonomous set of easily generated
skills’ (Russell, 1999, p1). They do so by calling for a deeper approach that acknowledges the
complexity of the writing process and engages the student in writing ‘at the level of
epistemology and identities rather than skill or socialization’ (Lea & Street, 1998b, p159).
This thesis maintains that this dismissal of ‘skill or socialization’ is only available to those
who are already skilled or socialized and that this is one way in which academics, consciously
or not, ‘exclude others’ from their profession. It is important to listen to and value what
individual students have to say, but it is equally important to acknowledge that the way they
communicate their ideas will have an impact on who listens to them and how seriously they

will be taken.
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Whatever the variations in written English, whether these are to do with varieties such as
American or Australian versus British English, or ‘old fashioned’ versus contemporary
English, it should be possible to compile a list of features which most people involved in
education in England would broadly agree are necessary for formal written English, such as
the use of the apostrophe and acceptable spelling and syntax. Ganobcsik-Williams (2004)
details the problems associated with gaining a complete consensus, but a well known
American proponent of teaching writing, Professor Peter Elbow, gives a useful definition of
Standard Written English as ‘the usage, grammar, syntax, punctuation and spelling that will
pass muster with most university faculty [...] as correct or at least acceptable’ (2000, p324). I
have adopted the term Standard Written English when talking specifically about writing, as it
helps to differentiate more clearly the difference between spoken and written forms. Although
such conventions may not be regarded as of major importance in the vast cultural complexity
associated with writing, failure to understand and follow these conventions could result in a

writer being excluded from what is perceived as the ‘educated discourse community’. "

In the research literature consulted for this thesis, not one piece of writing was in anything
other than formal, Standard Written English apart from student work, so although linguists
often denounce the ‘complaint tradition’ and make comments that there are more important
aspects of language than whether or not to use ‘like as a conjunction’ (Wardaugh, 1999,
p182), they do so from the advantageous and powerful position gained from being able to
communicate clearly in formal, Standard Written English. It is disingenuous for competent
writers to suggest that insistence on this is pedantic when their command of it is an asset of
which they take full advantage, and this creates a challenge. In foregrounding issues of

identity, complexity and power relationships in writing, contemporary scholars offer a

' The use of this term is discussed in detail in part two of the literature review.
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valuable framework that can be used to confront the dominant ideologies that maintain the
elitist element in higher education. It is my contention that this is necessarily a slow process
and, in the meantime, it is important to give today’s students not only a critical and realistic
perspective but also the practical help necessary for them to take advantage of their hard-

earned qualifications in an increasingly competitive environment.

The next chapter of this thesis reviews the literature in the field. The first part of the review

covers relevant theory and establishes definitions and use of terminology. The second part of

the review aims to establish the writing requirements for UK English and Media graduates in

the context of writing as a complex and individual process with myriad aspects to consider; it

examines what we ask of students and why. It begins with an overview of the higher
education context in which these requirements are set. The purposes of higher education are
shown to be diverse and contested. The insistence that ‘it is impossible to completely
fragment writing’ (Hinkle, 1999, p2) so that content and expression are seen as discrete
elements is discussed in relation to the way that writing is used to assess the writer, both
consciously and unconsciously. The conceptual framework that supports the existence of an
educated discourse community is explored along with specific features that might result in
exclusion from that community both in academia and employment. Attitudes towards
language standardisation are examined with relation to tutor and employer expectations of

English and Media graduates.

Chapter Three details the methodology, firstly depicting the pilot study and then detailing the

process by which a sample of student writing was collected and analysed in order to establish

which elements of their writing were ‘visible’ as non-standard, and whether or not this

diminished through time.
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In the first part of the results in Chapter Four, the problems that students have in meeting the
requirements outlined in the literature review are illustrated. The means used to convey those
requirements to students are examined, and extracts from the writing of 15 undergraduates are
analysed in order to illustrate any gaps between the requirements and these students’ writing
skills. The complex nature of writing precludes any simple assessment but samples of writing
from each student exemplify features that could be regarded as non-standard and outside the
expected range of competence for an English or Media graduate. Tutor and student
perceptions of the situation are discussed with reference to particular examples and these are
put in context of the cognitive and social demands which writing makes on each of us, both as
writer and reader. Where student writing does not meet the requirements discussed earlier,
there is an attempt to document possible reasons; this includes reference to the cognitive
aspects of writing which could affect the students’ ability to change their writing habits; the
institutional procedures which might have inhibited such change and the implications that this

has for the student, the higher education system and society.

Chapter Five continues the exploration of student writing through the results of a more
quantitative approach based on close scrutiny of 277 collected assignments from 15 students.
The quantitative data is used as a starting point to illustrate changes for individual students,

and any possible patterns are explored using insights gained from qualitative data.

Chapter Six gives the study context by exploring the different strategies that are employed for
the improvement of student writing. This ranges from documenting the spectrum of strategies
employed throughout higher education based on surveys and scholarly writing, reviewing the
latest ideas on possible ways forward, to a discussion on the tensions in using feedback as a

strategy for writing development within a criteria-based assessment framework.
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Chapter Seven concludes the thesis by documenting where these strategies will fail without
radical changes in perspective and attitudes. Some shift of responsibility from learner to
teacher and institution is crucial if students are to develop sufficiently in their writing to reap
the promised rewards of higher education. The move in scholarship towards valuing the
student voice is applauded but this cannot be done at the expense of ignoring the social
aspects of writing that rely on the acceptability of ‘surface features’, nor can it ignore the
complexity involved in changing adult writing habits. Despite widening participation, higher
education in the UK is shown to be still working from a gatekeeping perspective and existing
power relationships are supported by the ideology that accepts Standard English as the
uncontested norm rather than the social dialect of the privileged that can be used as a tool of
discrimination. In order to combat this discrimination, students need to be able to produce
‘invisible’ writing that falls within an acceptable range of competence. Undergraduates in
English and Media, many of whom aspire to teaching and professional media careers, need to
engage in this debate in a positive way and be encouraged and enabled to develop the

necessary competencies to be able to join the system — or to change it.
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2. Literature Review

2.1 General Literature Review.

The first part of this review of literature begins with an appraisal of the purposes of higher
education, and although acknowledging its important role as a critic and conscience of society
(Dearing 1997, section 5), it also establishes that producing employable graduates is one of
those purposes. The discussion on what constitutes an employable student leads to a focus on
the need for them to be able to communicate well in writing. It goes on to consider arguments
on what aspects of writing are important and why. The rationale behind strategies
recommended to foster these aspects of writing, and why they may or may not be successful,

are also explored.

The second part of the literature review considers more specifically the writing requirements
for English and Media graduates both in academia and in employment. It explores the
complexity associated not only with defining the social and academic conventions but also
those attitudes to language and education that conspire, both consciously and unconsciously,
to exclude. It details the contextual and cultural influences on writing requirements which
might make it difficult for academics to acknowledge or change their role in this exclusion
process and those which make prioritising different aspects of student writing development
challenging for everyone involved. The notion of a standard language is explored along with
those attitudes that serve to obscure and minimise the inherent values underpinning academic

writing practices.

