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Abstract
The purpose of the study is to gain an understanding of current writing practices in the intermediate
phase at a multilingual primary school on the Cape Flats and then to explore the possible benefits of a
genre-based approach in this context. The study focuses on the development of learners’ writing skills
in two Grade Six English classes. The aims of the study are to understand the writing curriculum as
plan and as practiced by two teachers with different levels of exposure to current approaches to the
teaching of writing and different class profiles. It explores participants’ underlying beliefs and theories
about the development of writing skills in English as an additional language. It then investigates the
outcomes of a genre-based unit of work intended to improve writing skills. As such, the primary
research question is: ‘“To what extent could a genre-based approach strengthen the teaching and

learning of English writing skills in the intermediate phase?’

Research studies and systemic evaluations, both nationally and internationally, highlight that
intermediate phase learners are rapidly falling behind in comparison with their international peers
(PIRLS 2001, 2006; TIMSS, 2003). Although there are many possible reasons for this situation, one of
the most easily investigated is the approach taken to the development of writing skills. Therefore, the
scope of this study is limited to the writing curriculum and how two teachers interpret and enact it.
This is a small-scale study and as such, the findings cannot be generalised; instead they point the way
to more in-depth investigations on genre theory, its impact on pedagogy and practice, and what genre-

based approaches could offer teachers and learners in South African primary school contexts.

My literature sketches the broad parameters of the three main approaches to genre but focuses in
greater detail on the Australian Framework. Firstly, this approach appears to offer the greatest scope
for South African contexts given its attention to issues of equity and access which are also central
principles of our Constitution (1994) and Curriculum 2005. Secondly, the challenges faced by
Australian aboriginal learners from disadvantaged, working class communities learning in English
second language contexts resonate with those of the majority of our learners who learn through
English as an additional language. A third important reason for this focus is its potential for informing

the teaching of writing in multilingual contexts and future teacher training frameworks.

This is a qualitative study, divided into two parts. The first part describes participants’ worlds from
their own perspectives and draws on observations, interviews and document analysis. The second part
outlines an explorative unit of work which was implemented in both the Grade Six classes in order to

gain insights into the extent to which a genre-based approach could strengthen the development of



writing skills. Here the analytical tools provided by Systemic Functional Linguistics are used to
analyse learners’ writings.

The findings suggest that knowledge of genre theory and associated pedagogies could provide teachers
with a sound basis for scaffolding the development of writing skills but, most importantly, that explicit
instruction into the genres valued at schools could significantly improve the writing skills of learners

in the intermediate phase, particularly those learning through English as an additional language.

Vi
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Introduction: The journey
It was a bright and sunny day, yet my first journey through the area was depressing and

disturbing. This supposed clinical journey of research sparked an unforeseen pensive mood. |
began to reflect on my own every day context where | am usually confronted with crowds of
people, some driving on their way to work, others going somewhere with some purpose or
destination in mind. However, on this road, my journey was a constant crisscross with crowds
of people, some still dressed in nightclothes, laughing boisterously and drinking coffee, some
listlessly chatting, others aimlessly wandering, seemingly unaware of world events outside of
the microcosm that they have been [mis]placed into after democracy.

And on this journey, I am struck by how easy it has become to forget the [mis]placed, until
you travel on their road on any given day. [Mis] placed, [dis]placed, might be another case of
semantics, for them it might mean being given a long-awaited concrete space, from a shack to
a brick house. Yet, has anything changed in this new space, but for a little brick box? And so
sadly, this road, literally less travelled, is a bleak sight and a stark reminder of the effects of

poverty in South Africa.

And on this road, I am mostly confronted with a sea of cluttered, dilapidated houses, waves
of informal businesses ebb and flow creating tides of poverty and scatterings of rubble and
rubbish on open spaces. And the people resemble congregations of rags littered along the
streets, some hoarding on pavements or sitting on makeshift contraptions in front of their
houses. And strangely, a song taught by a teacher in grade 9 reverberates in my head, ‘Little
boxes... little boxes made of ticky-tacky, little boxes all the same...there is a green one and a
pink one and a blue one and a yellow one and they all look just the same...” and in this

context it reminds me of the reality of unemployment in our country.

Other than through the media or reading and listening to issues relating to poverty, my world
was never really touched by it. So, this was a real confrontation with the almost lethargic, yet
ravaging indicators of unemployment. As the taxi sluggishly continued on its journey towards
the school, it took me deeper into the debris of poverty. Despondent feelings gushed forth
into non-stop questions resonating in my head; what are learners’ chances of success in
communities such as this one? How does the depressing journey to this school influence
teachers’ day by day attitudes towards teaching and their learners? How do such learners

view their chances of success? What role does schooling in such a context play to facilitate



successful access, equity and democracy as espoused in our Constitution of 1994 and the
subsequent principles of our National New Curriculum (C2005)?

As a novice researcher, this journey reminds me of what | will gain, yet another degree, more
knowledge but knowledge for whom and what purpose? Strangely, as | am about to explore
the world of the chosen subjects, ‘the insiders’, this journey to the research site switched the
lens of the microscope onto myself, reminding me that I must not forget my ethics and must
guard against academic superiority. And so, with each visit to the school, I find myself
desperately searching for the littered rags congregated and the little boxes made of ticky-tacky
because this reminded me that | am working with real people and issues touching their world.
This research journey now reminds me that nothing has changed for many learners since
1994 and | wonder whether perhaps it could even be worse now? But most importantly 1
begin to wonder, do they have teachers teaching them about possibilities beyond the borders
of their little boxes made of ticky-tacky, little boxes all the same’ | wonder...

