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The crucial distinction between the two forms of practices is the extent to which their
regulating principles are realizable within discourse. Practices exhibiting high discursive
saturation (DS+) are ‘at the level of discourse, highly complex and exhibit comparatively
complete articulation’ (ibid:138). Activities whose practices exhibit low discursive saturation
(DS-) are characterized by implicit regulating principles and what Bourdieu terms “polythetic”
thinking. Utterances within these practices are highly particularized or context dependent™.

Utterances within practices with high discursive saturation are relatively context independent

and generalized (Dowling, 1993:66).

Distributing strategies

In Dowling’s theory, pedagogic texts reproduce the features of activity by means of pedagogic
strategies which position voices and distribute message. It is his distributing strategies which
are of greatest relevance for my study. In Dowling (1998:145) he distinguishes between
transmission/acquisition strategies that expand the range of the message and those that limit it.
Expanding strategies broaden the message in terms of the range of esoteric domain topics and
recontextualized public domain settings. Limiting strategies exclude message relating to the
esoteric domain, as in certain mathematics textbooks which he researched which were designed

for ‘low ability’ students.

Within expanding strategies he distinguishes between principling strategies and proceduralizing
strategies. Proceduralizing strategies ‘exchange instructions for definitions’ (ibid: 146) and
present the practices of a DS+ activity as a DS- activity. Like metaphor, they are examples of
particularizing strategies. In principling strategies, the use of definitions and taxonomic
classifications ‘facilitate the expression of the regulating principles of a DS+ practice, such as
school mathematics’ (ibid:146). Where exemplars are used their abstractive properties will be
made explicitly available. ‘In this way the metaphorical relationships between exemplars are
reduced metonymically, so that the context dependency of the message is reduced’ (ibid: 146-

147). Principling and metonymy are instances of abstracting strategies.

metaphorically to look at (recognise) and regard, and evaluate (realise) the phenomena of legitimate concern.’
(Bernstein, 1999:172).

Here Dowling distinguishes between ‘context specific’ and ‘context dependent’. He says ‘all utterances are
context specific, in the sense that they must be interpreted within the context of a particular activity.
However an utterance within a DS- activity is also context-dependent, to the extent that it cannot be
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rands of debt in unpaid student fees. This debt was not written off, as expected, by the post-
apartheid government and at the time of my empirical research (1999), the university
management was struggling to reduce that debt while also experiencing loss of income as a

result of a drop in student numbers.

The open admissions policy not only led to debt from unpaid student fees, it also caused the
university to acquire a reputation for admitting students who were minimally prepared for
university study: matriculants with D and E passes, as opposed to matriculants with Cs and
above at University B. While the university produced some outstanding graduates, it also had
poor throughput rates, a problem shared with most of the other HBUs. In the late 1990°s the
university began to enforce the payment of student fees and to project a new, more conservative
image as a university of ‘excellence’ and ‘quality’. It continued to commit itself to assisting
educationally disadvantaged students gain access to higher education but the emphasis now was
on ‘access with success’ and on attracting mature (fee-paying) students through part-time

programmes and opportunities for ‘lifelong learning’.

Although it had no policy on RPL at the time of my study nor any plans to implement the
practice, there were several procedures in place whereby an adult without matric exemption
could be admitted to degree programmes. In terms of mature age exemption procedures a
student with a Senior Certificate but no exemption, could be admitted to a degree programme if
over the age of 23. A student over 45 could be admitted without a senior certificate. In
exceptional cases the permission of the university Senate could be sought (the ‘Senate

discretionary procedure’), usually in relation to access to a postgraduate programme.

Certificate courses, of which Course A is an example, provided opportunities to study at the
university to adults who did not qualify for either forms of mature age exemption. These
courses, in the departments of management, adult education and law, could not be counted as
credits towards a degree or diploma. However, students who successfully completed the
programmes would graduate at a university graduation ceremony, an important symbolic

achievement for some.

