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Second, in relation to two indicators of institutional culture - participation and decision making - the
findings suggest that the institutional culture of UWC is a mix of patriarchal and corporatist cultures, with
elements of civic culture, as there is currently not much associational life: neither in staff associations nor
in student structures, clubs and societies. UWC as a participatory institution has been the formal model since
the 1980s, to counter the authoritarian institutional cultures of historically black universities where students
had no say in institutional affairs, but staff did through their participation in Senate and Council. The
current model of participation is the 'role player' model, where each 'constituency' has a structure
representing its interests. It is also the dominant model informing the notion of shared governance
(between institutional elites, staff and students) in South African universities.

In contrast, a deliberative model of participation, which supports a more active associational life - indicators
of which are the number of associations people join and the crisscrossing between them, and open campus
debates - not only teaches us about democratic living but may be the key to shaping institutional strategies
for change. Staff and students need to talk to and work with each other, intra- and inter-departmentally
(even across faculties) to achieve the kinds of integrated approaches identified in this chapter.

Finally, we return to the concept of throughput. Our research suggests there may be room to
reconceptualise the value that exposure to and involvement in higher education impart to students who do
not necessarily graduate with undergraduate degrees in three, four or even five years. Our research clearly
shows that time spent at UWC is time where students meet people they would never have met in their home
communities, read books they would never have read, are helped to gaze across boundaries in ways that they
would not have been able to before; in short, they are exposed to new worlds. In a social reality where many
of the divisions of apartheid are still all-too-visible, the importance of this kind of learning cannot be
underestimated.

Thus we think that there is a need to actively conceptualise all citizens as lifelong learners. Yes, of course
students must graduate; that is the goal. But that vital percentage of undergraduate students across the
system who do not graduate in five years - could there not be better, more complex and accurate ways to
think about their relationship to education and learning than to label them flatly as 'failures' and 'dropouts'?
On that note, we end this report with a quotation from a student which for us epitomises the wonderful
promise of the UWC experience.

… and even if, say for example, I go out of here without a degree, I will be having a degree of being
able to develop other people, being able to develop a community … it is actually one thing that UWC
really did give to me and it gave that to me because I actually wanted to learn other than learning what
I actually came here to do, like just study. I studied more, I actually got more information about life,
so I did grow in a way. 362

362 SSTU 11
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CHAPTER SIX: 
Towards epistemological access

The history and the contextual realities of a university influence students' academic performance.
Institutional resources, cultures, internal politics, everyday academic practices and the particular ways in
which universities interpret and respond to broader societal challenges combined play a role in influencing
students' chances of academic success.

The similarities and differences between the case studies discussed in this book lead us to three conclusions
supporting this claim. First, students enter universities from diverse socioeconomic and cultural
backgrounds, with a broad range of reading, writing and language skills and uneven academic preparation.
How universities respond to these differences depends on how they coordinate or manage their internal and
external pressures and interests across teaching, administrative and social spaces, which in turn function to
either engage students or alienate them. Second, despite having to deal with uncertainties in the environment
and educate a larger and more diverse student body, many of the academic practices and relationships in all
three universities - such as their teaching methods, language practices, curricula, academic and financial
support, student accommodation and healthcare options - have hardly changed. Third, internal debate and
participation in social-academic communities around successful university programmes determines the
success of interventions to improve student performance.

This chapter sets out to summarise what the case study chapters have in common and how they differ. The
first section relates the overall study to the broad research on academic performance described in Chapter
Two. The next two sections develop the arguments presented in the case study chapters on the basis of the
comparative findings, and the final section draws out the implications of the research for educational policy
and practice.

1. THE CHANGING CONTOURS OF THE ACCESS AND SUCCESS DEBATE
In Chapter Two we identified three approaches to the study of academic performance. The first, which we
can identify as the 'numbers game' or statistical approach, measures student success in terms of a set of
quantitative indicators of success such as graduation rates, progression rates and throughput rates. Such
statistics are useful for monitoring trends and identifying problems within and across institutions. An
example is the recent national cohort study (DoE, 2006). These studies are less helpful as explanatory
frameworks. We remain, on the basis of these frameworks, unable to explain the relatively low graduation
rates in South African universities. Although they can show trends (e.g. relatively low graduation rates in
South African universities), they require a more nuanced qualitative analysis of the context in which these
trends occur. Additionally, these frameworks do not, and indeed cannot, identify, question or challenge
problematic concepts and assumptions in the research on student performance.363 

A second approach - let us call it the 'methodological individualist' or 'social psychological' approach -
explains academic performance on the basis of some individual attribute of the student (e.g. motivation,
cognitive ability, reading or writing skills), or the individual student as a member of a certain social group

363 For example, the focus on measuring quantitative indicators is unable to challenge central ideas in the research on throughput. A clear example is
the notion of the 'disadvantaged student', a direct import from mainstream educational research in the United States context, which tends to locate
the problem and the solution in the individual student, underscoring the extent to which other factors (e.g. institutional factors) play a role in academic
performance.
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such as a class, race, or gender. Such studies typically emphasise factors such as academic preparedness,
learning styles, or the degree of 'fit' or correspondence between the university culture and the students'
home and school culture. A third approach, which we can conveniently label the 'institutional approach',
locates explanations for student performance in social and cultural processes within the institution. In this
approach, which the three case studies adopted, access to higher education is seen as being specifically about
students' increased participation in the social and academic processes of the institution, and about the
nature of the higher education space to which access is sought. The argument is that meaningful access
requires changes in institutional areas and avoids over-emphasising the mere increase in student numbers.
This is by far a more complex cultural process in which meanings and historical social relationships in
universities are contested and negotiated.

