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ABSTRACT 

Not enough writing support is being provided to Baccalaureus Technologiae (BTech) students in 

vocational-intensive universities in South Africa. Even worse, not enough research is being done 

to investigate the writing attitudes of BTech students or how their lecturers support them in writing-

intensive subjects. This view represents an unfair and a discriminatory approach to providing 

learning support to BTech students. This article explores the use of dialogical formative feedback 

in the teaching of research writing to BTech students in a health sciences department at a 

university of technology in South Africa. The article uses Engeström’s (1987) concept of an activity 

system in cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) and Boud and Molloy’s (2013a; 2013b) 

dialogical feedback approach to examine how formative feedback is being negotiated in a class 

of 14 Dental Technology students at a university of technology. Qualitative data was collected 

through focus group interviews, and from the written feedback on the students’ assignment drafts. 

This data is read diffractively using activity theory, and dialogical feedback approach. This 

diffractive approach enables one to use theories to challenge hegemonic, discriminatory, and often 

unproductive models of feedback support in the teaching of research writing to students in difficult 

and uneven conditions. By diffractively reading practitioners’ thoughts and actions iteratively over 

time through the relational ontological frameworks of activity theory and dialogical feedback, this 

article proposes a breakaway from the formal, prosaic, linear, and bureaucratic approach of giving 

feedback to students’ writing which often does not impact student learning. 

Keywords: formative feedback, research writing, diffractive methodology, activity theory, 

dialogical feedback 

 

INTRODUCTION 
The practice of teaching students how to write academically in the university falls within the 

growing field of academic literacies (Jacobs 2013; Lillis and Scot 2007). This field borrows 

quite substantially from and recognises the contributions of research from different institutional 

contexts (Lea 2016). There is also, increasingly, the use of an innovative blend of theories and 

methodologies (Lea 2016) in exploring the teaching of writing in particular and researching 

academic literacies in general. Lillis and Scot (2007) for example argue on the epistemological 
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and ideological attributes of academic literacy, while Jacobs (2013) favours an ontological 

approach to understanding the academic literacy field. Following on this, English (2015) argues 

for a shift from genre approach to knowledge approach, while Clarence (2017), and Clarence 

and McKenna (2017) extend the argument to explore the place of disciplinary knowledge in the 

building of the academic literacy field. There is also the view that academic literacies work is 

often pushed to the peripheries of the curriculum (Thompson 2009; Robinson 2009), and as 

such, there is need to move it from the margins of the teaching and learning space to a more 

central positioning in the curriculum (Robinson 2009; North 1984). This view is clearly seen in 

the way vocational-intensive universities (often reffered to as universities of technology in 

South Africa) offer writing support to students at exit-level programmes. We already know that 

undergraduate students in science and engineering percieve writing activities and written 

assessments differently compared to students in other faculties (Fraser and Killen 2005), and 

that teaching of writing is represented differently and often contradictorily in terms of 

assessment goals and graduate attributes (Linder et al. 2014). It is this contradiction, otherwise 

known as tension in the language of Activity theory, that mostly needs mediation when 

supporting science students when they are completing intensive writing assignments. Dialogue 

is needed to achieve this. Freire (1970, 61) explains that “dialogue is the encounter between 

men, mediated by the world, in order to name the world”.  

The above brief background to academic literacy sets the stage for an exciting and 

innovative use of theory and methodology to explore writing practices within the context of a 

vocational-oriented university of technology. This article focuses on a diffractive reading of 

dialogical formative feedback during research proposal writing through the lens of cultural-

historical activity theory (CHAT). The aim of this research is to explore the efficacy of 

dialogical formative feedback in the teaching of research writing to BTech students in a science 

discipline. By so doing, this research will demonstrate how, by reading one theory through 

another and through reflection on practice, we can move student academic writing support from 

the margins of the curriculum and strengthen the way we support students’ writing practices in 

a vocational-intensive learning environment. This approach represents a transformative way of 

providing research writing support to students in difficult and unequal settings. In using the 

words “difficult” and “unequal” in this article, I borrow from Gándara et al. (2003) who 

explained that when the quality of teaching and learning is relatively poor for a particular group 

of students compared to another group due to the influence of wealth, race, or otherwise, the 

affected group is considered to be learning under difficult and unequal conditions. This, 

Gándara et al. (2003) explain, is not only morally wrong but also open to legal challenge.  

