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Epistemological access to the discourses and practices of academia is needed for students from diverse 
backgrounds who transitioned into higher education in democratic South Africa. Noting, this paper 
emphasises the role of academic literacies as a pedagogical approach enabling students to gain 
epistemological access through the reflections of staff and students. Employing a post-positivist 
paradigm, the research combined quantitative and qualitative approaches targeting 13 lecturers and 290 
undergraduate students. Findings indicate a consensus on the importance of academic literacies with 
time constraints and lack of stakeholder synergy and cooperation as significant barriers. The paper 
recommends a shift from traditional study skills approach to a more nuanced delivery mode provided 
through the New Literacy Studies approach and enhanced collaboration among stakeholders for better 
teaching and learning outcomes. 
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1 Introduction 
The priority given to access to higher education since the dawn of democracy in South Africa led to more students 

transitioning from high school to universities. Moganedi and Sithole (2020) report that public higher educational institutions’ 

(HEIs) enrolment more than doubled from 495 356 in 1994 to 1 036 984 in 2017. Similarly, Klarare et al. (2022) forecast 

that a whopping 300 million students are expected in higher education by 2025, converging from diverse backgrounds every 

year. This new environment exposes their strengths and shortcomings with respect to teaching and learning. Clearly, access 

to university has been successful over the years, which created new challenges with regard to pedagogic approaches as 

students need to gain epistemological access to powerful knowledges of institutions to be able to make meaning of it in 

different contexts and disciplines and to be able to identify with that knowledge in a way that makes it relevant to them and 

their environment (Lozano, Merrill, Sammalisto, Ceulemans & Lozano 2017). Academic literacies (ALs) enable students to 

access discourses and practices of academia (Huang & Archer 2017);  however, HIEs tend to ignore or, as others claim, 

more strongly abdicate the need to give all students access to deep knowledge from an assumption that epistemological 

access is a requisite for only the disadvantaged and/or underprepared students (du Plooy & Zilindile 2014; Jacobs 2013). 

In the process, they abdicate their responsibility of providing proper quality teaching and learning to all students (Nayager 

2018) and the level of ALs necessary for students to gain access to knowledge continues to be identified as inadequate 

(Hartman-Caverly 2019). 

It would be remiss to claim that the great strides in improving physical access to higher education have been fruitless, 

instead the issue at hand is that concerns remain regarding improving epistemological access (Pitsoe & Letseka 2018). 

Also, despite institutional interventions to provide the needed literacies, the desired outcomes are still not achieved (Dooey 

& Grellier 2020). The argument for failure to provide epistemological access to higher education is that most institutions 

adopt a study skills pedagogic approach, which construes ALs as surface skills of language, syntax, spelling, semantics, 

reading, writing and more, that can be easily acquired and transferred, but are required by students with a poor academic 
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background (Clarence & McKenna 2017; Lillis & Scott 2007). Although ALs are important to all students’ epistemological 

access to knowledge, those of a poor academic background tend to need them most (Mashaba 2017). This profile of 

students tends to be largely black from poor to middle-class families and funded by the National Student Financial Aid 

Scheme; many of whom are first-generation university entrants. Nevertheless, ALs have been recognised to play a pivotal 

role in providing epistemological access (Ellery 2016). 

This paper presents reflections of a selected South African academic programme’s staff and students on the role of 

academic literacies in enhancing teaching and learning. The objectives formulated were:  

 

• To identify the academic literacies for enhancing teaching and learning. 

• To establish the factors influencing the academic literacies exhibited. 

