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Introduction
To write academically, ensuring the clarity of one’s argument and the presence of one’s voice, is 
more cognitively and linguistically demanding than is often appreciated by those who work with 
first-year students. Students struggle to find the balance between drawing on theory or previous 
knowledge and taking up their own positions while building on that knowledge, particularly 
when they are writing in a language that may be a third or fourth language. Often, students arrive 
at university having been poorly prepared (Gee 2008) by a school system and assessment 
practices that do not foreground academic writing. This is because they did not receive adequate 
exposure to writing academic essays and, as a result, are unaware of the demands of the genre 
(Bangeni & Kapp 2017). The view of knowledge that is established in many of the schools our 
students come from, is that it is fixed and there is a reliance on memorisation and regurgitation. 
Students also struggle to understand the disciplinary norms that govern the language conventions 
required in their different subjects and this affects their ability to write successfully in different 
academic domains.

Although some lecturers communicate to students the importance of voice in academic writing, 
they generally do not provide opportunities for their students to enact this as a central aspect in 
their lecture rooms and may assume that students are learning how to find their voice in other 
academic spaces at the university. Given the poor performance of the 2010 cohort of Bachelor of 
Education (BEd) students at the Wits School of Education (WSoE), the rationale of this study was 
to investigate the assessment practices and students’ experiences of academic writing at this 
particular academic institution, in an attempt to better understand the challenges that tertiary 
students in South Africa face in finding their voice (Dixon, Reed & Reid 2013; Shalem et al. 2013a; 
Shalem, Dison & Reed 2013b; Shalem & Rusznyak 2013).

Voice, reading and assessment
Cliff (2015), in reflecting on the findings of the National Benchmark Test, contends that many first-
year students struggle with reading, comprehending, making inferences and engaging critically 
with ideas and concepts. We recognise the centrality of reading, as it allows students to envisage 
the possibilities that exist for developing voice if they are able to make the connection between 
what they read and their academic writing. Using academic texts as a model across disciplines 
and academic literacy courses enables the acquisition of the vocabulary, genre, style and register 
necessary to write academically in resourceful ways.

Often, at universities, it is assumed that students will automatically find their ‘voice’ after 
a period of exposure to the academic field. What is not understood fully are the struggles 
that students with different levels of preparedness have in finding and asserting their 
academic voice, particularly in the academic writing genres necessary for success. There is 
a clear link between students’ ability to exercise voice and their achievement levels. The 
data focussed on in this article were drawn from a large assessment study that aimed at 
reaching an in-depth understanding of why first-year Bachelor of Education (BEd) students 
experience difficulty with their assessment tasks. Focus groups were held with 18 first-
year volunteer BEd students. In particular, we focussed on the unique insights emerging 
from the data about the challenges students face in finding their voice. We identified how 
a lack of understanding of the purpose of assessment contributes to these struggles. Other 
factors that contributed to this are difficulties with the genre of academic writing, 
challenges with vocabulary and positioning oneself in relation to the theory. Many students 
appeared not to feel a sense of agency or confidence in their capabilities and have poor 
self-efficacy beliefs. These aspects were underpinned by the requirements of assessment 
and necessitate that lecturers develop pedagogical strategies to make the acquisition of 
voice more explicit.
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Furthermore, we recognise the critical role that writing 
academic essays plays in promoting learning and thinking 
and argue that it should not only be used as a tool for 
measuring achievement. This perspective supports Carless’ 
(2015) argument for a ‘learning orientated assessment 
framework’ in higher education (p. 27), which distinguishes 
between assessment for learning and assessment of learning. 
In response to arguments that assessment often overshadows 
teaching and learning in ‘ways that are not conducive to a 
good university education’, Carless (2015:10) proposes 
strategies for designing well-formulated assessment tasks 
and effective feedback practices that stimulate meaningful 
learning. He suggests that students have the potential to 
become ‘assessment literate’ as they engage with assessment 
criteria and feedback as a means of understanding the ‘tacit 
nature of quality’ (p. 138).

