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CECILIA JACOBS

Introduction
This chapter focuses on how lecturers of first-year students can better bring the tacit 
knowledge and understandings they have of the workings of discourse within their 
disciplines, into the realm of overt and explicit teaching, for the benefit of the first-
year students they are teaching. In this chapter I use the term ‘discourse’ to mean ways 
of combining words, deeds, thoughts, values, bodies, objects, tools and technologies, 
so as to enact and recognise specific socially situated identities and activities 
(Gee, 2001). Throughout his work Gee cites academic disciplines as particularly good 
examples of discourses, and refers to the need for lecturers (the experts) to induct 
students, especially at the first-year level, into these discourses through a process of 
participation in the disciplinary discourse community. It is through participation in 
the disciplinary discourse community, over the period of their studies, that students 
increasingly take on the discourse and develop the identity of being a member of 
that community.

This view is supported by a growing body of knowledge, emanating from both New 
Literacy Studies (Gee, 1990, 1998, 2003; Gee, Hull & Lankshear, 1996; Street, 1984, 
1993, 1997, 1999, 2003) and Rhetorical Studies (Bazerman, 1989a, 1989b, 1991, 
1994; Geisler, 1994a, 1994b) literature, which suggests that while lecturers ‘know’ 
the discourses of their disciplines, that knowledge has a tacit dimension, making it 
difficult for these lecturers to teach it explicitly, and therefore difficult for students to 
learn. This difficulty is especially evident in the first year of study, as students at this 
level are complete novices to the discipline of study they have chosen to enter. The 
need for lecturers to make the hidden disciplinary discourses explicit to students at 
the first-year level is therefore greater than at subsequent levels of study.
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Background
This chapter reports on the results of a study, more fully explicated in Jacobs (2005a, 
2007a, 2007b), which found that lecturers needed to work within their disciplinary 
discourse communities, while simultaneously having a critical overview of this ‘insider’ 
role, from outside of it. The study found that it was through engaging with academic 
developers, who were ‘outsiders’ to their disciplinary discourses, that lecturers found 
themselves at the margins of their own fields, and were able to view themselves as 
insiders from the outside, as it were. This shifting location from a purely insider 
perspective, to an insider perspective from the outside, shifted lecturers towards a 
critical understanding of the teaching of disciplinary discourses and enabled them 
to make explicit their tacit knowledge and understandings of their disciplinary 
discourses.

Theoretical framing
The study reported on in this chapter is framed by two theoretical orientations: New 
Literacy Studies, which has its roots in Anthropology and Linguistics, and Rhetorical 
Studies, which shares roots with the modern fields of Rhetoric, Composition Studies 
and Literary Studies. The rhetorical view of language analyses language in purposive 
use and concerns itself with how texts are produced, how they manifest themselves 
and how they are used within organised social settings. According to Klein (1996) 
discourse and rhetoric function as boundary concepts. Within what Klein describes 
as a broad ‘rhetorical turn’ in scholarship, rhetorical studies now exemplify the 
complex boundary work of interdisciplinary fields. Bazerman (1989b) describes 
rhetorical studies as a loosely-defined area, reflected by names such as ‘composition’, 
‘teaching of writing’, ‘rhetoric’, ‘the study of written language’ and ‘literacy studies’. 
Composition Studies redefined itself as the WAC (writing across the curriculum) 
movement in the early 1970s, as it took a new direction towards attempts to improve 
students’ writing across the curriculum. In the mid 1980s the WAC movement saw 
itself expanding into the workplaces that students were entering after completion of 
their studies (Engeström, 1987; Odell & Goswami, 1985), and studies focussed on 
the ways writing was being used in the world of work. Samuels (2004) characterises 
the work of the WAC movement as an approach to higher education that ‘pushes us 
to see knowledge as being socially constructed through shared acts of collaboration 
that cut across disciplinary borders.’ This theoretical framing provides the basis for 
the approach adopted in the study reported in this chapter, namely where academic 
developers and disciplinary lecturers collaborate across their disciplinary boundaries, 
in an effort to teach the rhetorical structures of disciplinary knowledge (Bazerman & 
Paradis, 1991).