To explain the similar statistical trends in undergraduate student success rates across a diverse set of
institutions, the empirical case studies chose to focus on students' everyday experiences; how they are shaped
by institutional factors and how they influence their academic performance. Methodologically, the focus on
everyday experiences opened up the investigation to aspects of institutional cultures that are evident in
normal, routine academic practices and campus relationships. Following Higgins (2005), we adopted a loose
working definition of 'institutional culture' as a 'keyword, an item of contested vocabulary in a conflictual
and disputed social process … [and not] as an assured or given concept, one with a definite set of
identifiable contents'. Broadly, the case studies examined everyday academic practices and relationships,
institutional rules and languages and taken-for-granted assumptions about hegemonic cultural constructs
(e.g. 'race') as fluid and tentative descriptors of an institutional culture. This conceptual approach allowed us
to explore the relationship between students' university experiences, including their academic performance,
and the culture of an institution without necessarily positing a causal relationship between student success
and institutional culture.

The three case studies, each of which uses a specific conceptual framework to examine students'
performance, explore the relationship between students' academic and social experiences and the
institutional culture of the university. Together they provide complementary lenses through which to view
students' experiences in relation to the histories and cultures of the three universities. We recapture these
conceptual frameworks to contextualise the discussion in this chapter and to draw out the main theoretical
insights from the cases.

The Wits case study (Chapter Three) borrows Bernstein's (2000) distinction between three 'intellectual
fields' to trace the process by which institutional rules are produced, reproduced and contested and the way
this process enables or constrains access to the academic culture of the university. The first intellectual field
is the official field, which we refer to as the official domain. It encompasses aspects that have some bearing
on the shaping and reproduction of the dominant institutional culture (e.g. institutional mission, policies,
rules and guidelines that regulate academic and social life on campus). The second is the pedagogic field,
which we refer to as the pedagogic domain. This is the space of academic production and reproduction,
where academics translate the policies and guidelines of the official field into strategies, rules and everyday
teaching and curriculum practices. The relations between these intellectual domains, which are both
compatible and conflicting, give rise to specific student experiences and identities. A third intellectual field,
the social domain, roughly corresponds to student life, social relationships and student cultures. The
interactions among these three overlapping domains of institutional life shape campus experiences and
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enable or constrain epistemological access. Student success is shown to depend on the extent to which the
university manages the tension between its focus on 'performance' and the social demand for 'high
participation'. A successful integration between these (which we refer to as the 'hybrid model')
institutionalises sustainable and continuous support that recognises that an integral aspect of the labour of
lecturing is socialising students into sound academic practices.

The UP case study (Chapter Four) adopts a spatial metaphor - pedagogic distance - to capture the effects
of various gaps between the student and the lecturer and between school experiences and university
demands. Student performance depends on both the student's ability to navigate the various kinds of
pedagogic distance (physical, linguistic, emotional, pedagogical, political), and the institution's capacity to
recognise and minimise these distances through student-centred interactive teaching methods and improved
support. The physical distance is that which places the student physically 'out of pedagogical reach', as in
large first-year lectures or in the inaccessibility of lecturers and tutors during office hours. The linguistic
distance is an effect of the inequality between students and lecturers when it comes to the language of
instruction and the specialist language of the discipline. The emotional distance lies in the uncertain
relevance of the subject matter to the individual students. The pedagogical distance results from specific
teaching approaches, learning resources and the broad university environment. The political distance is in
the differential power dynamics around the curriculum content, pedagogical relationships and the
relationships among students.

Drawing on critical cultural approaches in education, the UWC case study (Chapter Five) explores the
relationship between the cultural politics on campus and student academic success.364 It examines the
effects of two types of internal contestations in students' experiences: first, conflicts around institutional
strategies, teaching practices and administrative rules and processes and, second, the campus politics around
dominant cultural constructs (e.g. gender; race/ethnicity) which structure hierarchical university
relationships and inform assumptions of academic superiority and inferiority. These contestations partly
define the university subcultures and directly or indirectly influence students' everyday experiences.
Some are due to the enduring material and cultural effects of apartheid academic planning on everyday
university practices; others the result of current internal university relationships. Student academic 
success is seen as a matter of building academic community around comprehensive, multi-pronged and
integrated institutional strategies that positively influence students' chances of coping with the obstacles in
academic life.

Although each university in our study represents a different institutional type, with a different culture, a
different history and different material resources, we contend that a tentative explanation for students'
similar experiences across this diverse set of institutions can partly be found in similar experience of and
response to uncertainty and change. Each is a fast-growing urban university with a strong sense of identity.
As apartheid-era institutions, all three face numerous uncertainties as they seek to transform the colonial
logic internalised in their historical enrolment patterns, teaching methods, staff profiles, curriculum
hierarchies, institutional cultures and resources. All three also face common challenges from the broader
context of South Africa as an emerging democracy entering an unequal global economy, and stratified
internally by increasing economic inequalities and deep social and ideological divisions inherited from
apartheid. The higher education context is characterised by conflicting policy imperatives of historical

364 Critical cultural approaches have extended the range of issues traditionally covered by critical pedagogy to include a conception of education as a
form of cultural politics, a view of educators as cultural workers and an understanding of educational institutions as sites of contestation. The chapter
draws on the work of Freire (1985), Fraser (1995) and Giroux & Shannon (1997).
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redress, economic growth and democratic citizenship. On the one hand, the demands for economic
productivity foreground a neoliberal approach to change, at the centre of which is the emphasis on skills
training, quality of academic throughput and individual economic mobility. On the other, the notion 
of education as a public good foregrounds the challenges of historical redress (including increased access
and academic support) and emphasises an education that is relevant to building society as a whole 
by developing critical intellectuals and engaged citizens (Reddy, 2004). These tensions present each
university with common contextual challenges of how to re-position itself in the contemporary 
higher education environment, and in terms of the movement of students, the institutional environments,
resource constraints, and so on. How do universities deal with these challenges and what effect do they 
have on students' everyday experiences, their academic performance and the way they negotiate their
university environment? 