1.1 Setting the scene
The participants forming an integral part of this unknown journey are Eve and Adam both

mother tongue Xhosa speakers. Eve is a female teacher between forty and forty nine years
old. She holds a Bachelor of Arts degree combined with a Higher Diploma in Education,
which she has obtained during 1980 and 1990. Her major subjects include Xhosa as a
language and African Thought and Literature. She is currently receiving in-service training at
a university doing an Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE) and has since been assigned
the additional responsibility as a language coordinator. Adam, currently a postgraduate
Bachelor of Education Degree student at the same university, the Assessment Coordinator
and Head of Department at the school, is a male aged between forty and forty nine years old.
He received his three-year teacher’s diploma at a teachers’ training college during 1990 and
2000 and his major subjects were English and Biology. Since then he has been exposed to in-

service training at school cluster and district level

1.1.1 The School
My study was conducted at a township school in the Western Cape, which opened its doors of

learning in 2004 with a learner total of 836. The school consists of primarily Xhosa- and
Afrikaans-speaking learners and serves a community from a predominantly informal

settlement. As an outsider, entering the school, |1 was confronted with a modern pale-grey



brick building. The colour grey and the modern architecture reveal that this is a fairly new
school. However, the surrounding area indicates the socio-economic circumstances of the
community and the effects of poverty are evident in the school, for example, most learners are

part of a feeding scheme providing breakfast and lunch.

Once inside the walls of this school, I was confronted with the little children who live in the
little boxes surrounding the school building. No green grass, no trees, but a grey slab of
concrete to play on and a desert of white sand. And on the sand, some bare feet, only some
dressed in worn school uniforms, while they were on their way to the feeding scheme for
breakfast. From the outside, so many odds appeared to be stacked against these learners’
chances of success in a meritocratic education system, for example, socio-economic

circumstances, unemployment and crime.

Yet, when Curriculum 2005 (C2005) was launched in 1997, it promoted hope and aspirations
for change as the principles on which it was based represented a dramatic break away from
apartheid education (Chisholm, 2003). Whereas apartheid education was rooted in principles
such as segregation, inequality and racism, C2005 entrenched principles such as equity,
democracy and redress. However, several contextual factors limit the potential of C2005.
First, unemployment and poverty in communities influence payment of school fees at
disadvantaged schools. This results in learner-teacher ratios being affected, for example,
classrooms consisting of more than 50 learners. On the other hand, schools from advantaged
areas charging higher school fees have additional funds to employ more teachers, maintain
low learner-teacher ratios, obtain better resources and thus ensure better quality teaching.
Fleisch (2002), referring to findings of the Presidential Education Initiative (1995), argues that
the requirements for implementing C2005 successfully could actually increase the challenges

that working class and rural learners have in accessing formal knowledge.

Second, Wray, Medwell, Poulsen and Fox (2002) cite Harrison (1996) who suggests that a
child’s background contributes 85% to what is learnt at school, with only 15 % being
contributed by the school. They argue that this is a gloomy estimation especially in the light
of the varying quality of literacy experiences that learners could get at schools. For example,
learners from this cape flats school could enter school with limited literacy experiences
compared to a peer in a suburban school who enters school with extensive exposure to print.

As a result, school settings could enable those learners who are already rich in literacy



experience to get richer while those who are poor in literacy experience simply get poorer
(Wray et al., 2002). For example, this modern grey school has to rely on private funding in a
disadvantaged community and this might contribute to the challenges in implementing
C2005. Harley and Wedekind (2004) maintain that the new curriculum has been put into
practice inefficiently in the schools because it reproduces social class divisions that have
widened the gap between the historically advantaged and disadvantaged schools.

Finally, some problems with C2005 itself appear to have influenced the literacy development
of learners in the current schooling system. Macdonald (2002) gives details about the
perplexing pedagogical intent of C2005 that initially paid no attention to the processes of
early literacy. As a result, learners and teachers in the intermediate phase (grades 4 to 6),
which is the focus of my research, might be experiencing challenges relating to deficient
literacy and numeracy skills in the Foundation Phase. As it turns out, this is the case at this
school. For example, the results of the 2007 systemic assessment done by WCED classifies
the school as ‘very weak’ as the majority of grade six learners were placed at grade three
level for both numeracy and literacy and therefore three years behind grade level (see
Circular number 20080414-0036, WCED). These schools and community level challenges
are framed by broader policy tensions as outlined below.

1.1.2 Tensions created by policy formulation post-democracy
The shift from the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), with its socialistic

ideals of redress and equity, towards the stringent monetary policy of the Growth
Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) meant less government spending, thus a decline in
the education budget. These and other macro-economic policies had a significant influence
on the education budget and on educational policies (Nicolaou, 2001). One example is that
government spending and the decentralisation of power to governing bodies appear to have
perpetuated inequalities between races, communities, schools and provinces. Therefore,
policies such as the Schools Act (1996) which decentralised the education system by giving
powers to governing bodies, the norms and standards for funding, assessment, White Paper 6,
Curriculum 2005 (C2005) and the Language in Education Policy (LIEP, 1997) appear to be
perpetuating and recreating new and further imbalances and inequalities. Therefore, the most
important challenge for educational policy development in South Africa continues to be to
bridge the divide between the rich/poor and urban/rural, that is, to obliterate the inequalities

in terms of race, class and social status.