Higher education in the UK has expanded and changed dramatically over the last thirty years,

and its purpose has been hotly contested in government and educational circles. The Dearing



Report of 1997 was largely adopted as a blueprint for an expanded higher education system.
In considering the purposes of higher education, Dearing was given a list of five points
reflecting the Department for Education and Employment’s (DfEE) view. The first of these
points was ‘imparting employment skills’ (Dearing 1997, section 5.9); after consideration, the
Committee produced a separate list of four points in place of this one phrase where the first
item was:
to inspire and enable individuals to develop their capabilities to the highest potential
levels throughout life, so that they grow intellectually, are well-equipped for work, can
contribute effectively to society and achieve personal fulfilment. (Dearing 1997,
section 5.11)
This expansion and change in emphasis from employment skills to individual growth and
fulfilment demonstrates just how complex the ideas on the purposes of higher education are.
They range from those who believe that the higher education system should be for members
of an intellectual elite who guide society in moral and ethical dilemmas and push back the
frontiers of knowledge (Thompson 2000), through to those who believe that everyone is
entitled to higher education which fulfils their individual potential and that this would benefit
society generally. Even within the arguments of those who are in favour of expanding higher
education, the views range from those who visualise universities as the ‘critical conscience of
society’ (Barnett 2004, p195), capable of changing how society works by empowering
students with radical ideas, and those who see university as a means of acquiring higher level

knowledge which will allow graduates to fit into and benefit society as it exists by filling gaps

in the employment market.

One of the proponents of the latter position has been Sir Christopher Ball (1983), a leading

figure in the UK educational establishment, who, at the 1990 conference of the Society for

Research into Higher Education (SRHE), called for a ‘responsive model’ in which we
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‘...explore the limits of participation which will be useful and profitable to society and
rewarding for the individual’. He has called for a ‘radical change’ in the education system,
and consistently promotes a vision of higher education for the masses rather than an
exclusive, gatekeeping one which is valued more for its ‘scarcity than its substance’ (Ball
1990). Ball sees higher education as a necessary vehicle for maximising individual potential
in a way that benefits everyone. In a House of Lords debate on lifelong learning, Baroness
Blatch (2001), as education spokesperson for the Conservative Party, emphasised the ongoing
relevance of Ball’s stance with the following quote:
In the 21st Century those individuals who do not practise life-long learning will not
find work; those organisations which do not become learning organisations will not
survive; those schools, colleges and universities which do not put their students first
will not recruit. (Ball, 1996 in Blatch, 2001)
Although Ball has a ‘market forces’ perspective, he also promotes a student centred approach
and does so in a way that accentuates his philosophy that learning is a similar process for
children and adults. His keen interest in the education of pre-schoolers and a belief that
learning should be a positive experience are central to his attitude to higher education; this
appears to deny any real barriers to learning as he says that failure can always be put down to
one of three causes: ‘lack of clarity of aims, no true determination to succeed and inability or
unwillingness to learn’ (Ball 2003). This linking of ‘inability’ and “‘unwillingness’, however,
highlights a fundamental contradiction at the heart of his case, as they are entirely different
issues and need to be dealt with as such. A student who is unwilling to learn can be ‘coached’
as he suggests, but by acknowledging an ‘inability’ to learn he opens up the wider issues of
innate ability and different intellectual resources which are part of the ‘widening

participation’ debate, and are also central to any discussion of the purposes of higher

education.
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In his argument, Ball makes a clear link between education and employment; his assertion
that ‘all universities are businesses’ and subject to market forces connects with his belief that
equal opportunity problems disappear if professional standards are maintained (Ball 2003).
This is a key point, as the argument that widening participation means a lowering of those
professional standards is a hotly contested issue. As Peter Scott, former editor of The Times
Educational Supplement and Vice Chancellor of Kingston University, puts it:
The present moment in Britain may be recalled as the time when a still inward-looking
system of higher education was irreversibly opened up, rather as America’s was
between 1945 and 1970, to the immeasurable benefit of all; or as the time when the ill-
defined but deeply—etched “quality” of British universities and colleges was lost as
irreversibly.  (Scott 1993 in Radford et al., 1997, p8)
Ball is strongly in favour of this opening up and his belief in the value of mass higher
education is well argued but is challenged by those who believe that in order to function
effectively higher education needs to be exclusive, and is only for those 10-15 per cent who
are capable of coping with the intellectual rigour of a ‘traditional’ university course (Lea,
1999). Ruth Lea, Director of the Centre for Policy Studies', argues that the expansion of
higher education through the creation of more universities is a mistake and that the ‘clearly
differentiated academic and vocational pathways’ of the former polytechnic and university
system worked much better (Lea, 2006). This division of higher education into ‘academic’
and ‘vocational’ is counterproductive and one of the recommendations of the Dearing report
was that this artificial division should diminish (1997). All undergraduates should be required
to approach their discipline from an academic and critical stance and even the most cerebral
usually have to earn a living. The premise that scholarship is worth doing for its own sake is

one that is at the heart of traditional higher education, and should never be lost, but the

expansion of higher education means that the majority of those entering must be able to use

" Think tank on UK policies set up by Conservative politicians, Margaret Thatcher and Keith Joseph, in 1974.
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their knowledge in some capacity, whether that means gaining relevant employment or being

funded for further scholarship and research.

The argument for an elite higher education system is complex and proponents often defend
their views in historical terms by referring to a legacy going as far back as Ancient Greece
(Radford et al. 1997, p17). In Quantity and Quality in Higher Education, John Radford,
although not identifying with elitist attitudes, details the various perspectives, spanning those
who regret ‘the passing of a golden age’ when higher education was based on Plato’s model
of producing a ‘virtuous elite [who] would become suitable governors of society’ (p18) to
those who regard universities as ‘enterprises in the knowledge industry’ (p46). Radford pleads
for a system which produces ‘practical, high level skills combined with wider awareness
(educational, cultural, and so on), personal autonomy and social responsibility’ rather than
one which tries ‘vainly to provide for vastly increased numbers a cut-price, off the shelf
version of what was once an elite education of a particular specialised kind’( pp178-9).
Radford’s detailed and lucid account of these perspectives, followed by an even-handed and
coherent discussion on the ‘ends and means’ of higher education, leads him to a reasonable
goal of producing graduates who are critically and culturally aware of their own society and
their place within it. As Melanie Walker suggests in a more recent analysis of the context of
higher education, it is becoming more difficult to ‘measure and quantify the goods a higher
education ought to produce, or how instrumental pedagogies are to support universities’
claims as places “of debate, of openness...in which ideas ferment and persons can flourish”
(Barnett 2003:177) (2005, p11). What is apparent is that this ideal can only be pursued with a
radical shift in perspective from those responsible for devising and delivering higher
education curricula. An overwhelming focus on traditional discipline content and summative
assessment can mean that the necessary space for critical reflection of any kind is sadly

lacking.
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In 1997, Radford’s compelling argument was that if we, as university educators, took more
notice of educational research and past successes, then we could build on these rather than
‘re-inventing the wheel’. He cites the ‘close personal relationship of tutor and student’ at
Oxbridge; the ‘flexibility, explicit aims, openness and co-operative peer accountability’ of
the polytechnics, and the ‘non-traditional teaching methods’ of the Open University as some
examples of best practice from which a diverse and responsive higher education system
should learn (p179). In the last ten years, there have been system changes which mean that the
gulf between different types of university has been bridged, but there is still some way to go
in ensuring that best practice is shared and that students across the UK are given the best
possible chance to reach their potential, irrespective of the institution they attend. Radford is
not very clear about how improvements in teaching strategies necessarily result in an increase
in a student’s ‘wider awareness’ and ‘social responsibility’. But, as Walker points out:

How to teach (and what to teach) is [...] a practical expression of whether existing

cultural, economic and political patterns in any society ought to be reproduced or

transformed. (2005, p12)
So a first step towards a reflective student must be a reflective teacher, and it would seem
sensible to question teaching practices in higher education in light of what needs to be

achieved by society as a whole as well as by the individual.