The particular ways in which a university manages these challenges create the possibility of particular social
and cultural practices that influence (positively or negatively) the pedagogic distance it creates for students.
In order to elucidate this, the next section uses the distinction between the official, pedagogic and social
domains as an important lens through which to view the institutional factors that cause pedagogic distance.

2. CREATING THE POSSIBILITY OF PARTICULAR PEDAGOGICAL PRACTICES
The multiple dimensions of pedagogic distance become visible in the ways administrative decisions affect
the social spheres of university life and in how the institution deals with the challenges of socialising
students for rigorous academic study. However, it becomes visible differently in the three case studies. For
example, in the UP case pedagogic distance can be seen in the language practices across the official and
pedagogic fields. In the UWC case it is visible in the dilemmas of the modular system, driven by the official
field. In the Wits case pedagogic distance can be seen in the conflicting logics of performance and
competence driven pedagogical models. In what follows we summarise the main issues which this study
identified and will show how the interactions between these overlapping domains create the possibility of
particular teaching and social practices that influence, in positive or negative ways, students' academic
experiences, and ultimately their academic performance.

2.1 THE OFFICIAL DOMAIN
The intersections between national and institutional policies give rise to strategies, administrative rules and
practices which compose the official field, and which directly influence students' academic lives. Two
problems mentioned in the case studies - inadequate access to financial resources and to information and
academic counselling - will illustrate this point.

We found little evidence of institutional safety nets to counter student poverty or the negative effects of
hostile policies (e.g. the decrease in state funding, the increase in tuition fees, the dominance of loan-based
options), particularly for students from working class families.365 Students generally find the financial
support inadequate and the fee policies and financial exclusions unfair. While none of the case study
institutions have explicit policies on financial exclusions, students described the ways in which financial
issues around tuition fees, accommodation, student work-study options, the available financial aid strategies
and options and the ways they are organised influence their academic work in negative ways. Many students

365 The variety of options for financial aid in the three universities range from loans, bursaries, work-study options and rebates on fees to scholarships
offered by the institution or by various companies for specific fields of study. Loan-based financial aid options are dominant. Most are based on financial
need and/or academic achievement. Others are the result of deliberate company initiatives (e.g. in engineering or business fields) or as employment
benefits for university staff, including fee rebates allowing their children to study. 
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who work while studying, some for more than ten to 20 hours a week, often do so to pay their fees, to meet
their living expenses and to send money home. Many have difficulty balancing formal work obligations with
their academic and social lives - this was especially evident in the UWC and Wits case studies. For many
students, the loans and bursaries administered by the universities on behalf of the National Student
Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) are insufficient to cover the costs of tuition, books, accommodation and
everyday living expenses. The mismatch between the rules and procedures of NSFAS and those of the
universities further complicates students' lives.366 

Access to information is a critical variable in students' ability to 'navigate their way' through the university,
yet many students are not well informed about how to apply or about what their study options are.
Inadequate academic and financial counselling often begins at school. Once students enter the university,
they deal with academic and administrative offices to sort out their curriculum choices, accommodation,
tuition fees, books, transport, and other responsibilities. Across the case studies, students complained that
academic staff members are often not available to advise them on subject choices during registration
periods. In the absence of appropriate guidance, and hampered by the material difficulties they need to
surmount, students sometimes make relatively uninformed and whimsical curriculum subject choices.

Both these problems indicate a sharp separation between the official and pedagogic domains of campus life.
This separation reflects the intersections between institutional practices, dominant globalisation discourses
of fiscal constraint and SA national policies supporting decreased public spending on core social services.
The radical break between the domains contributes to increasing the pedagogic distance and suggests a
closer relationship between academic counselling, the distribution of material resources and academic
performance that requires a more nuanced examination.

2.2 THE PEDAGOGIC DOMAIN
Pedagogic distance is a function of the specific ways in which institutions respond to the internal 
and external challenges of preparing students for rigorous academic study. The case studies provide
numerous examples of how the medium of communication and the form (more or less explicit in which
pedagogical strategies, rules and curriculum practices are communicated shape the social relations of
learning, and as a result either marginalise or strongly ground students in their chosen field of study. We cite
two examples to illustrate this point: students' experiences of language policies and their struggle to
understand academic expectations.

In discussing these examples we add to the theory of pedagogic distance that this section develops by
considering student success in terms of what institutions see as the 'responsibility of the student' and 'the
responsibility of the institution'. The pedagogic modes of the three institutions apportion these
responsibilties differently. In the Wits case, the dominant pedagogic mode of the institution privileges the
role of the individual student and thereby minimises its own role in the overall pedagogical programme. By
emphasising the student as the main actor in the process (as independent, autonomous, needing little
support, etc.) it neglects its own role. In contrast, the dominant pedagogical mode at UWC privileges
institutional responsibility. There is much more academic support, but this is often uncoordinated and there
is a distinct separation between the academic and non-academic spheres of support. So pedagogic distance
is still present even in a context where an institution provides support. The UP case is somewhere in

366 For example, the timing of the upfront payments students are required to make towards their fees often means that many have to borrow money
to meet this requirement, immediately disadvantaging those who are unable to do so. The NSFAS loans and bursaries range from R2,000 to R32,000
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between. The contradictions of implementing its dual language policy have resulted in widespread changes
to practices that created additional problems.