Voice and academic writing
Although there is no universal way to define academic writing, 
it ‘involves forms of reasoning, analysis, modes of investigation 
and self-reflection which enable the critical examination of 
established truths, taken-for-granted assumptions and 
knowledge handed down by tradition’ (Slonimsky & Shalem 
2006:38). As mentioned earlier, negotiating new writing 
discourses is challenging for students and calls for an in-depth 
understanding of perspectives on student voice.

Voice is a contested concept (Oostendorp 2016; Pearce & 
Wood 2016; Sperling et al. 2011) and has been used in a 
number of ways in various disciplines. The use of the 
metaphor of ‘voice’ for enabling agency and asserting 
identity is useful (Sperling et al. 2011) and it is this viewpoint 
that underlies our discussion. Bakhtin (1981) distinguishes 
between the individual voice and the social voice, 
emphasising that individual voice develops in relation to 
other voices. As our aim is to discuss how first-year students 
struggle to find their individual voice within the social 
demands of the disciplines they are studying, this 
relationship is important. The challenge students encounter 
is to position themselves within fields where there are 
powerful ‘ideological points of view, approaches, directions 
and values’ (Bakhtin 1981:346). The issue of voice in 
academic institutions needs to be viewed against the fact 
that there are fields that reproduce hegemonic voices, 
while there are also those that empower students to assert 
their ‘linguistic and social resources’ (Pearce & Wood 
2016:4) to contest the field and transform it. This is 
particularly relevant in our context, an urban university in 
Johannesburg, South Africa, where students are calling for 
the decolonisation of the curricula and transformative 
pedagogies. Blommaert (2008) argues that it is the extent to 
which one can make oneself understood on one’s own terms 
that enable voice. Often, the resources and capacity one has 
(especially linguistically and in terms of academic literacy) 
make it difficult for students to do this successfully. Many 
students arrive at university, not having been exposed 
sufficiently to the linguistic, stylistic and generic resources 
(such as the features of an academic essay) which are 

required in their academic field. Blommaert (2008) is critical 
of institutions which emphasise uniformity and do not take 
into account divergent ways of being literate or different 
‘ways with words’ (Heath 1983). Despite this, there is a 
strong emphasis on uniformity in many academic domains, 
which causes students’ voices to be silenced because their 
repertoires of literacy practices do not match the normative 
expectations of the institution (Blommaert 2008). This is 
evident when individuals need to write in a ‘borrowed’ 
genre (Blommaert 2008:50) such as the academic essay, 
a genre with which they are not comfortable. Those who do 
not have access to a large collection of texts that may serve 
as models, try to approximate the genre but this is generally 
not fully realised. In the process of ‘trying on’ and ‘parroting’ 
academic discourse (Angélil-Carter 2000; Crème & Lea 
1997), students do not integrate the material they use into 
their own thinking. They also do not recognise how 
academic discourse is situated in different academic 
contexts differently and how it is about more than reading 
and writing, but includes values, attitudes and social 
relationships (Gee 1990).

In unpacking the role of voice in academic writing, it is 
important to consider the academic reading and writing 
practices that different disciplines require from their students. 
Boughey and McKenna (2016) challenge educators to reflect 
critically on what has been considered the ‘common-sense 
assumptions’ (p. 7) or what Cadman (2003:1) calls ‘divine 
discourse’ that dominate in their disciplines. Educators need 
to recognise that the literacy practices required in their 
disciplines are not neutral; they are powerful and often 
silence voices and deny epistemological access. Not making 
these practices clear, denies access to the knowledge systems 
located in different disciplines within the university.