For the purpose of this study, C2005 and LIEP 1997 are considered as the most influential
policies in relation to the current constraints, challenges and dilemmas which teachers,
learners and communities such as the above face in their classes. It could be argued that post-
democracy educational reforms such as these two policies are pivotal stumbling blocks in our
pursuit of democracy, redress and access as they further widen the gap between
disadvantaged and the privileged communities. The next section gives a brief overview of

C2005, its implementation and some challenges for teaching and learning.

1.1.3 The much debated Curriculum 2005
On April 24 1997, the then Minister of Education, Kader Asmal, launched C2005 with the

release of two thousand and five balloons painted in the colours of the national flag. This set
the scene for extensive and controversial debates concerning C2005 and its pre-dominantly
outcomes-based education (OBE) approach. Although transformation was desperately
needed, Curriculum 2005 and its implementation were highly problematic in a context where
less government spending caused constraints with regard to financial resources that could
impact on equity and quality in schools. The implementation of C2005 was further hampered
by constraints such as inadequate training of teachers, fragmented levels of understanding of
what the new curriculum entailed, and the overwhelming demands made on teachers by the

new curriculum (Report of the Review Committee on C2005, 2000).

In the context of language teaching internationally, Richards (1989) argues that most shifts to
new syllabus design and curriculum changes have failed because insufficient attention was
given to prepare teachers for change. This could be a factor in South African language classes
and the results suggest that teachers might lack sound theoretical understandings of how to
teach writing (Barkhuizen, 1993).

Furthermore, the progressive theoretical and pedagogical model underpinning the new
curriculum has fundamental implications for the English additional class, and particularly for
the teaching of writing skills. Whereas the old system advocated traditional theories of
writing with a focus on the end product, teachers in the new curriculum, as facilitators of
learning in the English class, have to take the writer as a point of departure rather than the
form (Hyland, 2003b). This means major shifts in teachers’ beliefs and values about writing

with perhaps limited understandings of discipline knowledge with regard to teaching writing.



This lack of disciplinary knowledge is further compounded by the effects of desegregation:
democracy was the gateway which provided learners of other languages access to former
Coloured, Indian and model C schools, as the different education systems based on racial
divides were integrated into one National Department of Education (DOE). Therefore,
whatever the current racial make-up of urban schools, most have one thing in common: there
are learners in their classrooms that speak English as a first language (L1) and those who
speak it as a second (L2) or even third language (Barkhuizen, 1993). The result is that most
urban schools have become multilingual spaces where learners with different mother tongues
are suddenly sitting in the same class, learning the same curriculum through English as
medium of instruction. Yet, teachers have not been adequately trained to teach in a
multilingual setting (Barkhuizen, 1993) and as such, language in education policies are of

critical importance.

1.1.4 The Language in Education Policy 1997 (LIEP 1997)
During the colonial and apartheid eras in South Africa, Afrikaans and English were defined

as languages, whilst indigenous African languages were viewed as tongues or vernaculars
(Mda, 2004). More significant was that approximately 75% of the population speak African
languages and as such the Apartheid language policy was designed to favour the minority
languages, that is, Afrikaans and English. Such designations of the official languages raised
the power of these languages and resulted in attitudes towards African languages as inferior

in power and status.

However, in an attempt to shift and raise the status of African languages the current
Language in Education Policy (LIEP) of 1997 included nine other indigenous African
Languages as official languages of South Africa. Nevertheless, due to global influences and
foreign aid by agencies such as the World Bank, English remains dominant in the public and
media sectors. Additionally, a good command of the English language is viewed as the entry
ticket into social mobility and a middle-class job that would yield middle-class salaries,
leading to economic prosperity. As a result, many parents in South Africa, especially in

disadvantaged areas, have deeply held beliefs about the benefits of English.

Consequently, the drive for English as language for learning and teaching has increased; in

fact research has found that South African classrooms at previously disadvantaged schools



mostly adopt English as medium of instruction (MOI), which is the second language of most
learners and teachers (see De Klerk, 2002 and Barry, 2002).

1.1.5 Tensions as schools become multilingual spaces
For this reason, the medium of instruction at most schools is and to some extent remains

fraught with challenges for both teachers and learners, which is indeed the situation at Eden
Primary. Teachers as well as learners in these new multilingual spaces could have different
levels of proficiency in the MOI. This has pedagogical implications for teachers who could
have language barriers in terms of explaining abstract concepts and in turn learners could
have difficulty understanding these abstract concepts not only in the Language learning area
but also in Social Science, Maths and Science. One result is an over-reliance on code
switching even in the English language classroom (Probyn, 2001). Therefore, learners
wanting to learn English might experience less English, which could in fact impact on the
development of writing proficiency in the intermediate phase at schools such as Eden
Primary. Consequently, this study aims to gain a deeper understanding of the impact of the
medium of instruction in the intermediate phase at Eden Primary School, where the MOI in

the English class is the mother tongue neither of learners nor of teachers

1.2 Context of the study
Kress (1994) argues that that there is a close relationship between language, social structures

and writing. This means that those who can write well and eloquently would be perceived as
more powerful than those who do not master the skill of writing. As a result, learning to write
at school is powerful in either granting access or being a gatekeeper in terms of political,
economical and ideological structures in society. Hence ‘the control and messages of meaning

is in the hands of a relatively small number of people” (Kress, 1994:3).

1.2.1Are children still swimming up the waterfall?