While language issues feature strongly across the cases in this study, the linguistic distance at UP emerges as
a function of its unique institutional history. At UP, the language practices in class and in the administrative
offices frustrate both students and staff. Its dual language policy works through 'code switching', or a mix
of English and Afrikaans, in a variety of ways. Many students find this difficult to deal with, declaring that
it increases the volume of their work ('I must study double now'). Learning in a second language is difficult
and can be alienating for both students and staff. Increased academic workloads result from grappling with
the specialised language of the discipline and the numerous language combinations in lectures and learning
materials. Students whose first language is Afrikaans find the policy dishonest and unfair. Lecturers whose
first language is not English struggle to express complex ideas in English. Outside the classroom, students'
interactions with administrative staff are further complicated by language differences in cases where staff
and students communicate in their second or third language. At UWC and Wits, where English is the formal
language of instruction, students' do not experience the academic workload in the same way. In these cases,
some students feel that lecturers who emphasise English language proficiency over disciplinary knowledge
implicitly hold a deficit-model view of English second language speakers. Students feel that lecturers often
do not try to decipher what they say or mean. While we accept the crucial necessity for academic precision,
these perceptions do raise questions about judging intellectual rigour and cognitive ability solely on
proficiency in the English language.

Academic staff in all three universities complained that many students (even third-year students) are unable
to express themselves in an academic manner - they are unable to search for material, to synthesise
information, or to write a well structured essay with a clear line of argument and good referencing
techniques. Some relate this to the limitations of teaching approaches in undergraduate education, but many
attribute it to the gap between school and university, referring particularly to weak numeracy and literacy
skills and the type of high school students have attended. This is consistent with a common view which
emerges in South Africa that schools do not prepare students for rigorous academic work. Our data are not
wholly consistent with this view. For example, many students at UP with excellent matriculation results (high
M scores) coming from well-resourced ex-Model C schools do not necessarily graduate on time, as is shown
in Chapter Four.

The explanation for this apparent interruption of the dominant meaning of 'underprepared student' in
South African educational research may lie in another significant finding of this study. Most students,
irrespective of the type of high school they attended, experience problems in negotiating the general
campus environment, the intensity, fast pace and volume of work they are required to cover, and particularly
the independence that the new study habits require them to exhibit. Describing the ways in which their
school environments are different from their university environment, students note the lack of explicit
supervision of behaviour (e.g. class attendance and study times), the tacit rather than explicit
communication of pedagogical criteria (e.g. rules of assessment and criteria for what counts as academic
practice), and the minimal advice on coping with the demands of academic work. In addition, academic
cultures underpinned by middle class norms remain hidden from students who are not from these
backgrounds. These differences make university study challenging for many students, irrespective of their
high school backgrounds. They feel under pressure to perform but struggle to balance their work, social life
and study obligations. They are expected to be responsible, independent and to take the initiative, but many
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are frustrated by their failure to grasp the 'rules' and assessment criteria (which often differ by lecturer), and
often do not know what is expected of them.

Students for whom physical access to high school has not translated into epistemological access for a variety
of reasons will experience a double gap. A student who is academically underprepared and who faces
language challenges as well as financial difficulties must deal with a range of additional issues. This dilemma,
as Wolpe noted (1995), should be viewed as a structural and systematic issue of poor schooling and
deliberate apartheid planning, and therefore may require larger-scale interventions than relying on bridging-
type interventions favouring small groups of students.

2.3 THE SOCIAL DOMAIN
The social domain can be understood as cutting across the campus informal social spaces and the official
and pedagogic domains, which can therefore be conceived as social domains of practice. As such, they are
partly characterised by a mingling of old and new relationships and practices. As South African institutions
re-position themselves in the post-1994 period, historical institutional narratives interact with new post-
apartheid identities and actors within institutions invariably act within that repositioning. Old divisions and
relations of domination often persist in the face of new policies and different challenges, leading to both
contradictory practices and familiar anxieties, as illustrated in the two examples discussed in this section: the
campus cultural politics and student agency.

Institutional cultures … and cultural politics
The relationship between academic success and institutional culture is complex. Our data indicate that while
institutional cultures influence the overall quality of the academic experience, they may or may not directly
influence academic performance. Factors associated with institutional cultures, including the role of
dominant cultural constructs, act as intervening variables across the official, pedagogic and social domains.

The case studies illustrate how dominant cultural constructs such as class, race, gender, sexual orientation
and language shape campus social relationships. These constructs influence behaviours, attitudes, taken-
for-granted assumptions and everyday experiences. They are institutionalised in access and success
patterns, staff profiles, curricula, university structures and the dominant discourses on access and success.
Lecturers describe students in a dichotomous language that construes the 'non-traditional, underprepared
and disadvantaged student' as the academic 'other' of the 'traditional, well-prepared and advantaged
student' in terms of these cultural constructs. All three case studies describe university spaces characterised
by racist, sexist, xenophobic, and hetero-patriarchal norms and practices which partly define the
institutional cultures. The spaces of tension cut across everyday interactions and university structures in a
range of campus spaces, from lecture rooms and administrative offices to residences, student structures
and social events. Despite most students saying they enjoy the diversity of the campus environments, we
found persisting patterns of ethnic interactions in students' informal interactions. This may be related to
the re-emergence of ethnic paradigms since the 1990s. When it comes to academic success, at Wits and
UP, graduation rates differ by race and gender.367 Students reported negative perceptions, low expectations,
or disrespectful behaviour on the part of staff. In extreme cases students interpret failure patterns, staffing
imbalances and the university financial aid strategy as instances of institutional racism. In the UWC case,
student and staff explanations for the rude behaviour of staff differed. Students ascribed racist motives

367 No statistics were available for the UWC case study.
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to staff, while staff members attributed their behaviour to their frustrations over their workload or to
language issues. The potential for misunderstanding in the ambiguous space between these divergent
explanations is high.