Voice and power
In helping students to recognise what knowledge is valued 
in different fields, we are conscious of the issues of power 
that inhibit students’ voices. Students find themselves in 
various academic fields, where what is valued as capital is 
often different from what they acquired in other fields 
(Bourdieu 1990, 2004), such as the subjects they studied 
for Grade 12. The academic field recognises forms of 
cultural capital which are tied up with the knowledge of 
long-established norms and values. This knowledge is 
inextricably linked to power, identity and capital (Luke 
2008). Lecturers, tutors and examiners hold the power in 
academic fields and it is they who decide which voices are 
acceptable and which are not (Pearce & Wood 2016). 
Sperling et al. (2011) emphasise that voice should be 
considered in its ideological sense, recognising that equity 
and access are not the same for students in the contexts in 
which they learn to read and write. It is this that leaves 
first-year students confused and disempowered as they try 
to understand how to assert themselves in new academic 
genres that are different from the genres of writing they are 
more comfortable with. As many students face this struggle, 
they ‘are alienated from the subject and the process of 
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study itself’ (Mann 2001: 7). This is complicated because 
those who teach in academic disciplines at university level 
are not always overtly aware of the explicit writing 
conventions required in their field, and thus find it difficult 
to explain to students what exactly is required. Also, these 
conventions, though similar across the curriculum, are 
more likely to be discipline specific.

Language, voice and power are linked and language is 
essential in reinforcing and reproducing the norms of 
different discourses and the associated values in fields which 
enable voice. Symbolic power is given to writers and speakers 
who are viewed as being ‘legitimate’ or ‘authorised to speak’ 
in particular fields (Bourdieu 1991:41). Because many 
students in the context in which we teach and in which this 
study was conducted, speak many languages, with English 
being one of them, it is important to consider how the use of 
language can limit students’ voices. Students are asked to 
function successfully in environments where they are 
measured by their achievement in resources that they do or 
do not have – their embodied capital (Bourdieu 1986).

Many students in the South African context do not have 
sufficient linguistic resources to express themselves in 
writing in ways that reflect their unique individuality 
(Johnstone 2000 in Sperling et al. 2011). This is often true of 
their first language, which they would not have used as 
language of learning and teaching beyond Grade 3. It is even 
more difficult to find the vocabulary, syntax and punctuation 
to do this successfully in a language that one is not comfortable 
in. Although many of our students speak a number of 
languages which provide them with cultural capital 
(Bourdieu 1986), these languages are not sufficient to provide 
the symbolic capital necessary to achieve in an environment 
where English is the powerful language, that is, the language 
of learning and teaching and assessment.

Voice and self-efficacy
Self-efficacy is defined as ‘students’ beliefs in their abilities 
to complete their studies’ (Ashwin et al. 2015:33). Dweck 
(2016) outlines two broad ways in which students 
understand their abilities. They either see ability as fixed, 
which cannot be changed as a result of learning, or they 
have an incremental view of their abilities that can be 
changed through learning and teaching. Our focus is on 
how students negotiate the content and processes of their 
disciplines and develop their voices in response to the 
challenges they face. Their motivation and belief in their 
ability to succeed is relationally fluid and is produced 
through social interaction. We support Ritchie’s views 
(2016) that qualities like self-efficacy need to be developed 
in different learning contexts and require learning and 
feedback experiences that develop their capacity for self-
judgement. Although students are motivated to succeed, 
their voices may not emerge confidently in certain learning 
contexts. Motivation is not a predetermined quality and 
will not influence learning positively if students are not 
sufficiently engaged in teaching and learning activities.

Research methods and 
data analysis
The participants in this study comprised of 18 first-year 
students, who were divided into three racially and gender-
mixed focus groups. The focus group interviews were held in 
October 2010. No attempt was made to obtain a racially or 
gendered representative sample and the only criterion for 
inclusion in the study was the students’ performance on a 
compulsory first-year course Education Theory, which forms 
part of the curriculum at the WSoE. A total of 490 students 
were registered for this course in 2010. This course was 
selected as all students have to complete it, regardless of their 
specialisation. After the ethics approval was granted by 
the WSoE, all the students were invited to participate; 
however, only 18 students volunteered to participate in the 
focus groups. It was explained to them that they could 
withdraw from the study at any point and confidentiality and 
anonymity were guaranteed as far as possible. The participants 
signed informed consent forms, indicating their understanding 
of the purpose of the study and their right to withdraw from 
it. After signing their consent forms, the participants were 
divided into three groups, based on their achievement in the 
course Education Theory. Group A consisted of low achievers, 
group B consisted of average achievers and group C consisted 
of high achievers it. An overview of the participants in the 
three focus groups is presented in Table 1.