In this regard, Macdonald (2002) reviewed literacy development in the new curriculum and
posed the question, ‘Are children still swimming up the Waterfall? A look at literacy
development in the new curriculum’. She argues that more than decade after the Threshold
Report (1990), research consistently illustrates lower literacy levels than to prior C2005 and

that these results could directly be linked to the new curriculum.

Additionally, The President’s Education Initiative Report (1999) found minimal extended
writing in grades 4 to 6 classes where observations were conducted. The results showed that



learners sat in groups discussing everyday experiences with few attempts by teachers to
deepen and consolidate these discussions systemically in their classes through explicit
teaching of reading and writing (Taylor, 2001). These findings illuminate the potential for
pedagogical disarray in South African classes due to teachers’ confusion about progressive
learning-centred approaches as stipulated in C2005. These findings also highlight the impact
of C2005 notably in the intermediate phase and draw attention to the potential in sites such as

Eden Primary to evaluate the success or failure of our educational reforms after democracy.

It is notable that at more affluent schools teachers who felt confident in their professional
capabilities did not hesitate to critique C2005 and continued to follow a structured literacy
programme, teaching basic reading and writing. As a result, the foundation phase learners in
these classes continued to learn to read and write with no erosion of good standards
(Macdonald, 1999). Moreover, an uneven standard of teaching between affluent and township
schools widened the gap between learners in the former Model C schools and those learners

at disadvantaged schools (source).

1.3 Situating my research
The focus of my research is writing and specifically writing in the English additional

language classroom. The rationale for focussing on English is: In spite of our multilingual
language education policy, a tendency toward monolingualism and the hegemony of English
still appears in public life; it is frequently used at various levels of national, provincial and
local governments, it dominates the print media, and thus it is still perceived as the language

of the social elites and the language of power.

Additionally, due the demands of the workplace, where reading, writing and speaking are
mostly conducted in English, parents frequently insist that access to the English language
should not be denied to their children. This scenario has clear implications for the English
additional language classroom and in particular for writing as learners would have to
demonstrate English proficiency in writing school-valued texts. As a result, such school-
valued texts become the genres of power, as many of these learners need explicit instruction
in both common-sense language and technical subject knowledge in a language that is not the

same as their home languages.

1.3.1 Reflections on my own writing experiences
My own experience of writing at primary school exposed me to tests and examinations of



speaking, reading and writing skills. These normally covered topics that were far removed
from my everyday context. Furthermore, the teacher listening for grammatical errors and the
correct use of the variant of Standard English added to my anxiety and lack of motivation.
However, during my secondary schooling we were encouraged to plan, draft and edit our
own writing, but in retrospect our language teachers remained structural in their approaches.
For example, they continued with the teaching methodology that an essay consists of an
introduction, a body and a conclusion, with a focus on form and grammar. Since the
implementation of C2005, systemic evaluations and media reports continuously state on the
literacy levels of the learners in the foundation and intermediate phases as well as in grade 8.
As such, my interest has intensified to analyse how teachers currently teach writing in the
intermediate phase, especially against the backdrop of rapid policy formulation and the

forceful implementation strategies that have characterised our new democracy since 1994,

Furthermore, being at a higher institution for the past four years has made me question
whether changes have occurred in the way teachers teach writing at schools. For example,
many first year students in our faculty, who are predominantly second languages speakers of
English, lack critical reading and academic writing skills. Accordingly, working with these
undergraduate students who face numerous challenges in adapting to writing at tertiary level,
also significantly influenced my focus to analyse the existing practices of teaching writing

and to explore an alternative approach in the intermediate phase.

As a Masters student undertaking studies in language education and applied linguistics, |
have developed an avid interest in genre-based approaches to teaching writing. As a result, a
fundamental issue in this research study is to explore genres in the English class. More
importantly, the purpose of the study is to evaluate to what extent a text-based approach
could strengthen the development of writing proficiency in the Intermediate Phase at Eden
Primary School.

1.3.2 Systemic evaluations of literacy progress post C2005
After the implementation of C2005, numerous assessments - provincial, national and

international - were conducted to ascertain the extent of educational quality in relation to
learner attainment. Examples of such assessment are systemic evaluations done by
departments of education provincially, the Third International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMMS) and the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). However,

10



these assessments highlight that our new curriculum appears to fail our primary school
learners, as the findings are strikingly similar both nationally and internationally. For
example, during the 2001 national Grade 3 systematic assessment reported on average scores
of 30% for numeracy and 54% for literacy (Department of Education, 2003:24). A pattern of
exceedingly low levels of competence was achieved for numeracy and literacy (Soudien,
2007).

Similarly, Howie (2001) showed that TIMSS 2001 placed grade 8 South African Learners at
44% below the mean scores of all participating countries therefore scoring the lowest out of
39 participating countries. Furthermore, TIMSS 2003 revealed that there were no dramatic
changes in average scores for maths and science since TIMSS 2001. Interestingly, the grade 8
of TIMSS 2003 were the first cohort of learners who first experienced C2005 and it appeared
then already as if our new progressive curriculum was not producing the dramatic results it

aspired to.

Evidence of this downward spiral in our education system is supported by the results found
during the PIRLS (2006). PIRLS too found that South Africa’s grade 5’s scored dismally, in
fact our learners scored the lowest results out of 40 countries. It highlighted that learners in
grade 5 have limited basic reading strategies and skills. Learners could not even retrieve
basic, literal information contained in the text, therefore more advanced reading tasks were
impossible and, most embarrassing, is that South African learners scored below the
international benchmark of 400 (PIRLS, 2006). The scoring results and learners at grade 5
not having basic reading skills could be viewed as an indicator of learners’ writing
proficiency as well. Effective teaching of writing in our current context is crucial for the

success of all learners but more so for learners learning through an additional language.