 

2 Informing literature  

This section presents the literature review of this study 

 

2.1 Conceptualising academic literacies and their role in enhancing teaching and learning 

To understand AL as a concept, it is prudent to start with literacy, as the two concepts overlap in such a way that while 

some scholars identify a clear distinction, others muddle them up. Conceptually, literacy encompasses several elements, 

including reading, writing, technology, listening, creativity, talking and viewing, and is a term used loosely in everyday 

language in many contexts, thus the meanings attached thereof vary widely. Literacy as a concept is not static; its forms 

and functions are influenced by and reflective of the particular period’s happenings (Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, Castek and Henry 

2017). Essentially, literacies discourse recognises that there are a multitude of literacies required for diverse environments, 

including computer literacy, conceptual literacy, critical literacy, cultural, digital, information, media, scientific and many 

more (Lemley, Hart & King 2019; Huang & Archer 2017). The manifold literacy elements, diversity and multiplicity of 

literacies bring about no unanimity on their definitions and application (Gravett 2019) and perhaps also how they are framed 

pedagogically in learning environments. Notwithstanding, the way of thinking about literacy will affect people differently 

(Keefe & Copeland 2011); the expectation is nonetheless that to succeed in higher education, students should possess 

literacies and/or ALs.  

The contestations over the meaning of the concept AL in higher education highlight the different theoretical 

backgrounds informing implementation such as adopting a study skill based or AL-based definition. Accordingly, AL 

research informs institutional pedagogic initiatives and more mainstream education debates on situated practices, overt 

instruction, critical framing, and transformative practice (Garcia & Mayorga 2018; Leander & Boldt 2013). The focus on 

literacy studies (ALs) in higher education include the seminal works of Lea and Street (1998; 2006; 2009) and contributions 

by Crème and McKenna (2010) and (Wong 2017). 

The pivotal role of ALs in attaining quality teaching and learning is beyond doubt. For instance, when students fail to 

conform to literacy practices of their respective disciplines, learning suffers, as they struggle with how meaning is 

constructed, including the nature of power and authority pertaining to the respective disciplines (Murray & Nallaya 2016). It 

is therefore important to have an AL framework for pedagogical decisions on the curriculum design (Canton, Govan & Zahn 

2018). Seemingly, most South African universities AL practices do not provide epistemic justice to students (Wilmot & 

McKenna 2018). Also, ALs are still integrated into core teaching and learning practices from first year to postgraduate level, 

even though their development is critical to students’ success in higher education (Lillis & Curry 2013). McKenna (2004) 

reveals that the dominant understanding in South African universities is that ALs consist of surface language (grammar, 

spelling, etc.) and that, once students have learnt and mastered these, they will be able to engage with disciplinary academic 

content without a problem. This led to the dominance of teaching ALs as a service subject offered outside the discipline to 

first-year students by someone other than the subject lecturer. In addition, lecturers do not feel the need to reflect on their 

teaching practices that could help develop the ALs of students since add-on language classes are seen as sufficient in 

developing these ALs; lecturers continue the content-driven way of teaching in their disciplines (Jacobs 2015). Lea and 

Street (1998) suggest that if literacies can be perceived as cultural and social practices and not as difficulties in writing, it 

could give better perspectives of ALs and academic learning in general. 

 

2.2 Factors influencing the provision of academic literacies in higher education 

The successful provision of ALs in higher education depends on consideration of several factors. They include 

epistemological access and under-preparedness, first-generation students, high attrition rate, the articulation gap between 

secondary and higher education and academic support. 
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Epistemological access is differentiated from formal access to refer to accessing disciplinary knowledge and norms 

(Menon 2020) and involves bridging the gaps between where the students are and where the lecturers are and making 

clear the ‘rules and conventions’ that determine what can be deemed to be knowledge, noting that how knowledge is 

engaged and developed is discipline specific (McLean 2020). Epistemological access is essential in South African higher 

education, as it increases throughput in terms of numbers, diversity and quality given the under-preparedness of university 

entrants (Du Plessis & Gerber 2012). 