The emergence of managerial-driven academic practices does not contribute to institutional cultures in
which trust, support and rigorous scholarship thrive together. The permeation of a market logic into
academic cultures may indicate shared aspects of institutional cultures in the three universities: the changing
language of higher education and new university practices reflect the dominant performance-driven
efficiency paradigm. Examples include a view of education as a 'service' or commodity to be traded and a
new language to describe students as 'clients', 'credit hunters' and 'human resources'. Official institutional
documents reflect a language of institutional change dominated by policy processes, mechanisms, guidelines
and strategies that eclipses the sociality of change. New practices include the outsourcing of teaching and
other core university functions, and the introduction of corporate management structures, line functions
and business units, and so on.

These issues point to the need for a larger national debate about culture, difference and the distribution 
of material resources in higher education. They also illustrate the limitations of strategies that rely solely 
on new policy processes to effectively change dominating practices. Clear examples include the
contradictions around the implementation of the dual-language policy at UP, the policy on sexual and racial
discrimination at Wits, and the sexual harassment policy at UWC. Despite new policies being put in place,
in some cases the contradictions of implementation leave old practices firmly entrenched. In other cases the
widespread changes to practice create additional problems, as in the complex implementation of the UP
language policy, which plays a significant role in access to knowledge. These tensions illustrate negative
interactions with the policy processes of the official domain. The examples in the next section show how
the academic-social networks being built across the official and pedagogic domains, when conceived as
subsets of the social domain, not only reproduce inherited patterns but can also interrupt and unsettle old
practices and hierarchies.

Student agency
The campus social space in the three universities is partly defined by student and staff agency outside of
formal academic programmes, in academic-social networks and in student clubs and societies.
Many of these activities link social and academic spaces.368 They include study groups, mentoring
relationships, disciplinary networks across academic departments and numerous student-staff networks in
campus clubs and societies and in residences. Residence culture is important for socialising students into the
campus environment; in the UP case it includes black staff members and student leaders playing a 
central role in transforming residence cultures. Across the three universities, third-year students' reflections
on their experiences from their first year of study onwards highlight the things that helped them cope with
university life. Examples at the three universities include support networks in residences, in specific
departments and in student clubs and societies. These represent spaces for civic engagement among
students and may be the catalysts for more integrated solutions to counter the isolation many students
experience, especially at the first-year level. However, as social networks they reflect but also challenge old
relationships and hierarchies by representing spaces for getting to know the other through new shared
academic and social identities.

368 Tinto (1993) argues on the basis of empirical studies in the US that increasing the opportunities for social and academic integration is a key factor
in student success. However, he does not theorise issues of history and culture in relation to the meanings of integration.
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The historical context of the social domains of the three universities provides a way to understand how
student agency in contemporary university environments is shaped by historical networks and relationships.
The history of university sports clubs is an interesting social phenomenon in this regard; it shows how the
various networks around sports clubs at the three universities partly define student cultures in relation to
different campus and off-campus communities. These relationships function to both sharpen and blur the
boundaries between universities. The example of the 'rugby club' at each institution illustrates this point.
UP's Tukkies Rugby Club was formed in the early 1900s and is currently one of the largest university rugby
clubs internationally. It is also currently part of a national network of Afrikaans-language universities and is
a feeder club for the Blue Bulls team and the South African national team. Similarly, the Wits Rugby Club
was formed in 1909 and is part of a rugby network inside the university (the interfaculty leagues), with
outside teams (the Golden Lions, a South African national team) and across universities in South Africa (the
intervarsity leagues, including the University of Cape Town and Rhodes) and outside (Oxford, Cambridge
and Imperial College in the UK).369 In contrast, the UWC Rugby Club was formed in 1965 and joined the
South African Council on Sport (SACOS)-affiliated South African Rugby Union (SARU) at the beginning
of the SACOS campaign against 'playing normal sport in an abnormal society'.370 Currently the activities of
the rugby club, as with many other UWC sports clubs, remain to a large extent separate from those of the
historically white universities in the Western Cape region.

University sports club can be seen as a reflection of institutional cultures and student cultures splintered
across multiple dimensions. This point is aptly captured in Mager's (2008) study of the intervarsity rugby
tradition between the University of Cape Town and Stellenbosch University, a long-standing friendly sports
rivalry between men in the two universities. She describes the intervarsity as a site for the active construction
of masculinities around whiteness, patriarchal relationships and institutional and national politics and it is
enacted in high school rugby traditions, family traditions, university sports clubs and residence life. This
example shows how the social domain contributes to the construction of higher education 'as a masculinist
process' (Barnes, 2007: 17). The next example shows the social construction of universities as racialised
spaces as a result of deliberate apartheid planning.

Historically, campus social spaces were shaped and formally regulated by the official domain, which
spearheaded institutional compliance with apartheid policies. The clearest example lies is the ethnically
defined enrolment patterns in compliance with apartheid laws. The Afrikaans-language universities,
including UP, did not enrol black students prior to the late 1970s. The English-language universities
supported limited formal access to black students within the constraints of apartheid policies.371 For
example, the Wits official policy of 'academic non-segregation' effectively barred black students from
participating in social, cultural and sporting activities on campus (Badat, 1999: 49). This policy made black
students invisible outside formal academic spaces. As Nkomo (1984: 37) suggests, 'the openness of the
English-medium universities is qualified because although they admitted blacks, they practised segregation
in all extra-curricular activities except tuition'. In the UWC case, not unlike other historically black
universities in South Africa, the university was characterised by a predominantly white academic staff and
bureaucratic administrative and governance structures that were intolerant of student agency in the 1960s
and 1970s (Gwala, 1988; Badat, 1999). Unsurprisingly, the history of student politics at UWC reflects a

369 This information was obtained from the official websites of UP and Wits.
370 This broad anti-apartheid campaign motivated the boycott of campus non-academic activities (including social, sports and cultural activities and
university graduation ceremonies) at historically black universities.
371 Black students were officially allowed to register only in certain fields of study after 1959, with ministerial permission. However, even tuition was
sometimes segregated as black students at Wits were prohibited from participating in some academic activities, for example, laboratory work involving
white cadavers. 
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student culture of resistance to official educational processes evident at historically black universities 
since the late 1960s (Nkomo, 1984). Key in this is that students had no autonomous university 
structure through which to communicate their grievances about university rules and conditions (e.g. upfront
payment of tuition fees, authoritarian campus cultures, dress code) or about the broader socioeconomic and
political contexts until the early 1980s (Maseko, 1994).372 In this case, a civic culture developed largely
through a history of student organisations ideologically linked to political organisations in the broad
liberation movement.