1.3.3 Western Cape Education Department: The Language Transformation Plan
In response to the low scores of learners in provincial, national and international comparative

analyses, the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) finally acknowledged and took
cognisance of international and local language research that illuminates the benefits of

prolonged mother tongue instruction. It introduced a Language Transformation Plan in 2007.

This plan recognised that all the school-based systemic evaluations and testing at primary

schools indicated that the education system is failing our learners and that it has not in fact
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achieved what it set out to do in policy documents. The failure of learners tested in a
language other than their mother tongue in grade 12 and the high drop out rate focused the
department’s attention on the impact of the languages of learning and teaching (LoLTs) and
challenged their responsibility towards communities and schools. As a result, the Language

Transformation Plan supports the use of the mother tongue as LoLT till the end of grade 6.

This Transformation Plan has set certain priorities and, of importance for this study, is the
focus on teacher training, support for language medium changes and languages as subject
shifts. These priorities resulted in a two-year post-graduate programme, the Advanced
Certificate in Language Education (ACE) offered to teachers by the University of the
Western Cape, which is financed and sustained by WCED. The first cohort of sixteen in-
service teachers came from pilot schools identified as possible lead institutions to implement
the language transformation initiative. Therefore, an added advantage of the study is that it
would be able to evaluate one ACE participant’s understanding of a text-based approach.

1.4 Description of the study
Given the situation highlighted above, the intermediate phase, as the phase in which

advanced literacy skills and the ability to use language and literacy across the curriculum
become central, has become an area of concern. For this reason, | decided to explore the

teaching of writing and writing practices in the intermediate phase in the English class.

A central outcome in language teaching is to develop writing competence in learners, as this
can enable access to higher education, better career options and well-paid jobs. C2005, our
new curriculum, advocates an approach to the teaching of writing that combines “process and
text-based approaches’ (NCS, 2003:78-81). However, in reality teachers and learners from
schools in disadvantaged areas are faced with sometimes insurmountable odds to implement
such approaches. For example, a lack of resources, lack of teacher and learner motivation,
and low literacy levels at the end of Foundation Phase. Consequently, the study aims to gain a
deeper understanding the relationship between the official, intended writing curriculum and
the curriculum as practiced in the English classroom at this specific school.

Most importantly, | want to investigate current approaches to teaching writing in the

Intermediate Phase and explore an alternative approach. My pre-theories are that the

methodologies of teaching writing have not changed much in the South African school
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contexts, that teachers might not have had adequate pre service or in-service training for
teaching writing in English in a multilingual setting, and that a genre-based approach to

teaching writing might be a viable option to explore in such a setting.

Therefore, the purpose of the study is to explore the teaching of genres in the English class,
specifically in the intermediate phase at a multilingual primary school. The primary research

question is:

To what extent could a text-based approach strengthen the teaching and learning of
English writing skills in the intermediate phase?
My critical questions are:

o What is the English writing curriculum as plan?

o What is the English writing curriculum as practiced in this school?

o What theories of writing underpin each of the above?

o What are teachers’ understandings of a text-based approach?

o In what ways could a text-based approach strengthen writing in the

intermediate phase?

1.5 The significance of the study
The teaching of language and specifically the teaching of writing in many under-resourced

South African schools appear still to be reflecting a strong influence of behaviourist or
technocratic approaches to learning and teaching (Schlebusch & Thobedi, 2004). Such
approaches have implications for the teaching of writing, which remain rooted in notions of
control or guided composition writing. Such approaches stress the importance of the end
product based on perfect execution of rules of grammar, vocabulary and correct spelling.
However, based on literacy and numeracy evaluations (see PIRLS, 2006 & TIMSS, 2003) it
does not appear as if this approach is supporting learners to think and write more clearly:
although the topics that learners have to write about have certainly changed and this approach
has in some cases become more learner-centred, these changes appear to have paid few
dividends in learner achievements based on systemic evaluations done by the DOE (see
Circular number 20080414-0036, WCED).

This study proposes an alternative approach to teaching writing in the intermediate phase,

focusing on the process of learning about, and producing genres, rather than one that focuses
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solely on the end product. It operates on the assumption that learners’ chances of success in
education will be considerably enhanced if they are given access to the linguistic resources
that enable them to produce the sorts of texts and discourses which are valued in a variety of
educational and other contexts. It is a fairly new area of research internationally and more so

in South Africa even though the NCS (2003) proposes a text-based approach.

A genre approach to literacy teaching involves being explicit about the way language works
to make meaning. It means engaging students in the role of apprentice with the teacher in the
role of expert on language system and function. It could furthermore supply teachers with
much needed skills and mechanisms to present learners with explicit and systematic

explanations and to guide them on how writing works as a means of communication.

Therefore, this study aims to highlight teachers’ current practices of teaching writing in the
intermediate phase, and then to explore the impact of exposure to genre theory on one
teacher’s approach to teaching writing. It is hoped that this might contribute to strengthening
the teaching of writing for both teachers and learners, be valuable for academics involved in

language teacher training and support the writing of textbooks.

1.6 Scope of the study

The study thus focuses on the development of learners’ writing skills in the intermediate phase.
Although, it acknowledges the importance of listening and speaking as well as reading, the
rationale for focusing on the writing proficiency is due to learners’ eventually being assessed
against evidence that they produce on paper. Therefore, the scope of this study is limited to the
writing curriculum in the intermediate phase and how two teachers interpret and enact the

writing curriculum in Grade Six.