Although most early WAC programmes shared broad principles that linked writing and 
thinking, two strands with differing instructional emphases were emerging, creating 
what Bamberg (2000) refers to as a ‘theoretical dichotomy’. One strand focussed on 
writing as a tool for learning, and was characterised as ‘cognitive’ in the literature, 
while the other strand focussed on teaching disciplinary conventions and genres, and 
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was characterised as ‘rhetorical’ in the literature (McLeod, 1989). By the early 1990s, 
these strands raised debates in the WAC movement about the role of writing and the 
nature of learning in the university curriculum. With a growing body of rhetorical 
research on writing in the disciplines, Bazerman (1991) proposed a shift in focus for 
the WAC movement, from generic writing workshops to the teaching of specialised 
disciplinary discourses. This body of research ushered in a new direction for rhetorical 
studies, referred to in the literature as WID (writing in the disciplines).

Most of the studies at the forefront of the WID movement are located in the 
disciplines of Science, Engineering and Technology (SET) (Bazerman, 1989a; Gross, 
1990; Myers, 1990; Norgaard, 1999), and are centrally concerned with ‘science’s 
amazing capacity to generate solid, applicable, bridge-supporting, missile-launching, 
eclipse-predicting knowledge, but which happen(s) to find that such knowledge grows 
mostly in scientists’ negotiations with each other, rather than in their negotiations 
with nature’ (Harris, 1997:xxiii). These findings have led WID researchers to propose 
a rhetorical theory of literacy that sees literacy as socially constructed and argues 
that the linguistic resources individuals draw on to produce text (whether spoken or 
written) are shaped by a lifetime of interaction with others. This proposition is closely 
aligned to the way that the New Literacy Studies understands literacies. However, 
researchers in the Rhetorical Studies tradition have gone further into theorising the 
nature of expertise.

Bazerman (1994) argues that the discursive systems in our society are so complex 
that to attain a central and powerful role in any discourse requires a huge investment 
of energy, training and social activity. Because of this, he argues that few individuals 
move to the centre of discursive systems, and that those who occupy powerful positions 
in any one discursive system are unlikely to have such a role in any other discursive 
system. These propositions speak to the nature of expertise, and have implications 
for the study reported here. Applying Bazerman’s theoretical propositions to higher 
education would suggest that tertiary educators who are experts in their respective 
academic disciplines (such as SET or Business Studies) are unlikely to be experts in 
other academic disciplines (such as Education or Linguistics). However, Bazerman 
proposes that it is much more typical that individuals have subordinate roles within 
a variety of discursive systems, and are guided by professional intermediaries who 
orientate them to those particular discursive systems. This proposition was applied to 
the study reported here, to establish whether academic developers in higher education 
should attempt to become experts in the disciplines where they teach themselves, 
or whether they should draw on the expertise of disciplinary lecturers to orientate 
themselves to the discursive systems of the discipline. This proposition was applied 
to the disciplinary lecturers in the reported study as well, to establish how they might 
draw on the expertise of academic developers to bring about awareness of their tacit 
knowledge of the discursive systems of their disciplines.

Bazerman contends that all teachers are concerned with socialising students into 
discursive systems and facilitating students’ moves from one discursive system to 
another. He also points out that the discursive systems of disciplines remain largely 
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invisible. This would require disciplinary lecturers to make the discursive systems 
of their disciplines visible and explicit for their students; however, the New Literacy 
Studies asserts that understandings of the discursive systems of disciplines exist at a 
tacit level for disciplinary experts. Geisler’s (1994a) theory on the nature of expertise 
within the academy would support the view that the tacit knowledge that disciplinary 
lecturers have of the rhetorical processes of their disciplines is not made available to 
students explicitly until the end of their undergraduate studies or even after. This 
raises the question as to how the rhetorical/discursive processes of disciplines might 
be made explicit to students earlier on in their studies.