In recent years, even though the contestations among student political organisations continue to reflect the
ideological tensions in national politics, we have witnessed a general decline in the frequency of student-led
open campus debates about the nature and direction of broad social and educational change. Post-1994
education policies have influenced the change in the culture of student organisations. From resistance and
protest, particularly at historically black universities, the culture of student agency has changed to
participation in institutional governance structures. It has also taken the form of social engagement in the
broader recreational, social and cultural dimensions of campus life. At the same time, the notion of 'shared
governance' in South African universities remains ambiguous. Strategies to address these ambiguities in the
changing higher education context are not yet informed by detailed historical studies of student agency.

Finally, university responses to the challenges identified in this section include curriculum interventions
favouring foundation programmes and extended curricula, numerous academic support initiatives (e.g.
writing centres, computer laboratories, tutoring, mentoring), staff development programmes and creative
teaching approaches at each institution, including examples of the individual caring staff member who goes
the extra mile. However, these tend to be isolated and uncoordinated. In addition, the three universities fail
to address staff and student concerns about financial issues, accommodation options, residence issues,
violence on campus, health insurance, transport issues, and so on. Addressing these concerns requires the
articulation of strategies across different administrative, academic and social support functions (for example,
increasing library hours means improving campus security, lighting and transport facilities), typically ignored
in apartheid physical planning, particularly in the case of UWC.

More specifically in terms of addressing pedagogic distance, the study did not find systematic,
comprehensive and integrated institutional strategies for improving student success. The organisation of
pedagogical provision falls between two extreme positions. Minimalist student-staff relationships and poor
teaching practices dominate one end of the pedagogical spectrum. The prevalent mode here is the teaching
of large numbers of students with fewer resources in a fast-paced modular regime and in the context of
managerialist decision-making styles; key trends in South African universities since the 1990s.
Unsurprisingly, many academic staff feel that teaching time is not well organised (for example, there is too
little contact time and modules are too short in duration). Also typical is the feeling that they are overworked
to breaking point bogged down with administrative tasks and receive little credit for innovative teaching as
university reward systems still privilege research output over undergraduate teaching. Negative expectations,
Europe-centred curricula, absenteeism among students and staff, and minimal engagement with lecturers
during office hours are some of the manifestations of this end of the spectrum.373 At the other end we

372 The first fully autonomous Student Representative Council (SRC) was officially recognised by the university administration in 1981.
373 It is possible that staff absenteeism may be related to the outsourcing of teaching, as an administrative decision, especially in professional and
business-related fields of study. Outsourced lecturers are faculty members who have full-time jobs elsewhere and are employed as part-time lecturers
on short-term contracts. An immediate effect of this strategy is the limited availability of lecturers for consultation with students and other routine
department activities.
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found pockets of creative teaching, approaches emphasising critical intellectual engagement, and a range of
staff-student social interactions within and outside of formal academic spaces. We found examples of
academic communities developing around mentoring programmes in residences, or around the activities of
some extended degree programmes. These include creative teaching strategies to engage students with the
content and methods of the discipline, the coordination of lectures and tutorials, the routine monitoring of
students' progress, and curriculum transformation projects. The innovative teaching approaches around
established academic communities in each institution may be a key to informing integrated institutional
interventions to enhance academic performance.

In sum, the intersections between the official, pedagogic and social domains create the possibility of
particular practices. Negative interactions result in poor teaching practices and increase the pedagogic
distance. Examples include the overload caused by the dual language policy, the separation between
academic and non-academic support, pedagogical choices being determined by administrative needs, and the
outsourcing of teaching. The positive intersections between these three domains are a key to enhancing
campus experiences and improving students' success rates. Examples include the emerging academic
networks around strong programmes, social-academic support networks such as mentoring groups in
residences, and student-led initiatives in a variety of student academic and social societies.

However, we have also shown that many of the above issues present material and cultural challenges. The
next section will show that the ways in which universities deal with both types of challenges make a
difference in the overall quality of the academic experience.

3. PEDAGOGIC DISTANCE AND FRAMEWORKS FOR ACCESS
Many of the issues influencing student performance encompass material and cultural dimensions, as
explained in the previous section. On the one hand, the intersections between the dominant neoliberal
policy context, national funding patterns and institutional strategies have a problematic impact on academic
cultures in several ways. Unequal institutional resources and the dominance of loan-based financial support
strategies, in the context of increasing economic inequalities and decreased public spending on higher
education, constrain for many students the possibility of free and open access to higher education. On the
other hand, issues arising from an intolerance of 'difference' in wider society are strongly visible in the
cultural politics of the three universities. These tensions reflect colonial continuities. They persist in 'the
subtext of the organisational life' even as institutions seek to transform. Uninterrupted by new policies, they
continue to define universities as hierarchical social spaces that are racialised, classed, heterosexual and
gendered. Frameworks for access and success should recognise the effects of these historical continuities in
different university spaces and in institutional cultures. This suggests that solutions to these problems
require institutional frameworks that address both the material and the cultural dimensions of students'
lives. How should universities respond to the neoliberal influences and to apartheid's continuities in
institutional cultures and practices? What new script for higher education do these intersections inscribe?
Conversely, what role do universities play in spurring change in the outside contexts? 