Peter Scott, another champion of mass higher education, bemoans the apparent loss of the
idea that, ‘by expanding its social base, the intellectual and cultural possibilities of the
university are enlarged’ (Scott 2001). Over several years, he has espoused the idea that higher
education should have better aims than ‘social inclusion’ that ‘incorporate[s] ‘them’ into ‘our’

society’. This division into ‘them’ and ‘us’ is central to this thesis as it identifies language as
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one of the main markers by which people are included or excluded.? Developing the
intellectual and cultural possibilities to which Scott refers is one of the aims of widening
participation but the reality of conservative attitudes to language prevalent in academia means
that unless ‘they’ talk and write like ‘us’ they are not going to be heard on an equal basis and
the power still rests with ‘us’ to accept or reject ‘them’, largely on the basis of so called

‘surface features’® of language: spelling, punctuation and grammar.

Scott challenges the idea that a new university is somehow less able than the elite universities
of the past to act as an ‘independent critic of society’ and maintains that these erroneous ideas
are
based on idealized myths of institutional autonomy and academic freedom, which
ignore the collusive relationships between political, social, economic and cultural
elites on the one hand and intellectual, academic and scientific elites on the other.
(Scott 2004)
This is an open acknowledgement of an elite system, and his discussion on ethics in higher
education stresses that ethical considerations have become intrinsic to a system that is
required to be more socially accountable and responsible than in the past. Scott’s perceptive
account clearly acknowledges the positive elements of an expanded higher education system
and debunks the myth of a ‘golden age’, but he is still inevitably part of that elite system” and
there are those who consider that some problems associated with a rapidly growing higher

education sector cannot be solved without ‘a democratic reconstruction of the entire society’

(Ainley, 1994, pxiii).

Patrick Ainley’s pessimistic, but perhaps realistic, view is reflected in his assessment that:

The aspiration for professional education for all in a learning society therefore remains
largely rhetorical. It would imply not only higher education for all but careers for all.

% These ideas are explored more fully in Chapter Two.
3 The use of this term is discussed in detail in Chapter Two.
* See discussion on how this system is maintained as ‘legitimate’ later in this chapter.

28



The social implications of taking such a slogan seriously challenge deeply engrained

hierarchies of interest and habit. They are too far-reaching for the powers that be to

entertain seriously. (Ainley, 1994, p41)
Although his ideas are very different to those of Ruth Lea, Ainley also categorises higher
education institutions into two strands of a hierarchy, where ‘cultural’ is regarded as superior
to ‘vocational’. He suggests that those at the top will continue to take the most able students
from the middle classes and confirm their cultural status, whilst at the other end of the scale
the vocational universities will give a limited education which will result in a ‘new
professional proletariat, selling, contracting and marketing its services in increasingly
desperate competition with others.” Ainley calls for a halt to ‘the further fragmentation of a
once unitary academic culture of generalised knowledge’ and a return to the fundamental
purpose of education: ‘to get people thinking’(1994, p185). This stance rightly calls into
question the assumption, implicit in Ruth Lea’s call for a return to the exclusive model of
higher education, that those involved in vocational courses are not capable of a higher level of

thought. This thesis suggests that this perception is closely linked to attitudes to language that

assume a correlation between the use of formal Standard English and intellectual ability.”

Ainley’s assertion that education is ‘not essentially or even mainly concerned with
employment’ along with a plea to ‘combine general with vocational knowledge’, is an
idealistic but essentially practical one (Ainley, 1994, p187). His contention that this would
‘unmask the pretence of vocational higher education to guarantee secure professional
employment for all’ (1994, p187) is a truer reflection of an increasingly competitive society.
As degrees become more commonplace, employers have to find other ways of selection, and
Ainley argues quite rationally that, in order to compete or even survive, today’s graduates
need to be able to place their own educational experience ‘in the context of a sociology of

learning that emphasise[s] the cultural as well as the material distinctions between differently

> See Lillis, 2000 pp 39/40 for a similar claim against those who assume ‘essayist literacy practices’ are the
norm.
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advantaged and disadvantaged groups within society’ (Ainley, 1994, p30). Use of language is
one of the more obvious factors that employers use in the selection process (Carey & Weiner,
2006). Many employers suggest that they reject applicants purely on writing skills without
giving any real attention to what the writer says.® This is a crucial point for undergraduates to
be made aware of and, as discussed throughout this thesis, although there are demanding
reasons for not concentrating solely on the ‘skills’ aspect of writing, it makes the relegation of
spelling, punctuation and grammar to the status of less important ‘surface features’ a grave

mistake.

Ainley’s motives, however, are not simply aimed at improving individual employment
prospects but at improving society generally; he talks of a ‘meaningful education in which
learners themselves decide what is worth learning’ (Ainley, 2006). He illustrates the practical
benefits of his approach in an account of persuading first year, Youth and Community degree
students that embedding ‘academic literacy’ skills into their course was essential if they were
going to use their degree to establish themselves within a management framework which
relied upon formal written communication (Ainley, 2006). This rightly puts language at the
forefront of the arguments regarding social inclusion and widening participation. I would
argue that his idea of self-reflection in a cultural context can motivate students to
acknowledge that module content is not the only important learning that higher education
offers and that in order to benefit fully from higher education they also need to be critically

aware of language as a social tool.

In making a case for higher education to produce ‘critical beings’, Ronald Barnett (1997)
takes Ainley’s idea of self-reflection further and details it as only one of eight forms of

reflection. His conclusion that self-reflection in higher education is ‘arrested at superficial

® An extensive American survey of businesses conducted by The National Commission on Writing found that
86% of respondents would regard poorly written applications as ‘extremely prejudicial’(2004).
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levels’ (p101) is a potent one in relation to language. Barnett maintains that students are often
asked to reflect, but only within the confines of an established power structure; although they
may be encouraged to question power differentials in an educational or employment setting,
they are restricted by the requirement to accept ‘given external agendas’ (Barnett, 1997,
p101). The use of formal, standard language is one of the criteria for acceptance into the
academic world and students are often penalised, either implicitly or explicitly, for any
deviation, but the values and ideology behind this standardisation go largely unquestioned by
the majority of undergraduates and indeed by the majority of academic staff.” What needs to
be acknowledged openly is that students are accepted into higher education without fulfilling
the language criteria and that they are also allowed to graduate without fulfilling this criteria,
but if they want to be accepted fully into ‘academia’ or graduate employment, then the
competent production of Standard Written English is a powerful asset if not an absolute

requirement.

Barnett argues that higher education needs to be part of the wider world but can still retain its
critical stance if students are encouraged to reflect on their own learning in a wider context:
‘A higher education for the new century has to have an eye to the students as actors in the
world not just as thinkers’ (Barnett, 1997, p103). This clearly acknowledges the link between
academia and employment but the nature of that link is contentious. Ainley and Barnett are in
agreement on the importance of critical reflection which emphasises the importance of the
individual in higher education and they share a concern that an emphasis on ‘key skills’ will
result in simply viewing higher education as a production line or, as Melanie Walker deems it

in her perceptive contextualisation of higher education, a source of ‘human capital’ (2005,

pll).

7 See discussion on Bourdieu’s rationale for this later in this chapter.
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Helen Peters gives an insightful view of this discussion of the purpose of key skills in higher
education but then follows it with the question:

Do key skills open up possibilities for our students, or are they a means of mass

producing employees to meet the demand of a fluctuating job market? (1999, p59)
This pejorative attitude towards a supply and demand purpose for higher education is
understandable but if the possibility that the student is aiming for is, in fact, a job which
requires certain attributes then a certain pragmatism comes into play. Ainley’s work with the
Youth and Community students, documented earlier, illustrates the benefits in linking
cognitive skills and cultural awareness with practical application in order to work towards a
genuine goal. Unless each student is made more aware of their own purpose and potential in
gaining higher education, it is difficult to see how the purposes of higher education or what is
taught within that framework can be fully determined. The majority of students do not come
into higher education with a view to what they can contribute to society but to what higher
education can do for them. The benefits to society of a less exclusive higher education system
are almost incidental to individual needs. In a successful system, these benefits to society
would stem from benefits to the individual which would embrace a range of useful
competencies, including critical thinking, and would result in more confident, engaged and
fulfilled human beings who have developed their own potential. Students do not need to lose
the ability to think critically if they are taught key skills; critical thinking must be one of the
skills which enables students to see the advantages of developing other skills, including that
of producing written communication which falls within the conventions of formal academic
or business English. The social practice of exclusion resulting from the concept of a standard
language is not going to change in the foreseeable future. As discussed in more detail later,

one of the keys to being accepted into the ‘educated discourse community’ is competence in
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Standard Written English and therefore students need to have a genuine opportunity to

develop that competence in order to have the power to conform or to challenge the status quo.