Underprepared students are those whose academic readiness falls below the expected university level of teaching and 

learning (Mashaba 2017). Since it is acknowledged widely that university students are underprepared for what is expected 

of them at higher education level (O’Quin 2020), the level to which students and the institutions are prepared will determine 

their level of academic interaction (Fomunyam 2019). Lecturers feel the schooling system does not provide students with 

adequate ALs and shifts the responsibility to universities (Wingate 2018), where teaching methods are inflexible and cater 

for Western cultures, neglecting African students’ cultural values and beliefs (Maphalala & Mpofu 2020; Lillard 2019) further 

compound this matter. Under-preparedness is also attributed to the gap that exists between school and university literacies 

(Mashaba 2017). Under-preparedness is often considered from the students’ standpoint when lecturers and the university 

can also be underprepared and stubborn to accept this reality (Jacobs 2015). Research has shown that some practices of 

developing ALs of students are inadequate (Ngcobo et al. 2016). Niven (2005) maintains that lecturers need to see the 

possibility of their own under-preparedness and ensure they are well-trained and equipped to provide the ALs required by 

students at university. Some lecturers tend to perceive the lack of ALs as a school problem or the duty of someone else 

and not part of their teaching duties (Seligmann & Gravett 2010). Maseko (2015) contends that students need and benefit 

from the support of academics in developing and enhancing their ALs to successfully gain epistemological access to 

university knowledge and succeed academically.  

Attrition (the rate at which students fail to complete their studies) continues to be a problem globally and, equally, a 

prevalent factor in student retention in South Africa (Moodley & Singh 2015). Besides, South Africa has many first-

generation students (FGSs) who have no close family member who has ever attended university and could induct them into 

university customs and traditions and support them to succeed academically (Ortega 2020; Paulynice 2019). Usually, these 

do not complete their studies compared to those with a family member or members who have attended university (Diaz 

2019). 

The mismatch or discontinuity between one educational phase and the next such as learning requirements of high 

school and higher education is reflected in the actual knowledge and competencies of first-time students at universities in 

South Africa (Fisher & Scott 2011) and a critical contributing factor to student success. Proposals for curriculum reform 

seek to bridge the articulation gap (Madinga, Maziriri & Lose 2016). 

Given the many deficiencies of the individual students (e.g., FGSs), in institutions such as the educational systems 

(articulation gap, failure to provide epistemological access, attrition) and wider societal issues, providing adequate academic 

support is crucial. The support provided to students usually takes the form of supplementary programmes offered to students 

at risk and students who have been identified as lacking ALs (Boughey & McKenna 2016); however, Wingate (2018) argues 

that all students must be taught ALs and not only those who have been deemed to have certain academic deficiencies. The 

commitment of both students and the institution is important for strategies of support to be effective (Moodley & Singh 2015). 

Staff and student relationships; teaching and learning styles; experiences; and assessment, feedback and personal tutoring 

are important to ensure student success (Merkel & Brania 2015). 

 

3 Theoretical frameworks for the provision of academic literacies 

ALs and ways of viewing them are informed by theoretical foundations. They are considered as a concept and an 

educational theory “that underlies the academic approach to teaching literacy in higher education” (Wong, Liamputtong, 

Koch & Rawson 2019). Commonly, ALs are differentiated into surface skills of language, syntax, spelling, semantics, 

reading, writing and so forth, that can be easily acquired and transferred, known as the study skills model (SSM); and also 

include student identities, ways of thinking and making meaning known as the academic literacies model (ALM) (Horner 

2013; Jacobs 2013). A third theoretical standpoint known as academic socialisation. Academic socialisation views reading 

and writing as ingrained in the disciplines, thus the aim is to enculturate students to the ways of making meaning in that 

discipline (Lea & Street 2006). As aforementioned, the approaches, pedagogies or instructional models of teaching ALs in 

higher education are broadly characterised into the study skills approach, academic socialisation approach and ALs 

approach (Jacobs 2015; McKenna 2004; Lea & Street 1998). Clearly, in the debates and contestations, ALs are usually 

seen as dichotomous with study skills (Flowerdew 2020). 