The focus group interviews, which were recorded and 
transcribed, consisted of 15 questions covering students’ 
understanding, experiences and explanations of the following: 
the aim of assessment in general at first-year level and its 
relation to learning, the differences between school and 
university assessment, the importance of assessment criteria, 
the tasks required across different courses, the perception of 
fairness in marking, the quality of feedback provided and 
suggested ways for improving the first-year assessment plan.

Data analysis included close reading and thematic analysis of 
the transcriptions, looking particularly for references to 
voice, the purpose of assessment, language issues, voice and 
power. As a result of our inductive analysis of the data, three 
themes emerged: participants’ understanding of the purpose 
of assessment, their awareness of the limits of their vocabulary 
and their difficulties with positioning themselves in relation 
to the theory. In the next section, we focus on these themes 
and how they pertain to students’ struggles with voice in 
written assessments.

Ethical considerations
Permission to conduct the study was obtained from Wits School 
of Education Ethics Committee (approval no. 2007ECE09). 

TABLE 1: Overview of focus groups.
Name of group Description Number of students % obtained 

Group A Low achievers 7 40–50
Group B Average achievers 6 50–60
Group C High achievers 5 70–80
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Y. Shalem who was the project leader, played a significant 
role in directing research on assessment practices at the 
WSoE.

Findings and discussion
Our examination of the data shows that first year students 
experience a broad range of difficulties in their academic 
studies, and more particularly, that finding their voice in 
academic writing is challenging.

The purpose of assessment
It is difficult for students to find voice in writing their 
assessment tasks when their view of the purpose of 
assessment is limited. The low-achieving students in 
the assessment study (Group A) perceive the purpose of 
assessment to be primarily for marks and as a measure of 
whether they should pass or fail a particular course:

‘I think for me, it’s like, the purpose is … proceeding to next year. 
I don’t see a deep purpose’ (Group A, S4, Male).

Another student from the same group concurs:

‘Yes, just looking for passing …’ (Group A, S3, Male).

Another suggests the purpose of their assessment is:

‘… to test our knowledge [and to see] how we cope with that 
course’ (Group A, S1, Male).

For students preoccupied with assessments that value 
certification and obtaining high marks rather than engaging 
in learning processes that stimulate higher order thinking, 
assessment is experienced as summative rather than 
formative and the focus shifts from ‘writing to learn’ to 
‘writing to achieve’ marks. A student from Group B discusses 
how his perception of assessment is that it is summative:

‘We are focusing more on passing the assignment, not actually 
why we are passing … Because we don’t get even a chance to 
maybe try and … you need to test our understanding before, 
before we get an assignment, we’re not doing anything, just go to 
a lecture, take notes, discuss in tutorials, they won’t give us a 
chance to maybe see and test if maybe you are understanding, 
you’re in the right direction, you just get one assignment, and if 
you fail, you fail.’ (Group A, S3, Male)

The ‘why we are passing’ becomes obscured. This student 
recognises that assessment should do more than just focus on 
the marks achieved, that there needs to be a grasp of why he 
is either understanding or not understanding in order to 
learn from the task, but because of the timing of some of the 
assessments (at the end of the teaching block with no 
formative structure leading towards them), he views 
assessment as summative. Because formative writing is not 
supported in the curriculum, he suggests that he is more 
focussed on marks than the learning process involved in 
completing the assignment.

Related to this notion of knowledge being fixed, rather than 
something to be grappled with and built upon, is the students’ 

frustration in not understanding the reasons they get 
something wrong, and thus settling for mediocrity:

‘I will give them their 50 because they don’t want to give me 
more. But I’ll give them 50% … that’s it’ (Group A, S3, Female).

This student displays defiance in the face of not being 
able to achieve well, no matter how much work she puts in. 
She claims to be satisfied with 50%.