The study focuses on a particular type of school, that is, a multilingual primary school where
teachers and learners speak two different mother tongues, Afrikaans and Xhosa. However the
majority of staff and learners are Xhosa mother tongue speakers. This was a small-scale study,
and relatively short because I could only manage to do observations at the school for half a day,
once a week for six months. Therefore, the findings cannot be generalised; instead they offer
possibilities for exploring in greater depth the possibilities that genres could offer teachers and

learners in a South African primary school context.
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1.7 Chapter Outline
This thesis consists of five chapters. Each chapter is metaphorically referred to as a journey

associated with water. This water metaphor was an indicator of the research question but more
importantly served as a means of symbolising the ways in which this research journey
impacted on the thoughts, emotions and beliefs of a novice researcher such as myself.

1.7.1 Chapter 1: Unknown Waters
Chapter one introduces the study. It highlights the purpose for the research and it attempts to

situate the importance of the study in relation to the background and context. A description of
the study as well as the scope and limitations of the study are included. Consequently, the first
chapter serves as an introductory explanation of the main research question, the background,

context and limitations within which this study was situated.

1.7.2 Chapter 2: Travelling Uncharted Waters
Chapter two reviews the literature and focuses particularly on the literature of genre-based

teaching. Firstly, it frames the problem in terms of writing, both for the researcher and in
relation to the importance of writing skills in our social contexts. Three schools of thought
pertaining to genre theory is explored, that is, New Rhetoric Studies, English for Academic
Purposes and the Australian framework based on Systemic Functional Linguistics. Each
school of thought is analysed in turn for definitions of genre, purpose, teaching and learning
context as well as approaches to analysis. Literature on second language teaching and

learning is also reviewed and explored to support the importance or interest of the study.

1.7.3 Chapter 3: Discovering what lies beneath the Waters
Chapter three focuses on the research paradigm and the methodology that was chosen. It

outlines the qualitative approach and provides theory to substantiate the choice for the
methodology and design of the study. Furthermore, it gives details of primary and secondary
data collection as well as providing an outline of the intervention undertaken as part of the
study. Furthermore, it provides details of an experimental unit of work and how it was
implemented in order to explore the extent to which a genre-based approach could strengthen
the teaching of writing.

1.7.4 Chapter 4: Drowning in the Ocean of Data
In this chapter, | describe through an interpretive analytical framework the observations,

interviews and document analysis that formed the basis for the first phase of my design.

Thereafter, | present the experimental unit of work and identify themes that could highlight
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the potential of a genre-based approach in the intermediate phase at this multilingual primary
school.

1.7.5 Chapter 5: A droplet into the Ocean of Knowledge
Chapter five concludes with recommendations and highlights possible future or additional

research in genre-based teaching approaches.
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CHAPTER Il

Travelling Uncharted Waters?

REVIEWING THE LITERATURE

2.1 Introduction: Storm in a teacup

This part of my research journey was fraught with anxiety, distress and a sense of being lost.
Reviewing the literature became my own storm in a teacup, as | found myself dizzily
spiralling, being flung between not knowing on the one side, on the verge of knowing at the
other, yet continuously feeling out of control, not being here nor there, caught somewhere

between locating, analysing, synthesising and reviewing the expert knowledge.

Searching for literature and locating the literature, even with support, was a lonely road.
Never have | felt that the more | began to read and know, the less I felt I knew, lost and alone
amid so many theories, expert knowledge, data and findings. And so this genre journey
became a rumbling of thoughts, ideas and theories to be summarised, referenced and

sometimes even violently tossed aside.

Reviewing the literature and writing up summaries was a cup of tea, yet | was slowly
dissolving, losing my own voice and experiencing a sense of losing of my own identity. In
robot-like fashion I found myself speaking and quoting studies done by experts in the field
and then became aware of another storm brewing in my teacup: what miniscule contribution
could I make? Would | be able to negotiate meaning for an expert audience in this genre
field? Would | successfully structure the information according to issues pertinent to my

research, and would | be able to identify themes that are linked to my research question?

As | attempt to write, my teacup torments and reminds me again that | have become the
echoing voice of experts. So during this process | am riding a storm of emotions, wondering
whether I will remain a voiceless, writing wanderer, | wonder... Yet, strangely losing my own
voice, reminds me of our learners and teachers at school who face so many challenges with

this process called writing.
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Reflecting on my literature, 1 pondered putting to practice my knowledge of genre theory and
this became one of my storm lanterns. Surely, researching the merits of such a theory should

provide me with tools to deconstruct and conguer this silly storm brewing in my teacup?

And so finally, as | begin to let go, embracing this brewing cup of storm, | am steadfastly
sensing that many storm lanterns have and will guide me in finding a way to indicate to an
expert audience my ability to identify, search, locate and present a coherent review of the
literature. At this point the storm is still brewing, at times even raging, never fully abating but
it is becoming lesser in intensity. And so, | am realising that this willy-nilly writing storm
brewing in my teacup is someone else’s tornado and maybe both of these could be another

writer’s cup of tea.

This chapter attempts to draw on literature from genre theory, specifically genre theory based on
Systemic Functional Linguistics. Hyland (2002) refers to a genre-based approach to teaching
writing as being concerned with what learners do when they write. This includes a focus on
language and discourse features of the texts as well as the context in which the text is produced.
My primary intention is to explore the literature on different approaches to teaching writing and
more specifically in what ways a genre-based approach to teaching writing could facilitate the

development of writing skills at a multilingual primary school.