One of the tenets of Rhetorical Studies is that writing takes on different forms across 
different disciplinary fields because of the differing social practices of particular 
disciplines. This view strongly opposes the notion that writing can be reduced to a set of 
skills transferable from one academic context to another or that texts are autonomous 
and naïve representations of formal knowledge. In this respect there is synergy between 
the New Literacy Studies and Rhetorical Studies. Although these two fields emanate 
from different theoretical and research traditions, the ‘rhetorical turn’ in scholarship 
(Klein, 1996), the ‘linguistic turn’ in social sciences (Street, 1999), and the ‘social 
turn’ in applied linguistics (Gee, 1998) all happened at roughly the same time in 
academia. However, while New Literacy Studies sees disciplinary ‘insiders’ as being 
in the best position to deconstruct the rhetorical dimension of knowledge, Rhetorical 
Studies continues to argue that teachers of writing (a type of academic developer), by 
virtue of being at home in the reading and writing of text, are best placed to deliver 
the rhetorical dimension of knowledge. The study reported here draws on both of 
these insights and explores how, through the interaction of disciplinary lecturers and 
academic developers, the rhetorical dimension of knowledge, expressed as disciplinary 
discourses, might be deconstructed for students. The chapter also explores how the 
shared expertise that each of these parties brings to higher education, might facilitate 
the explicit teaching of the tacit, rhetorical dimension of knowledge.

Methodology
The study reported on in this chapter examined how university lecturers across a range 
of disciplines, as well as academic developers, constructed their understandings of the 
rhetorical dimension of knowledge. The study also explored how the shared expertise 
that each of these parties brought to their teaching, heightened their awareness of 
the tacit nature of their disciplinary discourses and facilitated the explicit teaching of 
this rhetorical dimension of knowledge. Both narrative methodology and life history 
approaches, more fully explicated elsewhere (Jacobs, 2005b), were used in the study. 
These approaches allowed the researcher to explore the collaborative interaction 
between twenty lecturers (ten disciplinary lecturers and ten academic developers) 
retrospectively, and then analyse how the disciplinary discourses of their various 
disciplines were deconstructed for their first-year students. The narrated data from 
this group of 20 lecturers (in the form of transcribed narrative interviews and focus 
groups) were analysed using two levels of discourse analysis, namely, representational 
and presentational (Freeman, 1996).
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Findings
The process of engagement, through which academic developers shifted lecturers to 
making explicit the rules governing their disciplinary discourses, is explicated in the 
data in a number of ways. A Business Studies lecturer described this process in the 
following way:

We needed someone from the outside to be able to see because once you 
are inside, you’re the player, you don’t see everything. But the person, 
the spectator so to speak, can see the whole game as it were, and that 
perspective is important. Just to bring you back and say, ‘Look this is what 
I can see’, and maybe you can’t because you’re so focussed, you just see 
your own role and not how it fits into the broader picture.

In this excerpt, the Business Studies lecturer describes the academic developer as a 
‘spectator, someone from the outside’ of the discourse community, who was ‘able to 
see’ the disciplinary discourses in an explicit way because she had the ‘whole game 
perspective’. He sees himself as a ‘player’ who is ‘inside’ the disciplinary discourse 
community and as a result of this insider position he ‘doesn’t see everything’. Their 
process of engagement is described as the academic developer ‘bringing him back’ to 
seeing things the way she does, ‘the broader picture’ of the discipline and its discourse 
patterns, which he has difficulty doing as he is too ‘focussed’ on his ‘own role’ as an 
insider.

An Engineering lecturer articulates the tacit nature of the knowledge that he has 
regarding the discourses of his discipline as ‘the rules of the discourse ... taking over’ 
without his ‘realising it’, and he describes this process as one he ‘slips into ... quite 
unconsciously’. He problematises his ‘slipping into the discourse of his discipline’ when 
dealing with students, as he feels this ‘disempowers’ them and ‘makes assumptions 
about a knowledge base’ that they do not yet have. This lecturer uses the metaphor of 
being inside a ‘porous cocoon’ to describe what it is like to be inside of a discourse:

... just working with [an academic developer], you suddenly realise that 
you’re veering way into the discipline, like talking out from the discipline 
rather than bringing people in with you into it, that’s, that’s always sort 
of hard when you’re in something because it’s like sitting just in this, 
some kind of cocoon in a way, I suppose, and then talking through, then 
talking to someone outside, saying and then describing what’s around 
you and you’re very familiar with all these things and this other person 
can’t actually see them, the person can’t actually see it because you’re 
looking at it around you and it’s like talking to someone through some 
kind of porous cocoon, they can hear you but they really aren’t sure what 
you’re actually meaning and it’s only, only when you move outside it 
like that ...