Another student also articulates this exasperation:

‘You can try your best and do what they tell you but then still 
when you come back you see our marks just scraping fail or 
scraping pass. Why don’t you get 90 or something, when you’ve 
done whatever they said?’ (Group B, S2, Female)

These students’ limited self-efficacy leads to frustration and 
withdrawal from any attempts to develop. The frustration lies 
in not having the strategies to achieve well, despite effort on 
their part. The latter student is exasperated at not understanding 
what is expected, thinking that she has complied with the 
demands set by the anonymous, powerful ‘they’ who are 
arbiters of whether she has achieved well or not and who are 
seemingly never satisfied. What she expresses here, borders 
on thinking that academic ability is predetermined and that 
she has no hope of attaining it. The feedback these students 
receive often emphasises how far they still have to go, rather 
than focussing on development and growth, thus reinforcing 
their low self-efficacy. This contrasts with Ritchie’s (2016) 
depiction of students with high self-efficacy as being able to 
achieve mastery because: ‘they understand what they have 
done, the sense of their learning self and of their capabilities 
which are  affirmed and transformed’ (p. 4).

Academic genre and vocabulary
Another challenge the students face is working with an 
unfamiliar genre. They realise that this is something new to 
them and recognise that the writing required is quite different 
from what they have written before, but they are unable to 
recognise how to bridge the gap. Again, they focus on an 
external, fixed genre that should be attainable, not recognising 
how to use the genre for their purposes and to express 
themselves within its conventions. As one student suggests 
the purpose of assessment should be:

‘Just to get us used to the type of writing university requires. 
And compare it to our usual way that we used to write in school 
which is completely different from university.’ (Group B, S1, 
Female)

She understands that there is a division between her 
previous experience of writing and the current demands 
made on her; however, there is confusion about the specifics 
of what this entails.

Another prohibiting factor in finding voice in assessment is 
not being able to understand the vocabulary used in the 
assignment questions and/or not understanding the 
terminology used in the assessment criteria. Students also 
often do not have the vocabulary to express themselves 
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adequately. Students struggle with the notion that academic 
writing requires the use of complicated vocabulary. Many 
do not have the linguistic capital (Bourdieu 1991) to cope 
with both the academic reading and writing expected. 
In a multilingual environment, such as the one we work in, 
the first issue students have is that they do not possess the 
vocabulary required to write in a language that is not their 
home language. In trying to unpack why he did not do well 
in a particular assignment on identity, this student remarks:

‘I don’t know how they work, but they want those bigger words 
that we don’t have.’ (Group A, S3, Male).

His view is that complicated language equates with academic 
writing and recognises that he does not have the linguistic 
capital to meet these demands.

However, what is evident from the data is that the language 
struggles that students face are more complicated. This supports 
Cliff’s (2015) argument that the language barrier first-year 
students struggle with is threefold and comprises vocabulary, 
academic jargon and finally the genre vocabulary, that is, the 
vocabulary necessary to write about academic writing.

Working from a narrow interpretation of what constitutes 
knowledge, the Group A students struggle to succeed in 
academic writing. Tasks that do not require them to engage 
with difficult terminology are viewed as easier:

‘So it’s much easier for us to just pass other tasks than when you 
write the essays that you must read [for]. The terminologies of 
some theorists that have that “constructive” and other big 
words.’ (Group A, S3, Male)

Dealing with academic language is complicated by the fact 
that some of the words mean different things across different 
subjects; in other words, there is jargon that is specific to each 
academic domain:

‘Like when we are describing those developmental stages of 
Piaget, and you will have … “equilibrations”… when you 
compare it to Physics or Science, “equilibration” means 
something else’ (Group A, S3, Male).

Students who do not achieve well, blame the ‘language 
barrier’ for their poor achievement and suspect that this is 
the reason they are being marked down. However, while 
making this claim, there is a suggestion that they are not 
entirely sure of this fact. This uncertainty reflects the lack of 
understanding they have as to what exactly the requirements 
of the genre are and with this comes exasperation at not 
getting explicit instructions and feedback:

‘They had to specify at the end if your language is poor. They 
must say “your language is poor” so that you maybe improve in 
the future. But they don’t specify. You just get maybe 48% but 
they don’t tell us.’ (Group A, S2, Male)

Students recognise that there is a need to write academically 
but are unable to articulate exactly what this means:

‘And when you’re expressing your views, you have to express in 
a very academic way … very, very academically’ (Group B, S1, 
Female).