In line with Ainley’s more practical approach, John White (1997) refutes Barnett’s
assessment of higher education as ‘emancipatory’ in any way that differs from other forms of
post compulsory education. He argues that Barnett’s claims for higher education are based on
a false premise that the word ‘higher’ can only be defined in a way which connects it with
cognitive superiority, whereas higher education in Britain can mean many things; White sees
no real distinction between further and higher education, ‘only a continuum of orientations
and courses’(1997, p15). He questions whether or not students could be equipped to critically
reflect much earlier in their education or whether Barnett’s ‘emancipatory’ aims should be a
part of all post-compulsory education as students reach an age where they are capable of such
reflection. I would argue that this is not an ‘either/or’ situation. As learning is such an
individual activity, every opportunity should be taken to develop critical reflection; some
students will respond earlier than others; some will never respond but that does not mean that
the effort should not be made. Whilst agreeing with Barnett that any form of higher education
must involve critical thinking and reflection, there is no reason why it should not be
introduced at any stage in a student’s career. As language is central to each individual’s
perceived place in society, this reflection should encompass the ideology behind a system that

continues to label users of non-standard language as deficient.

In exploring arguments regarding the purpose of higher education, it becomes apparent that

there is not only one solution and that higher education can and does serve more than one

purpose. As Walker points out: ‘there are different perspectives or weightings on what is
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valuable about higher education. There is not one hegemonic mantra’ (2005, p7). Also, as Sir
David Watson, vice-chancellor of the University of Brighton, has said:
universities have always changed in response to perceived social and economic needs,
and they have always remained the same. There has always been both a worldly,
“instrumental” side to our business and an independent deeply ethical side. (Watson,
January 15", 2002)
As discussed earlier, the aim of producing ‘critical beings’ who are capable of and willing to
challenge the ethics of our society is still valid, but in a system of mass higher education it has
to be recognised that society is made up of individuals with needs and aspirations who do not
necessarily want to challenge the status quo but simply want to become established within it.
By challenging the meaning of ‘higher’, White opens up a discussion on what is expected
from those who have continued their education through to degree level. In the past, having a
degree, especially from an ‘old’ university was a means to establish and maintain superiority
over the majority or it was regarded as a passport to a better position in society:
In a world where a third of the new workforce entrants are graduates, the nature of the
degree and its immediate purchase on the requirements of employers is obviously
more central. (Watson, January 15™ ,2002)

In the UK, where as many as half the population are now expected to graduate, students need

to examine their own motives and aspirations in a realistic context.

In this competitive graduate market, employability is a contentious issue and much of the
literature aimed at graduates suggests that there are essential skills that employers are looking
for, irrespective of degree discipline. In a Higher Education Academy report on
employability, Mantz Yorke described most of the writing on the issue of these ‘transferable

skills’ for graduates as ‘““wish lists” constructed by interested parties’. His contention that

81t might be pertinent to introduce the notion here that academics also need to examine their own motives and position in a
higher education environment which has changed considerably since many of them graduated and which might threaten to
devalue or destabilise their own place within it and this point is discussed in some detail in Chapter Two
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‘employability goes well beyond the simplistic notion of key skills’ (2006, p13). is patently
true but that does not mean that general skills are unimportant and, in a recent report produced
by The Royal Literary Fund (RLF), Writing Matters, Louise Page argues that the ‘good
writing skills’ of graduates are ‘invaluable’ to an employer (Page, 2006, p37). Derek Alsop
(2004) questions the ‘assumption that employers in the “real world” are looking for an ability
to write clear, elegant English’, contending that the “real world” seems increasingly to be
adopting a jargonised official language in many areas’ (p17). The point is, however, that
English and Media graduates, in line with previously mentioned QAA benchmark statements,

ought to be able to know the difference and produce either as appropriate.

As discussed throughout this thesis, what constitutes ‘good writing skills’ is contentious in
terms of the value judgement implicit in the word ‘good’, the existence and relative
importance of the features of ‘writing’, and the existence and desirability of transferable
‘skills’. Whatever stance is taken, there does seem to be some consensus that many students
do not have them, and the perception exists (Lamb1992, 1998; Winch and Wells 1995;
Fairbairn and Winch 1996; Hinkle 1997; Hudson 1998; Ganobcsik-Williams 2004; Hiatt
2006) that many students arrive at university unable to fulfil the writing requirements
demanded of them. Much of the work on writing in higher education naturally dwells on what
is referred to as ‘academic writing’. Lisa Ganobcsik-Williams, in her comprehensive report on
the teaching of academic writing (2004), criticises previous researchers such as Winch and
Wells (1995) and Hinkle (1997), for referring to Bernard Lamb’s pronouncements on the
sorry state of student writing (Lamb 1992) as if they were based on hard evidence rather than
on the perceptions of academic staff. Ganobcsik-Williams maintains that her report ‘draws no
such sweeping conclusions’, but it identifies ‘64 types of writing’ task and establishes that
students ‘are expected to possess or to acquire a working knowledge of a variety of written

forms and disciplinary conventions’ (p19-20). Ironically, perhaps, the survey then centres on
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‘grammar, spelling, and punctuation as the three main areas cited by staff who said they
perceive a decline in students’ Academic Writing abilities’ (p22). The relationship between

these aspects of writing and other features of academic writing is not clearly defined.

This blurring of boundaries between what is known as ‘academic writing’ and what is
regarded as formal, Standard Written English outside the academic world, is central to this
thesis. The method of distinction between those features of writing that are academic literacy
practices and part of the higher education culture, and those features of writing, such as
spelling, punctuation and grammar, which have become part of a student’s individual schema
for producing written communication, is a key problem in negotiating change. The
requirements of formal academic writing are clearly linked to higher education and the need
for students to acquire discipline conventions explicitly is now being acknowledged, even
though there is still some way to go in deciding how this is best achieved. The notion of
attaining Standard Written English, however, has social implications that are the basis of long
and continuing debate. The proposal that English and Media graduates who wish to be
accepted into academia or business need to be able to use Standard Written English in formal
writing is relatively easy to argue for, but that they might need to be taught to do so within the
curriculum is far from a straightforward proposition and needs to be explored within the

whole question of the changing face of higher education and its role within society.

This continuing debate on the issues surrounding the use of Standard English has several
overlapping strands, making it difficult to separate the arguments into clear opposing factions
and any discussion is unlikely to result in a simple dichotomy. Tony Crowley (1999), in his
incisive critique of the issues surrounding Standard English, identifies two main areas of
confusion: one is that the word ‘standard’ ‘shifts in its meaning between “uniformity” and

999,

“level of excellence™’; the other is ‘the failure to distinguish between speech and writing’
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(p271). With regard to both points, Crowley cites John Honey as one of the main protagonists
and goes on to criticise Honey’s failure to respond adequately to ‘the Milroys’ assertion that
“the structure and function of written language is altogether different from that of spoken

99

language™’(p273). The blurring of the distinction between spoken and written English is
shown to seriously undermine Honey’s arguments on standardisation, as does his assertion
that the general perception of ‘educatedness’ is and should be based on the language used by
‘high status figures (like royalty)’ (Honey, 1997, p162). Although the criticism of Honey
stands, this also clearly illustrates the problem of trying to encapsulate the properties of
language. Since the Milroys produced their third edition of Authority in Language in 1999,
some forms of written language, such as e-mail and texting, have indeed moved much closer
to the functions of spoken language and bear much less relation to the conventions of written

language which they describe as: ‘solitary [...] careful [...] planned [...and] recorded’ (pp54-

5).