With regard to the fundamental differences between the SSM and the ALM, it can be observed that ALs cannot be 

defined solely as practices, rote skills and/or knowledge; ALs also need to be studied as the terrain of lived experiences 

that make visible and explicit the other elements, namely identity, ideology, mobilities and technologies (Wargo & De Costa 
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2017). ALs are “diverse and situated in specific disciplinary contexts and are also ideologically shaped, reflecting institutional 

structures and relations of power” (Lillis & Tuck 2016). Study skills focus on providing students with the surface issues of 

language, namely, language rules, syntax, spelling and so forth, while ALs are concerned with practices of inducting 

students into the respective disciplines, student identities, power relations between the institution, lecturers and students, 

and the social practices of students and lecturers (Clarence & McKenna 2017; Boughey 2010). ALs are influenced by 

epistemologies of specific disciplines, power relations, student identities and other social constructs (Flowerdew 2020; Lillis 

& Curry 2013). Universities mainly use the SSM, which is a stand-alone model that is also referred to as the deficit model 

to address poor ALs, and it has limitations (Boughey 2010). The ALM is derived from the New Literacy Studies (NLS) 

theoretical framework (Lea 2017). Chokwe (2013) claims that “the AL model recognises and acknowledges that the 

background of students is critical and core to teaching and developing academic writing at university … and may need to 

be adapted in order to accommodate the changing culture of higher education”. It challenges lecturers to rethink teaching 

and learning practices regarding discipline-specific writing practices (Lillis & Tuck 2016). 

This paper adopted the standpoint of Wong (2017) in using ALs as a theoretical concept, pedagogical approach, and 

overall conceptual approach. Boughey and McKenna (2016) suggest that the ALM can be used as a pedagogical approach 

in developing students’ academic competencies. Boughey (2010) states that students best acquire literacy when it is rooted 

in academic disciplinary contexts and not as separate attempts to address English Language deficiencies.  

What sets the ALs approach apart from other approaches is the extent to which practice is privileged above text (Lillis 

& Scott 2007). The ‘textual bias’ pre-identifies the ‘problem’ as textual and leads to pedagogy and research, which mainly 

focus on text and, in turn, the policy pedagogical response is also largely textual in nature (Horner 2013). AL research has 

theoretically and methodologically confronted this textual bias by moving away from text to practice drawing on many 

traditions, among them the NLS, critical discourse studies and the sociology of knowledge (Paxton 2012). Although research 

shows that poor ALs remain a challenge in higher education, universities still address the problem with superficial 

interventions that are add-ons, not part of the main curriculum and not embedded in subjects of the discipline. In the past, 

student learning research focused on how students can adapt their learning practices to those of the institution, leaving little 

room to contest existing practices (Lea & Street 1998). Lately, it is argued that there should be no preconceived assumptions 

on whose literacy practices are appropriate or effective between academics and students in the endeavour to better 

appreciate the meaning of literacy in the academic context (Lea & Street 2006). AL interventions at teaching and learning 

level in most HEIs adopt a SSM, which views academic literacies as cognitive skills that emphasise the foundations of 

language (Wong 2017). Some significant shifts have been made towards using other approaches that are deemed to be 

more effective in helping students gain epistemological access to knowledge than the one predominantly used (Ellery 2016). 

 

4 Methodology 

This paper took a keen interest in public universities in South Africa even though ALs as an agenda is relevant to all HEIs, 

irrespective of typology. The research site was the Diploma in Business and Information Management (BIM) programme at 

the Durban University of Technology (DUT). A post-positivist research paradigm allowed combining quantitative and 

qualitative approaches within a survey research design. Lecturers and diploma students were the study populations 

targeted. All 13 lecturers in the department were included in the study and all their responses were usable. Randomly 

sampling from first-, second- and third-year levels totalling 800 resulted in a sample size of 290 undergraduate diploma 

students at 95% level of confidence and a 5% margin of error (Sekaran & Bougie 2016). Of the 290-student sample, 250 

responses were collected and 229 were usable.  