5.2.4 Outline of Course B
Course B was a postgraduate diploma, offered by an institute in the Faculty of Law of

University B which I shall call the Labour Law Institute (LLI). The first course was run in
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to make deductions about ‘race’.”

In Course B, students provided quite extensive details in
their application forms and, in some cases, also CVs. For this reason, and because of the
inadequacy of the information obtained from the Course A questionnaire, I did not distribute a

questionnaire in Course B.

5.3.4 Interviews

The focus of my study was on the experience of those students for whom RPL was originally
designed: trade unionists with limited formal education. In Course A five students fell into
this category and four in Course A. With the exception of one student from Course A who was

unemployed and could not be traced after the course, all were interviewed in depth.

In Course A, which was originally to be the only case study, I also interviewed seven more
students — three more from the group with less than matric, and four representing the range of
qualification types: matric only, matric plus diploma or certificate, degree and postgraduate
degree. Time constraints and resources did not permit similar interviews in Course B, nor did I
deem it necessary once I had decided to narrow the focus to the experience of progressive trade

unionists, with limited qualifications.

To gain background information about the nature of law, I interviewed the co-ordinator of
Course A, a lecturer who taught on both Course A and B and a legal practitioner (an acting

judge in the Labour Court). These interviews were unstructured.

All the student interviews were semi-structured (Bernard, 1990). I took a list of guide
questions (see Appendix G) to the interviews and attempted in each case to cover all the

questions. They covered, broadly, questions designed to elicit information about the

8 1 decided to employ the concepts of race and gender because of their important associations in this country

with educational advantage and disadvantage. For Course B I was able to rely on students own descriptions
of their ‘race’ because applicants were requested to provide this information on their application forms (this is
standard procedure at this university) and most did so. Applicants for Course A were not required to do this
and I did not request information about race or gender in my survey. Later, when I decided that I needed to
explore this category, I had to deduce ‘race’ primarily from information supplied on their application forms, |
presumed that a student with an address in an area that until recently was designated for ‘coloured’ persons
only was a person who had been and probably was still being regarded as ‘coloured’, or if the address was
that of an African township, I presumed that he or she was African. (This is because there has been
practically no migration of other racial groups into these areas, although there has been some limited
migration of middle class and elite Africans and Coloureds into white areas.) I used names (Xhosa names
and common names among Coloured families) to confirm or refute my initial assumptions. I assumed that a
student with a feminine first name and title was female, and a masculine first name and title was male.
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5.4.1 The origins of systemic network analysis

Systemic network analysis stems primarily from the systemic school of linguistics, the work of
Halliday in particular. Bliss, Monk and Ogborn (1983) trace it even further back to the idea,
propagated by linguists De Saussure and Firth and anthropologist Malonowski, that meaning in

language has essentially to do with choice in context.

That is, a word or phrase does not ‘contain’ its meaning as a bucket contains
water, but has the meaning it does by being the choice, in a given context, that it

is and by so excluding the choices that it might have been (ibid:28).

From this, the notions of semantic systems and networks was developed.

Halliday argued that the social uses of language could be related to situation types or social
contexts. For any one particular situation type, one could identify a ‘meaning potential’, in
other words, ‘the range of semantic options available to the speaker in the context of the
particular situation type’ (Turner, 1973: 144). These could be represented as a network, which

shows how the options are systematically related to each other.

A semantic network, said Halliday (1973:76), is a hypothesis about patterns of meaning, and in

order to be valid it must satisfy three requirements:

It has to account for the range of alternatives at the semantic stratum itself; and
it has to relate these both ‘upwards’, in this instance to categories of some
general social theory or theory of behaviour, and ‘downwards’, to the categories

of linguistic form at the stratum of the grammar.

The network is both closed and open-ended. Halliday said:

From the network, we can derive a paradigm of all the meaning selections. This
is the set of ‘well-formed selection expressions’ from the network in question,

and the network asserts that these and no others are possible.

The network is however open-ended in delicacy. We take as the starting point

the total set of possible meaning selections, and proceed by progressive
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