In this regard, the differing liberal and critical approaches to culture and identity imply different frameworks
for access to higher education. In this section we consider the implications of critical cultural frameworks
for informing alternative modes of engagement in university social and teaching spaces.
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3.1 LIBERAL AND CRITICAL PARADIGMS
As explained in Chapter Two, mainstream multicultural frameworks theorise access and academic
performance in relation to the individual student as a member of a specific group, such as a particular class,
race or gender, with the particular group often being defined in stable essentialist terms. Liberal frameworks
view access in terms of the assimilation of students from historically excluded groups into existing
institutions. They privilege the factors that influence students' integration into the traditional university
structures without questioning the politics of knowledge around inherited categories (e.g. race) or the
hetero-patriarchal and middle class norms pervading academic cultures. By adopting an uncritical stance
towards 'diversity' and 'culture' such approaches place the onus for change on the student, with universities
making some surface-level changes to accommodate the diverse newcomers within the existing institutional
status quo. The integrationist paradigm does not speak to societies and institutions undergoing
transformation, yet this framework largely defines the dominant discourse on student access and success in
South African universities.

Critical frameworks, in contrast, present a way to understand subjective experiences by thinking about
institutional actors outside of being unitary essences or stable 'nuggets of authenticity' (Appiah, 1992). This
move suggests that we think about identity as being constructed in networks of power, and that we view
the individual social actor (the student, the staff member) 'as an ensemble of multiply organised
subjectivities' (Mouffe, 1992) that are simultaneously racialised, classed, gendered, sexual, national and
contradictory. The focus on multiple subject positions is able to capture the different relations of
domination and resistance that an individual can be caught up in at any one time (e.g. race and class and
gender). Conceptually, critical frameworks are therefore more useful for addressing institutionalised forms
of domination and exclusion, such as racism or patriarchy, and for understanding how these forms become
embedded in the fabric of institutions - and, as we have shown in this study, across the official, pedagogic
and social domains - as part of the institutional cultures. They draw attention to the ways in which
institutional factors such as resources, dominant teaching approaches, everyday relationships, curricula and
normal university rules and processes can function to either engage students or exclude them and leave
historical inequalities unchallenged. In this way, critical cultural theories pay simultaneous attention to issues
of unequal material distribution and to the recognition of difference beyond its liberal application. A good
example of this approach is Fraser's (1995: 69) critical theory of recognition which 'identifies and defends
only those versions of the cultural politics of difference that can be coherently combined with the social
politics of equality'.374 Paying attention to both types of issues, according to Fraser, requires redistributive
strategies that restructure the frameworks that generate economic inequalities and deconstructive
approaches to destabilise the group identities themselves.

These distinctions are useful for analysing academic experiences and have implications for educational
theory, methodology and practice. Critical cultural approaches provide the conceptual tools for analysing
these experiences without divorcing issues of class from issues of race, gender and other categories of
difference.375 Practically, this means not separating out the recognition of difference from the distribution
of material resources in university contexts. How we conceive of issues of redistribution and notions of
'race' or 'non-traditional student' or 'citizen' will influence how we design programmes of redress (or student

374 A sole focus on material resources may lead to economic reductionist analyses, while attention to only cultural issues may lead to an apolitical identity
politics that asks 'Who am I?' instead of 'What is to be done?' (Patai: 1991).
375 This suggests drawing on the analytical constructs of neo-Marxist political economy approaches in South African educational research, and balancing
their economic reductionism and functionalism with critical cultural approaches. See Cross (1992: 24-33) for an overview of the political economy
tradition dominant in the 1970s and 1980s South African educational research. 

CHE_MonitorProjectV9.qxp  2010/03/30  12:00 PM  Page 179



180

support, academic development, and so on) and the research questions we formulate around such
interventions. A practical dilemma then emerges. The need to measure educational redress statistically in
access and success patterns, a task of the official domain, requires that we hold on to the old apartheid racial
categories, at least in the short term. However, the case study findings suggest that we problematise these
categories in the social and pedagogic domains. While it is not clear how we can simultaneously embrace
and deconstruct the apartheid racial categories, universities must engage with this problem.

3.2 ENGAGING WITH CONTESTATIONS IN SOCIAL AND TEACHING SPACES
The two examples in this section - on building academic-social community and on the meanings of
epistemological access - suggest forms of engagement that recognise the official and pedagogic domains
not only as social spaces of academic production and reproduction but also of contestation and resistance.

As networks of civic engagement, social-academic networks and student clubs and societies are the building
blocks of inclusive, open and democratic institutional cultures, and are a key to a strong associational
campus life. They represent Walzer's (1992) small associations to which we belong where we learn about
participation, responsibility and accountability as democratic citizens. They privilege other shared identities
(debating society identity, study group identity, soccer club identity, Tai Chi club identity, drama group
identity, disciplinary identity, campus identity, residence identity, reading group identity, research group
identity, etc.) in tension with, yet slightly outside of, inherited scripts. On the one hand, they reflect broader
societal tensions. The relationships among students and between students and staff in the case studies
reflect dominant social trends ranging from ethnic interactions to the violence of racism, sexism,
homophobia and xenophobia in the university environment. If not mediated and supported by the
university, these social-academic networks and student clubs and societies can be divisive and provoke
violent incidents, given that this is a highly fragmented society at many levels.