Data were collected through self-administered semi-structured questionnaires and analysed using descriptive statistics 

and thematic content analysis. 

 

5 Presentation and discussion of findings 

This section presents the findings of this study 

 

5.1 Determining what academic literacies entail 

Viewpoints on what ALs entail differ and are even contentious. Contemporary discourse delimits ALs to the following schools 

of thought: SSM, also referred to as the deficit model; Academic Socialisation Model; and lastly; AL model anchored in the 

NLS theory (Wingate 2018; Lillis & Scott 2007). In this regard, the study sought to determine the viewpoint held by both 

lecturers and students about what ALs are and constitute through them choosing a definition/viewpoint/model they align 

with from these three. 
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Table 1: Determining what academic literacies entail 
 Lecturers N=13 Students N=197 

Determining what academic literacies entail Freq. % Freq. % 

Study skills model 3 23 47 21 

Academic literacies model 10 77 150 66 

Non-respondents - - 32 14 

Total 13 100 229 100 

 

Results in Table 1 show that lecturers’ and undergraduate students’ definitions of ALs aligned with the AL model by 10 

(77%) and 150 (66%), respectively. The SSM posted negligible fewer results. These findings confirmed that in terms of 

preference, the NLSs’ viewpoint to understanding ALs increases an observation that was made by Clarence and McKenna 

(2017). The researchers’ experience, however, is that while understanding of what they are and constitute may point to the 

ALM, the reality in terms of practice still reflects the dominance of the SSM. This was also identified by Flowerdew (2020). 

 

5.2 The approach adopted and preferred for the provision of academic literacies 

The AL model can be viewed as pedagogy to frame curricular and instructional design. In this regard, the chosen model 

would foreground the variety and specificity of institutional practices and students’ struggles to make sense of academic 

texts (Maldoni 2017). 

 

Table 2: Preferred pedagogy or model adopted for the provision of academic literacies  
 Lecturers N= 13 Students N=195 

Dominant pedagogy/ model used for providing ALs Freq. % Freq. % 

Study skills model 4 31 87 41 

Academic literacies model 9 69 108 51 

Total 13 100 195 100 

 

The study first sought to determine the pedagogy or model adopted for the provision of ALs and, thereafter, the one 

preferred by both populations. The findings revealed that both lecturers (8: 62%) and undergraduate students (87: 41%) 

claimed that the institution adopted the ALM. While the results above claim that the ALM is the one adopted, it is not clear 

which model is adopted. 

Regarding model preference for pedagogic reasons, Table 3 shows that lecturers stated the ALM (11: 85%), while 

students (130: 57%) chose ALM while 67 (29%) chose the SSM. 

 

Table 3: Preferred pedagogy / model for providing ALs 

Preferred pedagogy/ model for providing ALs 

Lecturers N= 13 Students N= 197 

Freq. % Freq. % 

Study skills model 2 15 67 29 

Academic literacies model 11 85 130 57 

Total 13 100 197 100 

 

Table 3 above reveals that lecturers and students are both inclined to the ALM in terms of pedagogy and preference. 

This contradicts literature which reveals that the SSM is still the dominant method used for teaching by universities 

internationally (Wong 2017) and in South Africa (Maldoni 2017). Findings confirmed the shift from the SSM, often referred 

to as the deficit model, to the ALM in terms of the adopted and preferred pedagogy. 

On the effectiveness of the current pedagogy being used to provide ALs, 176 (77%) students and 9 (69%) lecturers 

indicated that the current approaches to the provision of academic literacies were effective. Research has shown that 

students’ conceptions of learning are important factors in determining learning outcomes. A learning approach that focuses 

on surface issues is associated with poor student results; however, a learning approach that focuses on deep issues coupled 

with a well-structured subject knowledge base yields better result (Ditcher 2001).  