He compares his disciplinary community to a cocoon and the discourse of his discipline 
to what is inside of the cocoon. He is ‘familiar’ with what is inside the cocoon, and 
only those ‘inside the cocoon’ can see it, however those on the ‘outside’ of the cocoon, 
his students and his academic development partner, cannot see it. They only hear 
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the discourse but cannot make meaning of it. He suggests that the way to make the 
discourse meaningful for the ‘outsiders’ is for him to ‘step outside of ’ the cocoon, 
but this is ‘hard’ because the discourse is ‘so much part of him’. For this lecturer it 
becomes clear that it is in ‘working with an academic developer’ that he ‘suddenly 
realises’ that he is ‘veering way into the discipline’. In the interview he describes 
‘veering way into the discipline’ as using dense language, ‘packed with jargon’ and 
saying things that make assumptions about the knowledge base that students have.

In these extracts, the lecturers articulate very clearly the challenge they face in 
bringing what they already know tacitly, into the realm of overt and explicit teaching 
and how their interaction with an academic developer enabled them to ‘step 
outside of ’ the discourse and bring their tacit knowledge to the realm of conscious 
understanding. They both ascribe this to the fact that their partners were outsiders to 
their disciplinary discourse communities. It appears to be the outsiders (the academic 
developers) who are able to take the insiders (the disciplinary lecturers) out of their 
disciplinary communities as it were, and allow them to view it from the outside, as a 
student would.

Discussion
The process outlined in the data took place during joint planning sessions between 
lecturers and academic developers, as they prepared their teaching materials for team-
taught lessons. These joint planning sessions brought about a deeper awareness, 
especially among the lecturers, of the workings of discourse within their disciplines. 
This awareness was in turn applied to the classroom practices of the participants in 
a variety of ways. For some lecturers, this awareness translated into a greater focus 
on disciplinary terms and meanings in the texts used in their teaching, and a shift 
away from a focus on only content. This growing awareness was also applied to how 
lecturers assessed and how they communicated with students during classes. Some 
lecturers moved beyond simply explaining disciplinary terms to the students, to 
making the students find the meanings themselves, as a structured classroom task. An 
example of such a task was getting students to compile their own ‘personal vocabulary 
notebooks’ which they kept adding to as they encountered new disciplinary terms.

In their approach to assessment, lecturers showed a growing awareness that for 
them to assess whether students had understood the content, they needed to 
express themselves fully, not just give a phrase or single word answer. This led to 
assessment questions that shifted beyond the multiple-choice variety, to questions 
that explored disciplinary concepts in more depth, requiring students to apply their 
content knowledge in real-world contexts. The application of this awareness found 
expression beyond the classroom for some lecturers, who infused their developing 
understandings regarding the role of discourse in their disciplines, into curriculum 
development, ‘and it’s curriculated into our qualification. Communication is one of 
the main five outcomes for our qualification’.

Where collaborating lecturers and academic developers engaged with and questioned 
each other, the partnerships tended to reach deeper levels of understanding 
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regarding the teaching of disciplinary discourses. This combination, of discursive 
engagement and a questioning partner, was found to be particularly valuable, given 
that students, especially first-years, tended not to question their lecturers when they 
needed clarity:

...  that’s where I found [the academic developer] helped a lot more ... 
students don’t tend to question ... you say: ‘Do you understand that? 
Does it make sense to you?’ And they will just say ‘yes’ ... whereas [the 
academic developer] saying to you: ‘Sorry, it is not really very clear at all’, 
that I found very, very helpful because it would test something.

The nature of the interaction with an academic developer appeared to be an important 
factor here. The query: ‘Sorry it is not really very clear at all’, enabled the lecturer to 
see what he needed to make overt and explicit for his students. While Gee (1990) 
acknowledges that non-mainstream students, who are somewhat marginal to the 
discourses of their disciplines of study, often have insights into the workings of these 
discourses that more mainstream members do not, this data suggests that academic 
developers working within ‘other’ disciplines bring these same kinds of insights, as 
they too are marginal to the discourses of these ‘other’ disciplines. These insights 
would include an awareness of when disciplinary language is ‘dense’ and ‘packed with 
jargon’, and when disciplinary specialists speak in ways that make assumptions about 
a disciplinary knowledge base that students or ‘outsiders’ do not have. However, 
they also bring the academic ‘cultural capital’, that non-mainstream students often 
lack, and an equal status as tertiary educators, which gives them the power to engage 
their disciplinary colleagues around the language practices and rhetorical processes 
underpinning the discourses of their disciplines. In this way, academic developers 
can assist in bringing to conscious awareness the tacit knowledge that disciplinary 
lecturers have of the discourses of their disciplines.