Honey’s rather muddled defence of Standard English as a superior form, which should be
force-fed to children in order for them to replicate the communicative traits of ‘educated’
people, is also skilfully demolished by the respected sociolinguist Peter Trudgill. In
countering Honey’s tirade against the ‘enemies’ of Standard English, Trudgill points out that
his own contention that no dialect is linguistically superior from any other, in no way denies
the ‘benefits of [the] mastery of Standard English’ (1998, p457). This thesis concentrates on
those benefits, whilst acknowledging that they are based largely on social discrimination and
not on superiority of one language form over another. It does not suggest, as Honey does, that
Standard English is the ‘Gateway to Liberty’ (1997, p65) but it does suggest that the inability
to make writing ‘invisible’ by obeying conventions can result in discrimination. This idea of
making writing invisible is not a new one. Joan Turner (1996) contends that ‘the transparency

of language is so taken for granted in academic discourse that language only becomes
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“visible” as a problem’ (p5), but it is reiterated here as it resonates with the ideas discussed
later in this chapter that standardisation is so habitual that it is ‘misrecognized’ as natural and

normal rather than learned behaviour.

An important distinction is that this thesis deals exclusively with formal written English
which, as Crowley points out, is normally accepted as requiring a standard in terms of
uniformity: ‘If there are educationalists or linguists who argue against literacy in standard
written English, I would be interested in opposing them’ (1999, p275). One of the main
strands of the discussion then is not whether there are elements of writing that are considered
to be standard in written English at any one time but whether or not those elements can be
fixed. Tony Bex, in his wide ranging discussion of variety in written English, posits the idea
that:
Within any language there will always be new ways of expression which are in
competition with the old forms and for this reason the only fully standardised
language will always be a dead language. (Bex, 1996, p26)
Those who suggest the need for Standard Written English, however, are often accused of
trying to set the language in stone and labelled ‘prescriptivist’. As Marnie Holborow points
out: ‘Political labelling has become the norm in what has been written on Standard English’
(1999, p151). She sums up the range of views on Standard English with a quote from Ronald
Carter, a respected educationalist who has had a major influence on British schools, despite
government rejection of the materials produced by his Language in the National Curriculum
(LINC) project in the early nineties:
From a view that standard English is correct English and must be uniformly enforced
in all context of use (with dialects extirpated) and that children not drilled in the rules
of standard grammar are both deviant and disempowered (strong right wing position)
to a view that Standard English is a badge of upper class power and that to require
children to learn it is a form of social enslavement (strong left wing position I) to a
view that Standard English must be taught to working class children so that they can

wrest linguistic power from those more privileged than themselves (strong left-wing
position II). (Carter, 1997, p8, in Holborow, 1999, p150)
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Labelling these views as ‘strong right’ and ‘strong left [ and II’ leaves the question of what is
in between. Alison Wray, in a much quoted article on the patterns of error in undergraduate
writing summarises the arguments for prescription in two main points: that students who
cannot access ‘the variety of educated English which we expect from graduates’ will be
disadvantaged in the employment market, and that the requirements of the National
Curriculum cannot be met if trainee teachers are unable to use this variety (1994, pp96-97). In
opposition to the prescriptive view she suggests that linguists believe their role to be the
description of how language is used, not to say how it should be used. She also suggests that
there is a difficulty for these descriptive linguists in resolving this preference with ‘the
defence of standards they have achieved themselves and the protection of students in a cruel,
judgemental world’ (Wray, 1994, p105). This dilemma of the descriptive linguist clearly
relates to the arguments in this thesis and it leads to the pertinent question: ‘But who gets to
prescribe and who gets prescribed to?’ (p105). I would suggest that it is not only the
prescriptive grammarian who decides what is acceptable and what is not. Descriptive
linguists, academics, employers, in fact any educated readers, are just as likely to reject or
object to formal writing which does not conform to their ideas of ‘appropriateness’.’ By
questioning whether current non-conforming students may ‘be the spearhead of an escape
from the conservatism of the over-educated few’ Wray introduces an interesting concept, but
all the evidence suggests that those ‘few’ still hold the power to exclude and reject those who

are unwilling, unable, or more pertinently not given a realistic opportunity, to conform.

A typical example of an anti-prescriptive stance is that of Professor Jean Aitchison, who
wrote an article for the Times Higher Education Supplement in which she suggests that the

‘linguachondriacs’ should ‘stop moaning’ because knowing how to surf the web is ‘more

? The notion of appropriateness itself is disputed and this is discussed in Chapter Two.
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valuable than the placement of a semi-colon’ (21% May,1999). She argues this from a
powerful position as a professor of language and communication at Oxford University who
would be recognised as a figure of authority largely on the basis of what she has written. I
would argue that her command of the conventions of Standard Written English would be
crucial in reaching that position. That those conventions can and do change is not contested
but, at any one time, in a restricted environment such as the UK establishment, I would
suggest that there is a general view of what is acceptable or unacceptable in formal written
English, and universities and senior business personnel are likely to be traditionally
conservative in that view. To offset the use of the semi-colon against the ability to surf the
web is spurious as they are in no way mutually exclusive; the use of the semi-colon is not the
main worry of those who are concerned that students should be able to choose and use a
formal writing style where appropriate. Graduates in English and Media might be reasonably

expected to be able both to surf the Internet and to know how to use a semi-colon.

Norman Fairclough, writing of critical language awareness and language in power, says that:
There is an element of schizophrenia about standard English, in the sense that it
aspires to be (and certainly is portrayed as) a national language belonging to all
classes and sections of the society, and yet remains in many respects a class dialect.
(1987, p57)

It is perhaps because of this that the call for the acceptance and maintenance of a standard

written language always has connotations of protecting the status quo and therefore

maintaining the class divisions. The more people that are enabled to use formal written

English, the more it becomes standard in the sense of shared and the less it can be used as a

badge of superiority. This is still problematic, as language is so integral to individual self-

perception that any attempt to change it can be construed as depreciatory, therefore it has to

be perceived as a useful, additional skill rather than as a forced conformity.
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Colin Lankshear, in his work on changing literacies, maintains that ‘It is never simply a given
dialect that is stigmatised but, rather, the entire way of life and the integral identities
associated with its discursive practice’ (1997, p37). This is said in the context of world
languages and the presumption could be made that this stigma would not apply to users who
share the same first language in a UK academic setting. The enduring class system in the UK
and the prestige accorded to Standard Written English, however, means that even small
deviations can result in identifying the writer as outside the academic or ‘educated discourse
community’. David Barton, a leading researcher into adult literacy, suggests that ‘We assert
our identity through literacy’ (Barton, 1994, p48). Although he appears to endorse Halliday’s
contention that ‘we should not get too obsessed with the medium’ (1985, p92 in Barton, 1994,
p90), he also acknowledges that ‘ there is no such thing as writing separate from a reader and
a purpose. Writing can only be evaluated in terms of the purposes for which it is intended’
(p167). One of the purposes of academic, and even formal business writing, is to give
authority to the writer; this authority and identity as an educated member of the community
can be undermined by features which may be perceived as non standard. The justification for
this can be debated (see Part Two) but the reality of it is repeatedly illustrated and it is in this

real world that graduates have to compete.