 

5.3 Initiatives/interventions employed by lecturers and students for the provision of ALs at departmental 

level 

The study sought to ascertain whether lecturers and students were aware of interventions employed in the provision of ALs. 

All the lecturers were aware of the initiatives. Table 4 shows that 4 (31%) lecturers were aware of the Extended Curriculum 
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Programme and the Library User Education and Orientation Programme, respectively. None of the respondents chose the 

Library Information Literacy Programme. 

With regard to intervention, the students participated in, 215 responded as indicated in Table 4. Most (141: 66%) 

indicated the FYSE Programme, then the Library User Education Orientation Programme (53: 25%). It is worth noting that 

Library Information Literacy programme was not selected by lecturers and had the lowest score among students. 

 

Table 4: Curriculum development initiatives employed in the provision of ALs 
Initiatives/interventions employed for the provision of 

ALs 

Lecturers N=13 Students N= 215 

Freq. % Freq. % 

Extended Curriculum Programme, Foundation 

Programmes 

4 31 11 5 

Writing Centre 3 23 8 4 

Library Information Literacy Programme 0 0 2 1 

Library User Education and Orientation 4 31 53 25 

FYSE Programme 2 15 141 66 

Total 13 100 215 100 

 

5.4 Opinions on the best placed person for the provision of academic literacies 

Opinions vary regarding who is best placed to provide ALs; hence, the study investigated whether academics deemed it 

their responsibility to provide ALs, and those who felt otherwise were asked to identify the most suitable person for the 

provision of ALs. 

 

Table 5: Opinions on the best-suited person and/or Department to provide ALs to students 
Opinions on the best-suited person and /or department to 

provide ALs to students 

Lecturers N= 13 Students N= 210 

Freq. % Freq. % 

Subject Lecturer 4 31 120 52 

Support Department 5 38 23 10 

Combination of Subject Lecturer and Support Department 4 31 67 29 

Total 13 100 210 100 

 

Table 5 shows there were many views regarding who is best suited to provide ALs, with5 (38%) favouring the support 

department while subject lecturers and a combination of both support department and subject lecturer were also preferred, 

ranked equally at 4 (31%). Most students120 (52%) mentioned the subject lecturer, with the least 23 (10%) preferring the 

support department. 

According to Jacobs (2013),the placement of ALs away from the subject discipline reflected by lecturers denies 

students the opportunity to benefit from a more explicit way of thinking about and working with disciplinary knowledge, 

because it is difficult to think about and work with disciplinary knowledge in refined ways if the people providing ALs are 

located as outsiders in relation to both students and lecturers. Treating ALs as generic skills has led to the provision of such 

skills through generic ALs courses separate from mainstream disciplinary curricula (Dooey & Grellier 2020). Contemporary 

literature places the responsibility of providing ALs with the subject lecturer because the provision of ALs should be about 

making explicit to students the ways of knowing in the discipline as well as teaching the specific disciplinary forms of 

expression and conventions for writing (Paxton & Frith 2014). Furthermore, White and Lay (2019) argue that acquiring 

academic communication skills through the subject matter of a course enhances understanding of that subject matter 

and its epistemologies. 

 

5.5 Perceptions on assessment of ALs in enhancing teaching and learning 

There are varied perceptions regarding whether ALs should be assessed or not. Three specific questions were asked 

regarding assessment, namely are ALs presently assessed; should they be assessed; and would assessment thereof 

enhance teaching and learning. 

Regarding current assessment, 11 (85%) lecturers indicated that ALs are assessed, which was corroborated by 157 

(69%) students while 66 (29%) indicated they are not. 
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On whether ALs should be assessed, all the lecturers (13: 100%) agreed they should be. Responses from students 

shows that 108 (47%) felt that ALs should be assessed while 19 (8%) felt that there is no need for their assessment. It was 

intriguing to note that 103 (45%) students did not answer this question. 