Dialogical feedback emerges from the seminal work edited by Boud and Molly (2013a) 
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titled Feedback in higher and professional education: Understanding it and doing it well. This 

book suggests a radical shift from the authoritarian, one-way, talk down model of providing 

feedback from educators to students. It proposes a transformative, collaborative, and dialogical 

approach to designing and enacting formative feedback which allows for an active student 

participation in the process of crafting and implementing formative feedback. Such an approach 

also finds relevance with those who call for a co-authorship of the curriculum. As Freire (1970, 

61) emphasises, “dialogue cannot occur between those who want to name the world and those 

who do not wish this naming”. Using a diffractive methodology where we read the use of 

dialogic formative feedback through the lens of CHAT, this article suggests that there is 

potential to strengthen the practice of feedback and to contribute towards bringing voices in the 

margins of the curriculum to participate further in and move meaningfully towards 

engagements with knowledge and student success. 

This research was conducted in the Department of Dental Technology at a university of 

technology in South Africa. Dental Technology is a highly vocational and artisan discipline 

(SADTC 2017; Christensen 2009) involving intensive and long hours of practice in 

laboratories. Such a discipline typically does not privilege writing as its practitioners are 

generally more interested in the design and manufacture of dentures, bridges, and crowns, and 

not in the writing of academic essays (Evans, Henderson and Johnson 2010). BTech students 

are students who have already completed the National Diploma in Dental Technology, and are 

registered as dental technicians with The South African Dental Technicians Council (SADTC 

2017). Upon completion of the BTech qualification, these students can enrol as dental 

technologists with the council. One of the compulsory BTech subjects is Research 

Methodology, and the research proposal is one of the assessment for this subject. 

 

WRITING AS SOCIAL PRACTICE: CHAT 
Every writer writes from within a specific context. In the university, while students are expected 

to observe strict application of grammar and other writing conventions, the students’ writings 

are also influenced by the discipline they are pursuing. The broader university setting, as well 

as the specific discipline from which the student is writing, demonstrate that writing is a social 

activity (Gee 2008). CHAT is an extension of the rapidly growing Vygotskian mediated 

learning theory called activity theory (Engeström 1999a). This theory argues that culture and 

history contribute significantly to how a subject acts on an object using tools (Hardman and 

Amory 2015). In the field of academic literacy, writing is an activity (Clarence 2017; Lea 2016). 

In this case, the students who are expected to write a BTech research proposal are the subject 

in the activity system (see Figure 1), and the proposal that will be written is the object of the 
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activity system. This activity happens within an immediate environment, the Department of 

Dental Technology which will constitute the Community with its own rules of learning and 

assessment. The members of this community have different roles and responsibilities, 

constituting the division of labour component in the activity system (Esambe, Mosito and 

Pather 2016). In trying to understand how to support Dental Technology students during the 

writing of their BTech research proposals, we need tools that will help us to systematically 

unpack and analyse the factors that enable or constrain how these students write. CHAT does 

not only help us to analyse the process and use of formative feedback, but it also allows us to 

understand how cultural and historical factors contribute to this process.  

 

CONTEXT 
This article is set within the context of the provision of writing centre support as part of a holistic 

programme towards enabling student learning and retention of undergraduate students at a 

university of technology in South Africa. Coming from this backdrop, I was assigned to provide 

writing support to a class of 14 BTech students in the department of Dental Technology at a 

university of technology in South Africa. 

The interventions from which the data in this article are extracted come from engagements 

in the Research Methodology class for the BTech 2015 cohort. Two lecturers (teaching 

Research Methodology and Dental Theory respectively) made official requests for writing 

centre intervention to support the BTech students in an integrated research project that they will 

co-evaluate. The writing centre intervention was structured as part of the students’ tutorial 

programme, and meetings were planned on the teaching timetables. Twelve tutorial sessions 

took place over the course of 8 weeks between August and October 2015, culminating in the 

completion and submission of the students’ individual research proposals. During the tutorial 

sessions, we adopted a multimodal collaborative approach comprising of seminars on research 

methodology, group discussions, online peer discussions, and one-on-one consultations with 

lecturers. The multimodal approach was useful because it allowed for the subject-specific 

lecturers to be involved in the writing centre interventions and provide expert contributions in 

terms of the content and disciplinarity of the students’ research.  

The BTech Dental Technology curriculum is intensely vocational (Evans, Henderson and 

Johnson 2010) and writing as a practice is not considered to be privileged in the discipline. A 

dental technologist works mainly in a dental laboratory and writing within their practice 

involves mainly correspondence and referral notes between the dental technologist and the 

dentist. Therefore, dental technology students are, logically, apprehensive and resistant to 

teaching and assessments that involve intense critical and prosaic writing. However, the BTech 
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qualification is the bridge between the National Diploma (3-year diploma programme) and 

postgraduate studies. Thus, it is mandatory for research methodology to be introduced at the 

BTech level of studies. This background highlights the contradiction in how research writing is 

perceived, taught, and privileged in that curriculum. 