If it is accepted that in order to compete, English and Media graduates should be able to
produce formal Standard Written English, the debate then moves on to how this can be
achieved. In a bid to ‘move away from a skills-based, deficit model of student writing’, Mary
Lea and Brian Street (1998b, p157), have taken the lead in the UK in developing approaches
which result in grammar, spelling and punctuation being referred to as ‘surface features’
(Hilsdon, 1999; Peters, 1999; King, 2000; Lillis, 1999). Lillis, (2001) sums this up thus:

Focusing on what actual writers do in texts constitutes a methodological/
epistemological shift. It leads, not least, to a challenging of the idea that
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writers’ problems are predominantly to do with language as surface features,
grammar, syntax and punctuation, and brings to centre stage the complicated history
of writers’ intentions around meaning making in texts. (Lillis, 2001, p27)
The implication is that the ‘deeper’ features are those that relate to the students’ thoughts and
not to the writing techniques used to present those thoughts. Any concentration on these

surface features is said to detract from the real purpose of writing, which is communicating

ideas.

In marginalising these aspects of writing, researchers seek to focus on the importance of
encouraging tutors and students to see writing as a means of developing and expressing
meaning (Creme and Lea, 1998; Lea & Street, 1998b; Jones, 2000 (ed); Lillis, 1999; 2001).
This important work acknowledges the right of the student to be part of a dialogue in which
their voice is heard and valued; it also acknowledges that academic discourse is not a
‘transparent” medium relying on common sense'° but is a negotiated discourse which has
conventions steeped in tradition and heavy with social implications. It also recognises that
some conventions can be peculiar not only to a particular country, institution or discipline but
often to a particular course or even tutor, so that a dialogue is needed to situate the student
literacy within that framework rather than assuming that the student should be able to access
these conventions automatically and it being their failure if they do not do so. Although I
agree wholeheartedly with the necessity for exploring ways to value the student voice,
moving away from a notion of student deficit to one which acknowledges a variety of
‘literacy practices’ (Lea & Street, 2000, p33) and opening a more equal dialogue between
student and tutor, it is still important to state that without being able to adapt some of their
literacy practices, graduates are unlikely to be fully accepted by the wider academic and

educated community.

1% See Turner (1996) for an exploration of the ‘transparency’ of language and Fairclough (1989) Chapter Two for
a discussion of assumptions of ‘common-sense’.
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There are obvious problems associated with marking out differences in student writing as
errors. Emergent writers of any age, can be discouraged and demeaned by emphasis on the
technical aspects of their work rather than the content (Shaughnessy, 1977; Hinkle, 1997,
King, 2000). This is why it is important for any dialogue to be honest in evaluating the socio-
political aspects of language and the power that it holds (Bourdieu, 1984, 1991, 1996;
Fairclough, 1989,1992). There is also evidence that writers cannot concentrate on all aspects
of writing at once (Kellogg, 1999; Smith, 1982), so focussing on technical aspects could
deflect writers from the main, overt purpose of their writing. The purpose of conveying
authority, however, is central to all academic writing and this can be undermined by even
minor deviations from convention. Whilst the encouragement to promote students into being
participants in a discourse rather than receivers of knowledge is positive, this should not mean
that the technical aspects are seen as unimportant or that they are intrinsically easier to deal

with.

Mina Shaughnessy’s ground-breaking work with American Basic Writing students (1977)
illustrates both the political and practical complexities involved in identifying difference, and
developing student writing to a point where it ceases to interfere with the reader’s reception of
the message it contains. Although Shaughnessy was working thirty years ago, in a different
country and with students who were far more easily distinguishable from the mainstream, the
actual writing ‘problems’ she describes are surprisingly similar to those that face today’s
students in UK higher education. She makes the point that usually ‘understanding comes
about when the writer is able to view his own work from the reader’s perspective’ (1977, p39)
and this is still the case in requiring students to take the transcriptional elements of writing
seriously. Frank Smith (1982) makes an excellent case for separating out the process of
author and secretary, and perhaps it is this separation into important components of writing

rather than a hierarchy of features, seen as surface and deep, that is necessary. This thesis does
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not advocate concentration on spelling, punctuation and grammar at the expense of content
but it does argue that dismissing them as insignificant or trivial is patronising and dishonest in

a society that often judges whether or not a text is worth reading by how it is written.

Bernard Lamb, Chairman of the London Branch of Queen’s English Society, is well known
for his condemnation of the state of student writing in the UK. As a scientist he maintains
that:

Spelling is important. Bad spelling gives the impression that the writer is ignorant,

careless and unintelligent. It can mislead, confuse and frustrate the reader, and delay

or prevent comprehension. (1998, p11)
This attitude may be seen as reactionary and retrograde and, as Hinkle (1997) suggests, may
not be popular with students who wish to concentrate on content, but surveys in higher
education (Winch & Wells, 1995; Ganobcsik-Williams, 2004) and business (Beason, 2001;
Hadley, 2007) suggest that his preoccupations with spelling, punctuation and grammar are
widely shared as being indications of the quality of education. A 2003 report on a survey of
higher education institutions, funded by the English Subject Centre, showed that 44% and
54% of respondents, respectively, viewed grammar and punctuation as ‘matter[s] of concern’
amongst undergraduates (Alsop, 2003). What is interesting about this report is that tutors
appear to be willing to accept responsibility for features regarded as part of academic
convention but not for ‘basic skills’. Alsop mentions that ‘Several colleagues noted that the
skills involved in constructing arguments and referencing are higher level skills which new
undergraduates soon improve with proper guidance’ (Alsop, 2003, p3) but 16% of Alsop’s
respondents felt that it was “too late to make much impact on poor writing/study skills at
university” ( p12). I would argue that this assumption is based on an often unacknowledged
perception that changing the writing habits of an adult is very difficult. In discussing the

‘acquisition’ of skills, there is a major difference between introducing new skills that are
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perceived as a progression, such as that from ‘A’ level to Higher Education, and requiring
students to relearn the writing habits of a lifetime amidst the competing priorities that higher

education presents.

Arguments regarding the acquisition of good written communication skills often centre on
whether or not those ‘skills’ can be transferable and whether or not writing can even be taught
as a discrete skill:
Research on writing centres and WAC'' suggests that writing is not an autonomous set
of easily generated skills but a very complex, developing accomplishment, central to
the specialised work of the myriad disciplines of higher education, and to the
professions and institutions students will enter and transform. (Russell, 1999, p1)
In his keynote speech at the Writing Development in Higher Education Conference (1999)
David Russell, of lowa State University, suggests that the American experience shows that
problems have been caused by trying to ‘separate writing out’ rather than raising awareness of
writing issues within the curriculum area. He puts the solution squarely in the hands of
academic staff who need to devote time and energy to developing a curriculum and teaching
strategies which acknowledge the diversity of writing requirements both within disciplines

and for individuals.

In line with this approach, Dr Ursula Wingate, Language in Education lecturer at Kings
Institute of Learning and Teaching, makes an impassioned plea for ‘Doing away with “study
skills”” (Wingate 2006). With regard to academic writing she makes use of Theresa Lillis’
argument that, unlike the North American approach, which recognises the need for writing

courses to teach students how to write academic texts, the UK retains a focus on technical

! Writing across the Curriculum (WAC) is a term used extensively in America. It began in the 1980s as a
response to a perceived problem with literacy among college students which was not being addressed by the
separate ‘freshers’” writing courses prevalent at the time. It is closely linked to WiD (Writing in the Disciplines)
and will be discussed in more detail later.
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aspects of writing such as spelling, grammar and referencing. She argues, in line with Lea and
Street’s suggestion (above), for a move away from the teaching of writing skills which are
surface techniques towards ‘developing students’ deeper understanding of knowledge’
(Wingate, 2006, p467). There is a strong case made for fostering students’ understanding of
their own learning through embedding the teaching of writing within the curriculum and
acknowledging the epistemological issues surrounding student writing. Whilst supporting this
stance, [ would emphasise that this is not a substitute for teaching the practical skills
necessary to produce writing that is in line with current conventions, but should be in addition
to it. A tutor who works hard to acknowledge issues of differing academic literacies and
identities to focus on making meaning through writing will no doubt enable students to
produce better academic writing. However, the current situation regarding the negative
perception of student writing abilities illustrates that students do not pick up by osmosis those
features which are relevant to all formal writing: accurate spelling, punctuation and grammar.
The call to change that perception from one of student deficit to student development is
imperative but it must also acknowledge that these features of writing still need to be
addressed and taught if students are to benefit fully from higher education. That they should
be taught through illustration of successful writing rather than through a remedial process is

one of the central themes of this thesis.