Regarding whether assessment of ALs would enhance the quality of teaching and learning, both lecturers and students 

agreed inordinately. This is shown by 11 (82%) lecturers and 198 (93%) students answered positively. 

The above findings confirm that AL courses, particularly their assessment practices, function well in developing 

students’ academic reading and writing skills (Zhou, Zhao & Dawson 2020). For instance, Wingate (2018) found that 

repeated feedback enabled students to progress fast in their academic writing. There is a need for a more nuanced 

understanding of the interplay between assessment, students’ epistemological beliefs and ALs (Moore & Dison 2019). 

 

5.6 Perceptions on the type of undergraduate student who should be provided academic literacies and 

those currently being taught 

The question on the type of students who should be provided ALs is commonly asked. This comes with the SSM often 

referred to as the “Deficit Model” of providing ALs, situating the challenges of inadequate ALs with students from poor 

academic background which in South Africa results in pinpointing the problem to black students and, internationally, with 

second language English speakers. It was necessary to determine what the current practice is concerning the type of 

students to whom ALs are provided. Options were provided from which to choose. 

 

Table 6: Type of undergraduate student who should be provided ALs 
The type of student who should be provided academic 

literacies 

Lecturers N=13 Students N= 213 

Freq. % Freq. % 

Academic literacies for students with a poor academic background 4 31 40 19 

Academic literacies for all students 9 69 173 81 

Total 13 100 213 100 

 

Table 6 above shows that 9 (69%) lecturers and 173 (81%) students believed ALs should be provided to all, regardless 

of their academic background and did not surmise that only those students with a poor academic background needed ALs 

as shown by 4 (31%) lecturers and 40 (19%) students. Studies showed that in most HEIs, ALs are predominantly provided 

to students who have been identified as having a poor academic background and/or are underperforming, and not the entire 

undergraduate student population. The above findings showed lecturers’ and students’ preferences were different from the 

university practices. 

Regarding students who are currently being taught ALs, 10 (77%) lecturers indicated that currently, ALs are taught to 

students with a poor academic background. This contradicted with students’ findings, which indicated that 137 (60%) 

claimed all students in their department were taught, while 68 (30%) claimed only students with a poor academic 

background were taught. Klarare et al. (2022) indicate that numerous students enter higher education with relatively little or 

no experience of academic studies, and previous education does not ensure that students are sufficiently equipped to meet 

requirements of ALs. Table 7 shows the results. 

 

Table 7: Type of student currently taught ALs 
Type of students who are provided ALs(N=229) Lecturers N=13 Students N=229 

Freq. % Freq. % 

All students 1 8 137 60% 

Students with a poor background 10 77 68 30% 

Non-respondents 2 15 24 10% 

Total 13 100 229 100% 

 

5.7 Factors influencing the provision of Als 

The provision of ALs is influenced by various factors. In recognition of this fact, strong investment has been made into 

undergraduate programmes to provide academic support within, among others, financial and regulatory constraints in the 

higher education environment. The study thus sought views regarding factors that influence the provision of ALs. Figure 1 

shows responses from lecturers. 
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Figure 1: Factors that influence the effective provision of academic libraries for lecturers 

 

The most influential factor for lecturers was skills/knowledge/methods of providing ALs with 12 (92%). The least 

influential factors were timetable slots and budget availability with 5 (38%). 

 

Table 8: Factors influencing the effective provision of academic literacies for students 
Factors considered by students to be necessary for the effective 

provision of academic literacies (N=229) 

Frequency Percentage 

Availability of tutors 165 72% 

Timetable slots 53 23% 

Online tutorials 22 10% 

Consultation times with lecturers 211 92% 

Availability of study materials to practise the academic literacies being 

taught 

189 83% 

Detailed feedback from lecturers 208 91% 

 

 

For students, the most influential factors were consultation with lecturers (211: 92%) and feedback from lecturers (208: 

91%). This was closely followed by availability of study materials (189: 83%) and availability of tutors (165: 72%). Timetable 

slots and online tutorials were the least influential with postings of below 25%. Without discounting the critical role of funding, 

it seems the matters of “know-how” and workloads were influential. This confirms the views expressed by Jacobs (2013) 

that despite governments and universities’ response of providing funding, this has not yielded the desired results. 