2.1.2 Framing the problem
Success after school, whether it is at a tertiary institution or in the world of work, is largely

dependent on effective literacy skills. To succeed one has to display a range of
communicative skills, for example, listening, speaking, reading and writing tasks. But, most
importantly, the quality of one’s writing determines access to higher education and well paid
jobs in the world of work. In these scenarios, success or entry is dependent on either passing
an English writing proficiency test or on the skill of writing effective reports. However,
writing skills are even essential in the most general forms of employment, for example,
waitressing necessitates writing down customer orders and working at a switchboard implies
taking messages, writing down memos or notes. Therefore, learning to write at school should
be synonymous with learning and acquiring the formats and demands of different types of
texts necessary in broader society.

On this point, Kress (1994) argues that language; social structures and writing are closely

linked. The written language taught at school reflects the more affluent social structures and
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thus the standard written variants are deemed more acceptable by society. However, the kind
of writing taught and valued at school, that is, poetry, literature and essays is mastered by a
very few learners and the control of written language is in the hands of a relatively few
people. As a result of this uneven access to the types of writing valued in society, the ability
to use and control the different forms of writing brings about exclusion from the social,
economic and political advantages connected with writing proficiency.

Consequently, in the push for greater equity and access, writing instruction globally has
become a field of increasing interest in recent years. There have been numerous approaches
to the teaching of writing in the history of language teaching for English as a first and second
language, where first language refers to English mother tongue speakers and second language
to learners who have English as a second or an additional language (see Kumaravadivelu,
2006; Hinkel, 2006; Canagarajah, 2006; Celce-Murcia, 1997) Not surprisingly, this
magnitude of approaches has resulted in many paradigm shifts in the field of language
teaching and in developing countries like South Africa, these international trends, approaches
and paradigms shifts impact on local educational trends, as encapsulated in educational

policy documents.

Ivanic (2004) argues that historically from the 19" and 20" century formal discourses have
influenced a great deal of policy and practice in literacy education. Such discourses focused
primarily on teaching of formal grammar, patterns and rules for sentence construction (pg
227). As a result, these discourses viewed language as a set of skills to be taught, learnt and
mastered, and valued writing that demonstrated knowledge about language such as rules of
syntax, sound-symbol relationships and sentence construction. Therefore, those writers that
conformed to the correctness of grammar, letter, word, and sentence and text formation were
viewed as competent writers. Furthermore, Dullay, Burt and Krashen (1982) state that the
earliest work in the teaching of writing was based on the concept of controlled or guided
composition and that language was seen as something that could be meaningfully visualised
in taxonomies and rationalised into tables arranged across the two-dimensional space of the

textbook page.

This focus on the conscious acquisition of rules and forms meant that teachers were focusing
on parts of speech, demanding standards of correctness, and being prescriptive about what

were ostensibly language facts. However, such an approach was found to be extremely
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limited because it did not necessarily produce speakers who were able to communicate
successfully. Therefore, although learners might master the lists, structures and rules, this
might not lead to the development of language fluency or to the ability to transfer such

knowledge into coherent, cohesive and extended pieces of writing in school or beyond it.

During the late 1970s more functional approaches developed. These were more concerned
with what students can do with language, for example, meeting the practical demands in
different contexts such as the workplace and other domains. Examples of writing tasks
included filling out job applications, preparing for interviews, and writing applications.
However, these involved minimal writing other than completing short tasks “designed to
reinforce particular grammar points or language functions’ (Auerbach, 1999:1). Moreover,
such tasks were taught in classrooms and out of context of issues that could emerge in real

contexts.

As the limitations of a formalist approach to language teaching became increasingly obvious,
teachers and researchers turned to a more process-oriented methodology. This focused more
on the writing process than on the product and advocated expressive self-discovery from the
learner/writer through a process approach to writing. Such a writing approach “focus[ed] on
meaningful communication for learner-defined purposes’ (Auerbach, 1999:2). As a result, the
learner is taken as the point of departure, and goes through a process of drafting, editing and
redrafting; the teacher’s role is less prescriptive, allowing learners to be self-expressive and
explore how to write. As such, the process approach won favour with those who were of the
opinion that controlled composition was restrictive, viewing a liberal-progressive approach as
more suited for first language classrooms (Paltridge, 2004). This approach was taken up by
researchers interested in Second Language Acquisition (see Krashen, 1981; Ellis, 1984,
Nunan, 1988), and in second language classes’ learners were also encouraged to develop
ideas, draft, review and then write final drafts.

On the other hand, Caudery (1995) argues that little seems to have been done to develop a
process approach specifically for second language classes. Therefore, it appeared that the
same principles should apply as for first language learners, for example, the use of peer and
teacher commentary along with individual teacher-learner conferences, with minimal
direction given by the teacher who allows learners to discover their voices as they continue

through the writing process.
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This lack of direction was highlighted by research in different contexts carried out by
Caudery (1995) with practising teachers of second language writing. Based on
questionnaires, findings showed that teachers in second language classes had differing
perceptions and methods of implementing a process approach. This could however be
ascribed to the different contexts that these second language teachers found themselves in, for
example, large classes and different ways of assessing writing. One finding of the study was
that teachers could easily dilute the process of writing into disconnected stages where both L2
learners and teachers could perceive it as steps to be followed towards an end product. As a
result, the writing process became viewed as a means to an end. In addition, learners
understood the process but did not explicitly learn the language features associated with

different types of writing.