This student does not know how to bridge the gap between 
what she thinks is expected and how to produce it and this is 
reflected in the lack of meta-discourse to describe what the 
writing requires.

In one of their subjects, students were asked to complete an 
assignment which required them to relate their personal 
literacy practices to the notion of identity. In reflecting on 
their achievement on this assignment, they indicate how 
perplexing it was to understand the reasons why they did 
badly. The assignment asked them to write personally and to 
relate this to the theory on the literacy and they struggled 
with the balance required. Their interpretation of where they 
went wrong reveals that they have not grasped how to 
achieve this balance. One student argues:

‘I was saying my views, but they marked it wrong.’ (Group A, 
S2, Male)

He is convinced he was marked down for his opinions 
because:

‘I didn’t see any correction in my assignment.’ (Group A, 
S2, Male)

This student is operating from the assumption that his work 
would have shown correction of language errors, had faulty 
language been the reason he had failed. Another student 
suggests that language use is the problem because:

‘I think they want something like those specific words to put 
how you reflect yourself … Words you must come up with that 
will reflect on how you are.’ (Group A, S3, Male)

There is an attempt to understand what went wrong and a 
recognition that drawing on the discourse of the field is 
important but the focus is on vocabulary rather than 
engagement with the theory. Because at some schools, the 
focus tends to be on form and not substance, first-year 
students cannot understand that they are assessed on 
intangible connections in the content and they look for the 
specific corrections of form.

The high achievers recognise the gap between the language 
used for writing at school and that required by the university. 
They have the necessary meta-awareness of the vocabulary 
requirements and this comes as they grapple with the 
academic readings:

‘And one reading is like … it takes forever to read. Because 
I mean, coming out of matric and then come to university, the 
language itself is a huge jump’ (Group C, S4, Female).

This group of students is not only able to recognise the 
discontinuity (Shalem et al. 2013) between what assessment 
entailed at school and what is expected at university, but also 
has the language to articulate it:

‘At high school it’s more about do you remember the facts …
whereas here is so much better ... there’s a shift from working out 
the answer and actually knowing why the answer is that way.’ 
(Group C, S2, Female)

http://www.rw.org.za


Page 6 of 8 Original Research

http://www.rw.org.za Open Access

This student is able to verbalise how the goal of assessment is 
different at the university and can make a judgement about 
what is required to meet these goals.

The achieving students recognise the difference between 
deep and surface engagement in their writing. The struggling 
students, on the other hand, cannot work out for themselves 
why they are not doing well.

Academic genre and positioning oneself in 
relation to theory
The third misunderstanding about the genre of academic 
writing is how to insert one’s voice into writing while 
drawing on theory:

‘You need a lot more facts; you need a lot more academic readings 
that you need to do. So, it’s not based on your creativity and your 
thinking, it’s based on your understanding of a person’s facts 
and their research and stuff.’ (Group B, S1, Female)

This student recognises that the academic essay requires 
one to draw on theory but misunderstands the genre, 
not identifying the importance of her own intellectual 
engagement, seeing her creativity and thinking as being 
constrained. She has not grasped how to insert her own 
thinking into the knowledge she is drawing on and how to 
express this in creative ways.

Another student describes how she experiences being 
constrained by the need to write ‘academically’:

‘You can’t really express yourself … And when you’re expressing 
your views, you have to express it in a very academic way. It’s 
not very personal. It’s more academic than creative ... Because 
you’ve got to just express what you see, everything, you can’t 
exactly give in your own words, you’ve got to do it very, very 
academically.’ (Group B, S1, Female)

The vagueness with which this student expresses the 
requirements for academic writing indicates the limited 
understanding she has of what is required. The only 
characteristics she identifies as being necessary for an 
academic essay are that the writing is not personal and 
should not be written in one’s own words. What is meant by 
‘academic’ is unclear to her. Her focus is on expression rather 
than conceptual understanding.

This contrasts with the recognition by a well-achieving 
student that one difference between school and university 
writing lies in the use of theory:

‘I think for school we weren’t taught in theories, here it’s if you 
understand something.’ (Group C, S1, Female).