In contrast to this body of research on academic writing which suggests that these surface
features can not be separated out into transferable skills independent of meaning making, The
Royal Literary Fund (RLF) Report (2006) uses language which suggests that writing is indeed
a set of transferable skills:
Students are arriving at University without the basic skills [...] Writing skills taught
with a passion transform the performance of students across the disciplines [...] Once

students discover that such skills are not the magical prerogative of a few. (Wall,
2006, pxi)
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One important difference here is that the RLF are referring to spelling, punctuation and
grammar as ‘the fundamentals of literacy’ (Wall, 2006, pxi); whether intentional or not, there
is a discrepancy between this description and that of ‘surface features’ (Lea &Street, 1998b;
Hilsdon 1999; Lillis, 1999; Peters, 1999; King, 2000; Wingate, 2006). This thesis relates
closely to this RLF designation that celebrates these features as the necessary resources of a
competent writer and sees the need to ensure that ‘the skills are perceived as acquirable and
attractive’ (Wall, 2006, pxiv). This attraction should be clearly related to the needs and
aspirations of the individual student. Related closely to this is the notion of one-to-one work
which ‘takes account of the student’s own level’ (pxiv). Writing is obviously ‘a very complex,
developing accomplishment’ (Russell, 1999, p3); there are multiple reasons why any writer
writes the way they do at any particular time. Kellogg (1999), in his depiction of the
psychological processes involved in writing, discusses the problems of ‘attentional
overload’(p32) where different features of the writing process compete for attention.'? It is
only by awakening each student to the possibility and rewards of change that they may be
motivated to put in the extra effort necessary to develop their technical writing skills, when,
as will be illustrated in the results in Chapters Four and Five, the pressure and primary

motivation is often to focus on content.

Angier and Palmer, in the same Literary Fund Report, support Murray’s idea that, ideally
‘every department would have its own writing tutor, or better still, it would integrate the skills
of writing into the very fabric of learning (Murray, 2005)’, but then go on to suggest that this
is impractical, as it ‘would require a wholesale change in the ethos and practice of higher
education’ (2006, p18). Their solution is to establish ‘centralised Writing Development

Centres’ but without the remedial stigma which is so often attached to such resources. The

12 See Chapter Four for a more detailed account of this.
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emphasis on ‘developmental’ rather than remedial is to be welcomed but in suggesting that
Writing Centres are the answer because the ‘ideal’ answer would be too difficult, the RLF
loses an opportunity to take a radical stance which might help to bring about the change in
ethos that they initially advocate. In also making the recommendation that: ‘students should
display a minimum standard of correct and effective written English as a condition of
acceptance for undergraduate study’ (Thornton and Coppard, 2006, p43), they perhaps betray
a contradiction in their assumption that people who can not yet reach their ‘standard’ are
incapable of benefiting from, or contributing to, higher education. One clear example where
this is not the case would be students with undiagnosed dyslexia who might well fail any
diagnostic assessment of writing skills but might still be intellectually capable of higher level
study. There is also the problem of deciding what that ‘minimum standard” would be based

upon.

According to David Russell (1999), the American system of requiring every student to ‘take a
general writing course in their first year’ has not resulted in decreased complaints about
student writing, and he quite clearly says that he does not recommend that the UK follow the
US in this approach (p4). He goes on to document the evolution of US writing centres from
‘writing hospitals’ to places which are ‘focused on building partnerships with academic staff
in the disciplines (p4). The theorising of writing centre work, ably undertaken by Nancy
Maloney Grimm (1999) in her book Good Intentions, has led to challenges against the
concept of writing centres which are simply there to ‘help’ students, to seeing them as ‘sites
of participatory research into students’ literacy practices and as sites of knowledge about the
ways that discourse regulates who we are and who we can be’ (1999, pxvi). Significantly, the
US Writing Centres have gradually moved from a remedial position to a ‘Writing Across the

Curriculum’ (WAC) or Writing in the Disciplines (WiD) approach as they endeavour to
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involve all academic staff in writing development. In a wide ranging discussion about the
future of WAC in the UK and its relationship to the US experience, Viv Ellis of Southampton
University and Donna Le Court of Colorado State University (2002) document the
establishment of ‘composition’ in the US as a discipline with its own scholarship and compare
it with the emergence in the UK of a more fragmented but growing call for a more embedded
approach to the development of writing. Le Court points out that freshmen writing courses
meant that initiatives in the US were already closely linked to English Departments which
gave them an overriding responsibility for writing throughout the University; the
disadvantage of this being that other departments absolved themselves of that responsibility.
In the UK, there are myriad combinations of people with some accountability for improving
student writing. "> Many of these are in centrally based skills or learning development units;
others are more specifically directed towards writing, such as the academic writing centres at

the universities of Westminster and Coventry, but are still centrally based.

This does not mean that the US experience is being ignored; as Ganobcsik-Williams (2004)
points out, there are several schemes involving a WiD approach which aim to integrate
writing development into subject learning either through staff development or module
design.' It is well documented that the response to the perceived lack of writing skills in
undergraduates has resulted in the provision of study skills support outside the curriculum.
Any investigation of writing development therefore needs to include an exploration of such
support. Blythman et al. (2003) give a comprehensive overview of provision both in UK and
the US. They particularly emphasise the need to situate such support within the curriculum
rather than in any peripheral area such as counselling. The key issues they identify are

discussed in Chapter Seven but their call ‘to position study support so that it can make a full

" See ALDinHE survey available on line from http://www.aldinhe.ac.uk/ and Chapter Six for discussion.
4 See Ganobscik Williams, 2004, 3.4 for an overview and details of initiatives being funded.
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contribution to student success’ (p206) is in line with the ethos followed in my own
institution, which, rather than having a centrally based unit, has Academic Skills Tutors
working within individual Schools.'> What this has in common with the majority of current
models is the aim to work more closely with discipline staff to provide a combination of
strategies both in and alongside modules in order to develop ‘academic writing’ in a more
subject-integrated manner and with more relevance for the student and less focus on remedial

aspects.

In concluding the transatlantic discussion on WAC and WiD, Viv Ellis links widening
participation in higher education to this more subject-focussed approach, which again moves
away from a separate study skills solution and towards introducing ‘a changing sense of
literacy into an institutional system wherein writing is only beginning to be seen as
inextricable from learning’(2002, p57). She suggests that the new diversity in higher
education ‘can easily function to disrupt assumptions about the privileged status of certain
literacies’ (p57). Whilst acknowledging the challenges in this, her recommendation is to
expand the ‘amount of teacher-student interaction about writing, and the exchanges between
researchers and teachers’ ( p57). This echoes Theresa Lillis’s call for ‘dialogues of
participation’ (2001, pp132-159). These are positive recommendations but it is still difficult to
envisage a climate in which those who have the power engendered to them through their
command of writing conventions would be willing to accede that those conventions are
negotiable. As James Paul Gee has said ‘The teacher’s job [...] is to properly focus attention’
(1996, p89). In the present circumstances these exchanges could be used to raise student and
teacher awareness and to promote writing development that may close the gap between

student production and formal requirements, but it is difficult to see any avenue for a radical

' For a more detailed account see Catterall, Hill and Tinker (submitted).
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change that would alter those formal requirements in any meaningful way. This is the
challenge outlined in this thesis, for as Grimm suggests, the goal should be not only ‘granting
students membership to the academic literacy club but also for changing the gates of that club

when change is necessary’ (1999, pxviii).

Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s perspectives on this supply a framework for exploring how and
why the power relationships that support these requirements are difficult to change.
Bourdieu’s ideas on the way that the education system legitimizes a standard language
through ‘symbolic power’ are particularly relevant. In establishing his theory, Bourdieu does
not get involved in the arguments between linguists who propose nature or experience as most
fundamentally important in language acquisition'® as he says that:

So long as not everything is inscribed in nature and the acquisition process is more

than a simple maturation, there exist linguistic differences capable of functioning as

signs of social distinction. (Bourdieu, 1991, p259)
Bourdieu discusses language in terms of a ‘linguistic market’ where some have more ‘capital’
than others through virtue of their background. Michael Grenfell, in his useful exposition of
how Bourdieu’s theories on education can be applied, defines three terms: ‘habitus’, ‘field’
and ‘capital’, which are important in any practical application. He maintains that these terms
can be used to show that ‘human action is constituted through a dialectical relationship
between individuals’ thought and activity and the objective world’ and also emphasises
‘structure as a dynamic effect: as a structured structure and a structuring structure’ (Grenfell,
1998, p14). This is important as it supports the notion that this hegemonic system is not static
and can be changed and even challenged (Janks & Ivani¢, 1992 p315). As Melanie Walker

puts it: ‘capital is arbitrary and the determination of what capital is valued is constantly being

defined and redefined’ (2004, p38).

1 See Chapman (2000, Chapter 5) for a clear overview of the different positions.
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Grenfell quotes Bourdieu in saying that habitus is ‘an acquired system of generative schemes
objectively adjusted to the particular conditions in which it is constituted’ (1977a, p95 in
Grenfell 1998, p14). This is significant in that the habitus which enables us to adapt our
writing to the situation and the audience has built up over a number of years and is used
largely unconsciously or as Grenfell puts it as ‘habit or unthinking-ness in actions’ (Grenfell
1998, p14). Even though writers usually edit and proof-read formal writing, their conscious
effort is underpinned and inextricably linked to an unconscious ‘knowing’ of what is

appropriate, what Lillis (2000) calls ‘implicit life routines’ (p48).

Although habitus relates to individuals, Grenfell points out that ‘social action always has a
time and place’ (1998, p15) and this is where the terms ‘field’ and ‘capital’ can be introduced.
Thompson, in his introduction to Bourdieu’s writings, collected in Language & Symbolic
Power, explains that:

practices or perceptions should be seen, not as the product of the habitus as such, but

as the product of the relationship between the habitus, on the one hand, and the
specific social contexts or “fields” within which individuals act, on the other. (1991,

p14)
Thompson sees these fields as places where different types of capital, which have been
accrued through life experience and social background, can be converted into another type.
Although there are different types of capital, this thesis concentrates on one small aspect of
‘cultural capital’, defined as ‘knowledge, skills and other cultural acquisitions’ (1991, p14),
that is the ability to use formal Standard Written English. This thesis maintains that this is

(X3

significant enough to contribute to ““‘symbolic capital” (accumulated prestige or honour)’ and
also ‘economic capital’ (1991, p14) in terms of a better job. Those who have this capital may

not perceive it as such because it is, to use Bourdieu’s term, ‘misrecognised’ as the norm and

52



furthermore this system can only work if those who are disadvantaged by it also recognise it
as the norm. As Bourdieu suggests:
Social order owes some measure of its permanence to the fact that it imposes schemes
of classification which, being adjusted to objective classifications, produce a form of
recognition of this order, the kind implied by the misrecognition of the arbitrariness of
its foundations. (1991, p127)
Arbitrariness in language is often discussed in English and Media Courses with reference to
the structuralist view advocated by Saussure. It might even be used to question the notion of
the value of and need for Standard Written English, but it is done so within a framework that
constantly reinforces the prestige of Standard Written English by its use and acceptance in
every area of academic discourse. John Hilsdon maintains that:
the social-functional view of language in HE (and in the construction of discourse-as-
knowledge) is more important than one which favours a return to “grammar-grinding”
or looking only at the surface features of students’ texts. (1999, p93)
But he has to acknowledge that ‘additional workshops or study skills sessions...can be useful
or essential in some cases’ (1999, p93). These sessions can only be essential if the ‘standard’
is recognised as essential. The fundamental point here is that, as many researchers advocate, it
is crucial to discuss and debate issues of power in relation to writing conventions; what needs
to be recognised, however, is that in the lifetime of current students there is unlikely to be a
massive shift towards accepting non-standard writing as equal in value to conventional forms.
The system, as Bourdieu’s theory suggests, is maintained by those who benefit from it and
even those who suffer from it. It follows, then, that even if students are introduced to the

concept of gatekeeping through convention, they also need to be given the opportunity to

acquire the key.

One of the major strategies through which students are expected to acquire the necessary

knowledge to enable them to develop their writing is through tutor feedback, but the
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effectiveness of feedback is a much debated topic. Often cited work by Paul Black and Dylan
Wiliam (2001), at King’s College School of Education, suggests that formative assessment in
the classroom is vital if our education system is to move away from the gatekeeper role
focussed on stratification of marks to one which genuinely offers opportunities of progression
to all students. They stress, however, that it would need major curriculum changes and staff
development to enable this transformation and that it would be a slow process. In the
development of writing in higher education the changes would need to be even more radical
because of the widespread elitist attitudes that assume that undergraduates should have the

required level of literacy on entry.

A three year research project on feedback at Sheffield University concluded that moving
towards formative feedback was essential but that certain guidelines needed to be followed if
it was to be effective: feedback should be given as soon as possible; it should be explanatory
and suggest improvements and not simply point out errors; it should include peer assessment,
more discussion between students and tutors and more open dialogue between tutors (Higgins
etal., 2001, p20). Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick expand these guidelines in the form of ‘seven
principles of good feedback practice’ (2003)."” The principles outlined are manifestly useful
recommendations for enhancing student learning but one objection often made to their use is
lack of time. One response to this is, as Ivanic et al. suggest, that it might be necessary to
introduce quite radical changes to make feedback meaningful: ‘Give thought to the quality,
quantity and timeliness of feedback — if necessary, change the way you run the course’ (2000,
p63). In support of this position, Mantz Yorke, Professor of Higher Education at Liverpool
John Moores University, depicts the theory behind the increased use of formative assessment

whilst acknowledging the pressures against it. His conclusion that ‘space needs to be made in

' Detailed in Chapter Six of this thesis.
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curricula for more (and better) formative assessment’ (2003, p497), despite those pressures,
emphasises again the need for curriculum change which allows room for genuine learning.
This means not only the simple transfer of discipline content but the development of all of
those ‘skills, understandings and personal attributes — that make graduates more likely to gain

employment’ (Knight and Yorke, 2003, p7).

Whilst agreeing strongly with this move towards more formative feedback, there is a critical
difference in approach that needs to be addressed here. Higgins et al. (2000) suggest that
feedback should concentrate on ‘fostering “higher order” critical skills’ and should not ‘focus
solely on spelling and grammar(...]as students may not view comments on “surface” aspects
of their work as particularly relevant or useful’(p62). Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick also say that
‘feedback information is often about strengths and weaknesses [...] or about aspects of
performance that are easy to identify (e.g. spelling mistakes) rather than about aspects that are
of greater importance to academic learning’ (2003). A major thread within this thesis is the
idea that the constant contrasting of ‘deep’, ‘hig