Another important factor seemed to be a criticality in lecturers regarding the nature of 
knowledge production in their own discipline. Insight into how knowledge was produced 
within their own disciplines, and the implications of this for teaching and learning, 
were important characteristics for making disciplinary discourses explicit. Where 
lecturers had an understanding of disciplinary knowledge as discursively constructed 
and disciplinary discourses as embedded within ways that disciplines constructed 
themselves through language, they were better able to make the tacit explicit. This has 
implications for the teaching and learning of disciplinary discourses.

Implications
The data in this chapter and from the broader study seem to suggest that the following 
strategies lead to improved teaching and learning of disciplinary discourses, especially 
at first-year level.
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Peer classroom observation among disciplinary lecturers and academic developers

Although this process was viewed with some trepidation by a number of lecturers 
in the broader study, those who engaged in peer classroom observation found it an 
enriching experience: ‘It was positive. It just shows you, the teaching, you’re thinking 
that you’re doing the right thing but the moment somebody else comes and sits in 
your class, they can point out certain things ...’ It was also valuable to the academic 
developers who were able to ‘see’ the classroom disciplinary discourses in action.

Collaborative design of curricula that integrated the teaching of disciplinary discourses 
explicitly

In the study reported here, this was done through the linking of the formal credit-
bearing subject ‘Communication Skills’, with a compulsory first-year disciplinary 
subject. This approach formalised the relationship between the academic developers 
and the disciplinary lecturers, and also allowed for the collaboratively developed 
curricula to be reinterpreted with a view to making disciplinary discourses explicit.

Team teaching among disciplinary lecturers and academic developers

Team teaching provided the collaborative partnerships with a context of practice, 
within which they could explore different approaches to making disciplinary discourses 
explicit. Where partnerships were open to a discursive approach to team teaching, 
they seemed to find synergies between their respective approaches to teaching and 
learning. One partnership saw their team teaching as a conversation, ‘there were two 
people and instead of teaching a lesson in class, we had a conversation in the class. 
We spoke to students and they began to engage with us, and if I couldn’t answer a 
question, she would, and if she couldn’t I would attempt’, while another partnership 
saw their team teaching as a relay, ‘just almost like a relay type of situation ... if I, for 
example, maybe hesitate and then she would jump in, and vice versa, and that sort 
of understanding was fantastic to develop, and I think that’s crucial, there needs to 
be that, otherwise the team teaching exercise can be a little bit problematic’. Where 
partnerships were not open to a discursive approach to team teaching, their experience 
of teaching joint lessons brought out the differences in their respective approaches to 
teaching and learning. In all cases, team teaching was viewed as particularly helpful 
in trying to understand what the explicit teaching of disciplinary discourses meant 
in practice.

Joint task design and assessment of projects

This involved designing assessment tasks that integrated disciplinary knowledge, as 
well as the principles and patterns through which such knowledge was communicated. 
Participants in the broader study saw joint assessment as a tangible way of making 
disciplinary discourse explicit to students. They also found that the planning of these 
joint activities provided a space where they could develop common understandings 
about what the explicit teaching of disciplinary discourses meant for assessment. 
Differences in understanding what the explicit teaching of disciplinary discourses 
meant for assessment, was common among the collaborative partnerships. In  one 
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partnership, the disciplinary lecturer clearly saw disciplinary discourses and 
disciplinary content as two separate things, where content was about ‘all the facts’ and 
discourse was about ‘is or are’. These understandings provided the basis for the way 
in which he approached joint assessment, where he ‘marks the contents’ regardless of 
how his students ‘arrange the facts’ and his language partner ‘marks all the language’. 
In another partnership the lecturer understood knowledge as discursively constructed 
and the curriculum as how his discipline intersected with the world. He understood 
disciplinary discourses as being deeply embedded within the ways in which the various 
disciplines constructed themselves through language.

Collaborative development of classroom materials

The process of collaboratively developing worksheets, handouts and student 
workbooks, highlighted the complex (often hidden) social practices that determined 
the principles and patterns through which the disciplinary content communicated 
meaning. One of the ways in which the collaborating lecturers attempted to make 
disciplinary discourses explicit was to interrogate not only the words, symbols, 
diagrams and formulas through which their disciplines communicated meaning, but 
also the actions and practices underpinning these expressions of discourse.