This student identifies a specific discontinuity between what 
was expected at school and what is expected at university, 
namely, the need to explain why an answer is the way it is; 
the theoretical underpinnings to the knowledge. It is being 
able to recognise the differences and having the language to 
articulate them which helps this student to overcome the 
challenges of inserting one’s voice into academic writing.

Part of the difficulty of integrating one’s voice with that of 
the theorists one draws on in writing is the dilemma of 
how much detail to include and how much elaboration is 
required:

‘It’s not like at high school, they might ask you a question: how 
are tables made? In high school you can just say, wood from 
trees. But here, you have to elaborate, one question they expect 
you to write some sort of a small paragraph, it’s elaborate more 
on what you say. That’s what I’ve seen. That’s why I didn’t 
perform well in my June exams.’ (Group B, S2, Female)

As discussed, many students come from an environment 
where the accurate recollection of facts is important, and 
so the shift to having to analyse, justify and critique is 
challenging. The requirement to elaborate is not fully 
understood and is seen as writing quantity – ‘some sort of a 
small paragraph’ – rather than any understanding of what is 
required in the elaboration to make it acceptable. It is not 
only the weaker students who struggle with this. A high 
achieving student also comments on the challenges faced by 
having to elaborate:

‘I think to myself, OK, I already had five pages, which was the 
limit, and so if I did actually elaborate on this, then where was I 
supposed to fit it in? So sometimes it’s more of what should I 
mention and what shouldn’t I mention?’ (Group C, S3, Female)

However, this student seems to be more aware of 
what ‘elaboration’ entails, that it requires choices and 
selections to be made about what is important or not. As 
she grapples with the requirements of the discipline and 
the quantity of content, it is difficult to decide what to 
include or not.

A further difficulty for all of the students in dealing with 
the requirement of ‘elaboration’ is a lack of understanding 
of how to insert their voice into their writing or to position 
themselves in relation to theorists. The accusation of 
plagiarism hangs over their heads and it appears to be 
something that they do not understand how to overcome:

‘Sometimes you don’t even see that you’re plagiarising. Because 
you don’t know whether … you have to use the theorist’s key 
words, explain them according to what he said, not forgetting that 
you have to put your input, so sometimes … I failed the two 
assignments in first semester because of this, I couldn’t … the first 
assignment they said you must write in your own words how you 
understood. I wrote that, I got 40 … They told me that you must 
write mixing with the books, don’t use your own knowledge, use 
the books, like the theorists. I wrote about the theorists, I failed, 
then I got 45. I went there again, they said, don’t talk too much of 
the theorists, mix with your own … (laughter). I even cried because 
I wasn’t sure how to balance. Because if you try to balance then 
you plagiarise.’ (Group B, S2 Female)

This student’s exasperation at trying to position herself in 
relation to theory is clear. She has tried to implement feedback 
from her lecturer but finds herself in a predicament as using 
her own words results in an instruction to draw on the theory 
and in her attempt to implement this, she is asked to insert 
more of her own opinions. She is mindful of the challenges 
faced by having to strike a balance between ‘mixing with the 
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books’ and ‘mix with your own’, but has no strategies to 
overcome these issues. This dilemma is similarly expressed 
by another student:

‘You can express your views but to a point, and then after that 
you can’t anymore. So after that it becomes like your own point 
of view.’ (Group A, S2, Male)

The boundary between his position and building on previous 
knowledge is unclear to him. A student in Group B also tried 
to articulate the quandary faced:

‘That’s where I find the problem, because in terms of you 
explaining or describe this thing in your own words, ok, fine, 
you go and do your readings, then you try to describe those or 
just to write them in your own words, then they tell you that 
these are not your ideas, you are taking other famous ideas. So 
you get confused now. They say write these in your own words 
and then you take these things that you read… you write them in 
your own words and you get a 50 … Fine, I did the readings, and 
I put them in my own words, then what else should I be doing?’ 
(Group B, S4, Male)