On the other hand, they represent spaces for people to relate to each other outside of the tight
class/ethnic/racial/sexual/national scripting of students and staff currently dominant in the universities
examined in the three case studies, through different shared identities as members of different networks.
Without ignoring the power dynamics within any 'community' in general, we suggest that such social-
academic networks do have the potential to break old patterns of communication, disrupt traditional
hierarchies and undermine the dominant signifying field that continues to privilege race and ethnicity, for
example. In short, they are the seeds to develop academic community around new traditions that cut across
historical divisions and that question the inherited identity categories. If well mediated and supported by the
institution, these networks can be assets to empower students on campus.376 They can add a vibrant cultural
dimension to the life of a campus, foster intellectual engagement and enrich academic life in general.

Similarly, the political dimensions of pedagogic distance are starkly visible in the classroom context, where
both curriculum and pedagogy can be viewed as sites of contestation over access to knowledge. At one
level, epistemological access (Morrow, 1993) is about ensuring participation in and across the disciplines, and
engaging with the concepts, debates and methods of the field of study. The case studies have shown how
the organisational relationships within universities help determine whether undergraduate students achieve
this kind of engagement. They point to practices that enable and others that constrain such engagement.
But access to knowledge is also about being able to engage in the contestations around disciplinary

376 See, for example, Cross & Johnson (2008) on the development of institutional mediation strategies for student initiatives.
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knowledge, not only in terms of the physical exclusions (i.e. bodies) but also in relation to epistemological
exclusions. The exclusion of subaltern knowledges and languages from university curricula occurred as part
of the same historical processes that shaped the growth of disciplinary knowledge, determined patterns of
inclusion and exclusion and defined academic cultures and pedagogical relationships. A growing body of
research across national contexts traces these exclusions to the hierarchical dualisms in European
Enlightenment thought.377 These dualisms have shaped the categories of knowledge and the growth of the
disciplines in the modern university around the elevated status of 'European man' - rational, white,
heterosexual, scientific - as the universal human subject of history against whom all 'others' (colonised
people, women) are seen to be incomplete variations.

While this project did not focus on curriculum transformation, critical frameworks for access suggest that
if access is to mean more than merely putting more bodies into existing institutions, then frameworks for
access should consider the role of the inherited dualisms in shaping university curricula. Understanding how
they work can inform teaching approaches that engage with the contestations around knowledge in the
classroom context. In other words, the recognition of curriculum as a form of representation and a site of
contestation can inform pedagogical models that engage with (sometimes interrupting, other times
destabilising or re-situating) the knowledges and contradictory identities of students and lecturers in the
teaching/learning context. Examples include border pedagogies or post-conflict pedagogies that recognise
how individual stories and identities - our 'bitter knowledge' and the 'dangerous memories' - are part of
larger historical narratives of power and privilege. 378

In these tasks, and without ignoring student-related factors, we suggest that the responsibility for facilitating
epistemological access for all students depends on how universities engage with these challenges. Expanding
formal access in ways that guarantee epistemological access - a decisive factor and a necessary condition for
enhancing students' academic performance - requires substantive changes within and at the intersections of
the official, pedagogic and social domains. The multiple dimensions of pedagogic distance may be viewed
as effects of these intersections.

4. CONCLUSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE
It is impossible to improve throughput in undergraduate education without greater selectivity being applied
in the decisions about which students to admit to higher education in the first place. This does not mean
crude exclusionary policies but it does mean greater precision in choosing those more likely to succeed in
higher education, and may include rigorous preparation at pre-university colleges. The notion that
universities can simply wait for students from historically excluded groups to 'show up' is not enough; it is
important to build long-term relationships with partnership schools to prepare targeted high school learners
in advance for the rigours of university education. It is a step towards an open access model that, short of
dropping all selection criteria, supports bridging institutions and a broad range of tertiary study options.

The analysis of the three case studies leads us to conclude that once students enter universities the
organisational dynamics of universities across teaching, administrative and social spaces make a difference
in strategies to enhance academic performance and improve success rates. This study suggests the following
elements of practice need to be addressed.

377 Many of these studies are inspired by Foucault's (1974; 1980) theory of power and Said's (1978) study of Europe's construction of its colonial other.
See, for example, Young (1990), Hall (1992) and Smith (1999). 
378 See Jansen (2008), Knowledge in the blood: How white students remember and enact the past, especially Chapter 10, on the contours of a post-
conflict pedagogy. See also Mkatshwa on dangerous memories, cited in Brock-Utne (2000).
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First, universities must ensure that the organisation, planning and delivery of teaching is systematic,
accessible, predictable and well-communicated, to at least ensure that these factors do not become an
additional hindrance to undergraduate learning.

Second, the provision of comprehensive, predictable and sustained resources to support academic
development interventions has a direct impact on the chances of overcoming the huge distance between
high school preparation and university success. Resource interventions that empower universities to 
address institutional resource constraints are required. For individual students, these may take the form of
direct or indirect redistribution strategies that open up the possibility of free higher education through
alternative arrangements (e.g. tuition waivers, tax rebates on university fees, fees on a sliding scale, extending
financial aid to cover the total costs of study, including books, accommodation, healthcare coverage and
living expenses).

Third, the twin challenge of academic language and language of instruction (English) remains one of
the most significant barriers to success and one which universities must address in a systematic and 
sustained manner.

Fourth, student support for academic progress will remain fragmented and ineffective unless such support
is institutionalised within the full range of services (teaching, curriculum development, assessment design,
student administration, student accommodation, campus planning, etc.) provided to all students.

Fifth, it is important that universities take time to teach students about, and make explicit, the often hidden
rules and routines of academic and social engagement within university environments.

Finally, the preparation of university teachers for teaching in diverse and changing higher education contexts
should no longer be optional; it is crucial to the success of undergraduate students. Knowing how to teach
in ways that engage, challenge and transform undergraduate student learning is a complex task for which
university teachers must be specifically prepared. Changing the attitudes of university teachers, especially
towards students from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds, is an important task that will have an
impact on the orientation and success of undergraduates.
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