Classroom strategies to make the tacit explicit

This involved making explicit for students the rhetorical patterns underpinning 
their disciplinary knowledge bases. One of the ways this was done was by bringing 
authentic world-of-work texts into the classroom. These types of texts demonstrate 
the practice of disciplines, and illustrate how a discipline ‘reads and writes’ itself in the 
real world. In working with written texts from their disciplines, lecturers encouraged 
students to interrogate the complex relationships between the author of a text and 
the intended audience, as well as the broader social context within which such a 
text operated. Other strategies involved making the generic structures and discourse 
patterns in texts clearer for students and engaging students in writing for authentic 
purposes, (such as participating in public Environmental Impact Assessments), linked 
to tangible audiences other than the lecturer.

Creating and sustaining transdisciplinary ‘communities of practice’

This involved establishing discursive spaces within and across faculties, where lecturers 
could operate outside of their discourse communities and explore their educator 
(rather than disciplinary) identities. One lecturer described the process that occurred 
in such a discursive space as a: 

...  chance to interact with so many different personalities, different 
experiences, different knowledges and so on because – like you’re walking 
in a garden and so many different species of flowers there – you want to 
savour from each one and you do enjoy each one. ... and that is what I 
compared it to. You must take your time, don’t rush, you know. ... And I 
say well, this is a beautiful room here, for a few seconds, linger, take it in, 
move, next one, and so on, and that was really marvellous.
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Another lecturer found that this type of transdisciplinary space brought about a 
focus on educational issues rather than disciplinary ones, and made him ‘really think 
about the way you teach, what you teach and are you making sense, you know, you 
really think about it’. For him, what was learnt through the discussions within the 
transdisciplinary discursive space was directly applicable to his classroom practice. He 
valued the focus that these discussions brought to issues of teaching and learning:

Coming from an industrial background without teaching experience, it’s 
really taken me back to my roots. Original, basic teaching principles, it’s 
just awakened that again. Although initially I was very apprehensive but 
it really excited me as the project developed. It just brought the focus to 
the student, for me, much more and it just changed my whole perception 
of teaching as a whole.

The above strategies appeared to improve the teaching and learning of disciplinary 
discourses by promoting understandings of knowledge as discursively constructed, 
and discourses as embedded within ways that disciplines construct themselves through 
language practices.

Conclusion
The collaborative partnerships between academic developers and disciplinary 
lecturers provided the spaces where lecturers could explore their roles and identities as 
discourse teachers and expand their disciplinary identities to include that of discourse 
teacher. In higher education, where a number of lecturers have limited knowledge 
of, or experience in, matters of teaching, their academic identities are framed in 
terms of their disciplinary affiliation rather than their role as professional educators. 
This construction of a discipline-based identity in many ways militates against the 
incorporation of an identity as a discourse teacher. If one accepts that the identity of 
discourse teacher can be developed through interaction with colleagues from ‘other’ 
disciplines, then bringing academic developers and disciplinary lecturers into dialogue 
with each other should facilitate the development of an expanded identity, that of 
discourse teacher, in disciplinary lecturers.

This chapter raises the need for both academic developers and disciplinary lecturers 
to own the ‘burden of rhetorical persuasion’ (Geisler, 1994a:253) and redefine 
their respective roles within the process of making explicit the ‘invisible’ rhetorical 
processes underpinning disciplinary knowledge. I have argued that that it is through 
the interaction of disciplinary lecturers and academic developers that the rhetorical 
dimension of knowledge, expressed as disciplinary discourses, can be critically 
deconstructed for students, from as early as the first year of study.

The findings suggest that higher education needs to create sustainable discursive spaces 
for the collaboration of academic developers and disciplinary lecturers, which will 
facilitate the explicit teaching of disciplinary discourses, and where, through dialogue 
and collaboration, both academic developers and disciplinary lecturers can reshape 
how they construct their roles and identities within higher education. This speaks to 
a new role for academic developers, that of sustained collaboration with disciplinary 
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lecturers through engagement in such hybrid spaces that cross disciplinary boundaries 
and in which multiple identities can flourish.
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