The power relations between students and lecturers 
are emphasised here and this student feels powerless. 
The tension he experiences is evident in his question ‘what 
else should I be doing?’ Students feel constrained in 
inserting their voice into their writing about theory:

‘Say they tell me Vygotsky said this and that, I understand it that 
way, but I’m not allowed to say it in my own words. I’m supposed 
to say it in my own words but say the idea came from Vygotsky.’ 
(Group C, S3, Female)

The fact that this student uses words such as ‘not allowed’; 
‘I’m supposed to’ indicates that her focus is on the 
punitive aspect of assessment and on the rules of writing. 
She sees the conventions of the genre as limiting and 
confusing. Her lack of self-efficacy in the face of restrictions 
is evident.

Our findings suggest that, rather paradoxically, the 
development of a student’s voice is not a natural practice – it 
needs to be actively developed and explicitly modelled by 
the lecturers and tutors in each discipline. Understanding the 
purpose of assessment tasks plays an important role in terms 
of how voice is expressed in each assessment task. How to 
integrate, engage with or analyse the ideas from published 
sources into one’s own argument has to be taught overtly. We 
support Thesen and Cooper’s (2014:15) contention that 
through explicit teaching and learning processes, students’ 
voices will be realised through their writing as they ‘grapple 
with risky decisions about content and form’ and manage the 
‘tilting point between the self and others where the other 
refers to ideas, beliefs, places, relationships, audiences and 
forms’. There are many common-sense understandings of 
what is meant by student voice in assessment. What is 
needed is a more nuanced engagement with students’ 
specific challenges and this requires further research into the 
effects of the explicit teaching and modelling of voice in 
academic writing.

Implications of the findings
In light of the findings discussed above, we recommend the 
following:
•	 Lecturers should take part in professional development 

programmes, which offer cross-curricula interactions, as 
well as discipline-based teaching workshops that focus 
on the instruction of academic writing.

•	 Lecturers need opportunities to help develop pedagogical 
strategies to foreground critical thinking and articulation 
of this in their disciplines.

•	 Lecturers need to consider how they affirm and transform 
students’ knowledge and practices in their disciplines. 
They need to help students to practise and master the 
discourses necessary to foster self-efficacy and to achieve 
success in their chosen disciplines in clear ways with the 
support of the institutions.

•	 Lecturers need to provide models and help students to 
practise how to position themselves and their arguments 
in relation to the theories they are taught in the disciplines. 
Subject specialists should be trained how to do this in 
collaboration with language specialists.

•	 Lecturers need to teach and model ‘voice’ in their 
disciplines overtly in particular how this is achieved in 
their disciplines and taking into account the demands of 
each assessment task.

•	 Lecturers should provide feedback that emphasises 
students’ possibilities for development rather than 
focussing on how limited their work is.

Conclusion
Because students struggle with writing their assignments in 
their first year, it is important for lecturers and tutors to be 
aware of the specifics of what the struggles are and to work 
with students to overcome these. A key challenge is to enable 
lecturers to recognise that voice is multi-faceted and that the 
nature of voice is that it is not generic and manifests itself 
differently in different contexts. A core finding that emerged 
from the assessment project is that students’ ability to exercise 
their voice in their first-year assessment tasks is closely 
related to their levels of achievement in their courses.

Flowing from our analysis of the focus group data, three 
dimensions of voice (genre, vocabulary and argument) 
have been apparent. Creating spaces for lecturers to think, 
speak, write, reflect and develop the confidence to 
articulate their understanding in their discipline will help 
them to recognise the different discourses and genres 
valued and enable them to create awareness and a meta-
discourse for discussion of these with their students. We 
recognise the challenges presented in the face of dwindling 
university resources for student support, as well as 
increasing student numbers and the demands of these on 
lecturers providing substantive feedback to students when 
marking assignments.

Even so, students should be empowered to position 
themselves in ways that help them to develop a meta-
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awareness, which will help them to view assessment and 
academic writing as tools for development. If students can 
recognise the power they have to use the academic genre of 
each discipline to serve their purposes and recognise 
assessment as enabling rather than threatening, they can 
begin to find their voice.
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