A third approach that has gained prominence in recent decades is the socio-cultural practices
approach which seeks to affirm the culturally specific literacy practices that learners bring
with them to school. Social practice advocates argue that literacy is not a universal, solely
cognitive process but that literacy varies from context to context and culture to culture (Street,
1984, Barton, Hamilton & lvanic, 2000). As a result, if literacy varies from context to context
and culture-to-culture, then it follows that learners would bring to school different ways of
writing. Accordingly, educators in multilingual classrooms should value learners’ cultural
knowledge and ways of writing or use them as a bridge to new learning (Auerbach, 1999).
Furthermore, the manner in which writing is taught transmits profound ideas to learners about
who they are, what is entailed in the process of writing, and what they can do with writing.
Therefore, the way in which writing is taught and learnt is a powerful tool for shaping the

identities of learners and teachers in schools (ibid, 1999).

Proponents of a fourth approach, the genre-based approach, have argued that both the socio-
cultural and the process approaches to teaching writing result in learners being excluded from
opportunities and that these approaches are in fact disempowering them (Delpit, 1998, Martin &
Rose, 2005). They contend that certain domains, contexts and cultures yield more power than
others and that if learners only tell their stories, find their voices and celebrate their cultures;
would not be enough for them to gain access to these more powerful domains. Therefore they

suggest that learners should be empowered through access to writing the discourses of power,
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focusing on culture, context and text. Such approaches also enable an analysis of how identities,
cultures, gender and power relations in society are portrayed in texts.

Genre research done in Australia (see Disadvantaged Schools Project Research, 1973) where
the additional language is the medium of instruction for aboriginal learners had major
educational rewards for teachers and learners participating in the project. Singapore too moved
towards a text-based approach with the introduction of their 2001 English Language Syllabus
(Kramer-Dhal, 2008). This approach has paid dividends for the Singapore education system,
for example, continuous improvement in examination scores and achievements in international
league tables, compared to the learners’ past underachievement in literacy tests (see PIRLS
2001, Singapore results) and this is maintained in the 2006 PIRLS testing of literacy and
reading.

The next section will draw on literature from genre theory, providing a brief overview of the
notion of genre and how it has evolved as a concept. Then, literature on three different
scholarly genre traditions New Rhetoric Studies, English for Academic Purposes and Systemic
Functional Linguistics and their different educational contexts, purposes and research
paradigms is explored and discussed. However this chapter mainly investigates literature
relating to the Systemic Functional Linguistic perspective on genre, the history of genre theory
and research done in Australia, the implications for schools and classrooms and how genre
theory has impacted on the pedagogy of teaching literacy in disadvantaged multilingual
settings. A brief overview focusing on critiques of Systemic Functional Linguistics is also

provided.

2.2 Defining Genre
Johns (2002) argues that the term ‘genre’ is not new and cites Flowerdew and Medway

(1994) who state that for more than a century genre has been defined as written texts that are
primarily literary, that are recognised by textual regularities in form and content, are fixed
and permanent and can be classified into exclusive categories and sub-categories. However, a
major paradigm shift has occurred in relation to notions and definitions of genre, and texts are
now viewed as purposeful, situated and ‘repeated’ (Miller, 1984). These characteristics mean
that genres have a specific purpose in our social world, that they are situated in a specific
cultural context and that they are the result of repeated actions reflected in texts. Similarly,
Hyland (2004) defines genre as grouping texts that display similar characteristics,

representing how writers use language to respond to similar contexts. Martin and Rose (2002)
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place more emphasis on the structure of genre, seeing it as a ‘staged, goal oriented social
process. Social because we participate in genres with other people; goal oriented because we

use genres to get things done; staged because it usually takes us a few steps to reach our

goals’ (pg 7).

2.2.1 An Old Concept revisited
As stated above, traditionally the concept of ‘genre’ has been used to define and classify

literary texts such as drama, poetry and novels in the fields of arts, literature and the media
Breure (2001). For example, a detective story, a novel or a diary are each regarded as
belonging to a different genre. In recent years interest in the concept of genre as a tool for
developing first language and second language instruction has increased tremendously
(Paltridge, 2004; Hyon, 1996; Johns, 2002). In second language writing pedagogy in particular
much interest has been focused on raising language students’ schematic awareness of genres as
the route to genre and writing development (Hyon 1996; Cope & Kalantzis, 1993; Johns, 2002;
Paltridge 2004).

However there are various theoretical camps and their different understanding of genre reveals
the intellectual tensions that are inherently part of the concept (Johns, 2002). These intellectual
tensions arise from the divergent theoretical understandings of whether genre theory is
grounded in language and text structure or whether it stems fundamentally from social theories
of context and community. Hyon (1996) argues for three schools of thought: Systemic
Functional Linguistics, New Rhetoric Studies and English for Academic Purposes whereas
Flowerdew (2002) divides theoretical camps into two groups: linguistic and non-linguistic
approaches to genre theory. Genre, in short, continues to be “a controversial topic, though never
a dull one’ (Dudley-Evans & Hopkins, 1998:308).

I have chosen to follow Hyon’s (1996) classification for reviewing the genre literature because
this classification makes it easier to highlight the similarities and differences in definitions,
purposes and contexts, and allows for a greater understanding of various approaches to genre in
three research traditions. As a result, three schools of thought New Rhetoric Studies, English
for Academic Purposes and Systemic Functional Linguisti