Considering students’ perceptions/opinions of various interventions, increased confidence was one of the most reported 

outcomes. 

 

5.8 Determining whether the university provides support to students and lecturers for the provision of 

Als 

Considering that ALs include values, attitudes, identities, ways of being and so forth of the student, the lecturer and the 

university, this study sought to determine whether the university provided support to students and lecturers for the provision 

of ALs. Of the 13 responses, the results showed that 9 (69%) said they received support from DUT to provide ALs and 4 

(31%) indicated not receiving support. Supporting and emphasising the importance of ALs to students during lecturers were 

also measured. The results showed that 170 (74%) students indicated this was emphasised while 55 (24%) students 

indicated it is not emphasised. Klarare et al. (2022) emphasise that the whole institutional and epistemological context must 

be interconnected for students to navigate higher education and successfully participate in and contribute to the academic 

community. 
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6 Conclusion, recommendations and study implications  

The following conclusions were made: 

Regarding identifying the practices followed in the provision of ALs, the critical findings were that choices about what 

ALs are and constitute, leaned towards the ALM, both in understanding and preference; however, anecdotal evidence still 

pointed to the predominant practice to generally be the SSM. On the preferred pedagogy and that which is currently applied 

for ALs, the ALM clearly led for lecturers, but less so for students. Overall, findings supported a pedagogical shift 

underpinned by the New Literacies Framework. The approaches adopted for the provision of ALs were reported to be 

effective. 

It appears there is no clear-cut department deemed best placed to for providing ALs, with much finger-pointing and this 

was equally so regarding who provides ALs presently; perhaps this indecisiveness points to a need for a multi-stakeholder 

strategy. Findings showed the role of assessment of ALs in enhancing teaching and learning was beyond doubt, 

notwithstanding uncertainty regarding whether assessments are conducted and to what extent. Perceptions regarding 

whether assessing ALs would enhance teaching and learning, respondents clearly claimed that they would, even as there 

were contradicting views regarding whether they should be assessed, between students and lecturers, reflecting a general 

hesitation by students believing that assessment would be burdensome. 

On the question of to whom ALs should be provided, both populations felt all students and not only those deemed to 

have a poor academic background and/or underperforming. Questions about the type of student who is provided ALs, 

contradictions arose, it was indicated the institutional practices still focused on students with a poor academic background. 

The factors influencing the provision of ALs varied for lecturers and students. For the first, the most influential factors 

were skills/knowledge/methods of teaching ALs, workload, lecturer training and assistance with curriculum development, 

and for the latter, consultation with lecturers, feedback from lecturers, availability of more tutors and study materials 

mattered more. The study has critical implications for the future of higher education in South Africa at policy, curriculum 

development and institutional reform level to enhance its quality and relevance. 

Some insightful takings from this study include that ALs must be considered as a compulsory curriculum offering 

extended across academic programmes, and it should be assessed. Assessment can help measure the impact ALs have 

on teaching and learning. Issues specific to the undergraduate programme investigated were that since students face 

information explosion and have to contend with the digital environment, retrieval skills and digital literacy are paramount for 

their teaching, learning and research.  

The study recommends bringing together various stakeholders, including subject/discipline lecturers and academic 

support staff, to assuage challenges and develop sustainable ALs. This includes integrating teaching and learning activities, 

targeting parallel learning of course materials and developing ALs, beyond study skills.  

Further studies could include more institutions in South Africa so that results can be generalised on who needs ALs, 

curriculum focus and implementation. 
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