 

DIFFRACTIVE METHODOLOGY 
This study employed a diffractive methodology in order to explore the use of formative 

dialogical feedback to support a small class of BTech students during a research writing course 

at a university of technology. Diffractive methodology as used in this article allows one to read 

one set of data or ideas through another (Barad 2007). In this case, data from the BTech students 

and their lecturers is read through the prescripts of dialogical formative feedback, and further 

interpreted using CHAT. Purposive sampling was used to locate the research setting and 

participants. This was guided by the research aim. Qualitative data was collected for this study. 

This data was extracted through focus group interviews with 14 students and 2 subject-specific 

lecturers for Dental Theory and Research Methodology, and from the students’ draft research 

papers. As the academic literacy lecturer and writing centre consultant for this group of 

students, I used Google Docs as an effective tool to share presentations and generate 

collaborative feedback (Rowe, Bozalek and Frantz 2013) on the students’ draft research 

assignments. This feedback is also shared with the concerned subject-specific lecturers. Regular 

tutorial meetings were scheduled where the students presented drafts of their research projects 

and received formative feedback from their peers as well as from the writing centre and subject-

specific lecturers. 

 

DATA SELECTION AND ANALYSIS 
In selecting data for this article, the focus was on data that “glows” (Maclure 2013, 661) because 

the intention was to excavate meaningful personal information. Such information, extracted 

from the responses contained in the focus group interviews and students’ draft research papers 

was analysed using Boud and Molloy’s (2013a; 2013b) dialogical feedback framework and 

then read diffractively through Engeström’s (1999b) CHAT. In using diffractive methodology 

one has to be alert and to observe key “glows” from a set of data or ideas while being aware of 

“important details of specialized arguments” (Barad 2007, 25) emerging from the other texts. 

A reading of Boud and Molloy’s dialogical feedback diffractively through Engeström’s CHAT 

opens up unique ways of seeing student learning support away from the vague and often 

centralised and authoritarian linear model (Dolphijn and Van Der Tuin 2012; Barad 2007). 

Barad (2007, 90) explains that diffractive methodology is a “critical practice for making a 
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difference in the world”, and to examine what difference matter and why they matter. In this 

way, diffractive methodology encompasses ethics with ontology and epistemology and has thus 

been described as an “ethico-onto-epistemological practice” (Bozalek et al. 2016, 4; Barad 

2007, 26). 

In this article, I explore the use of a dialogical formative feedback provision to exit-level 

undergraduate students through the lens of history and culture as agents in mediating or 

constraining the learning of research writing. In doing this, focus group interviews was one of 

the tools used to collect data. Focus group interviews took place immediately after each tutorial 

session that was organised. There were four focused group interviews post tutorial sessions 

each lasting an average of 15mins. The discussion during the focus group interviews was 

framed to elicit information on whether the sessions were helpful and if it had met a specific 

writing need of the students. Basically, I wanted to know if we were “on the mark”, “off the 

mark”, or in-between (Bozalek et al. 2016, 5) in addressing the BTech students’ research 

writing needs and concerns. Writing as an activity influenced the way the talking points in the 

focus group interviews were framed. At least 1 subject-specific lecturer was present at all the 

tutorials and during the focus group interviews. Their role was to ensure that the feedback and 

interventions done during the tutorials were aligned with the outcomes of their subjects and that 

certain discipline-specific learning objectives were met. Based on the feedback from the 

lecturers and the students during the focus group interviews, follow-up consultations with 

students who were deemed to need further attention and/or referrals were arranged. Such 

referrals were based on the challenges identified from the students’ drafts and an identifying 

the most appropriate academic support stafff who can support the students. Such a consultative 

approach to providing formative feedback to students are captured in Boud and Molloy’s 

(2013a) dialogical feedback approach. This feedback was again analysed diffractively through 

Engeström’s (1999a) CHAT framework. This is considered to be a novel way of understanding 

writing centre support to BTech students because:  

 
“a diffractive seeing or reading of the data activates you as being part of and activated by the 
waves of relational intra-actions between different bodies and concepts in an event with the data. 
As you read, you install yourself in an event of becoming with the data” [my emphasis]. (Hultman 
and Lenz Taguchi 2010, 537). 

 

Intra-action evokes co-constitutive agency of human and non-human actions (Barad 2007). A 

diffractive reading of the data with a set of ideas (Boud and Molloy’s dialogical feedback 

approach) through another (Engeström’s activity system) ultimately ensures that there is a 

mutual co-sharing of meaning between the ideas and the data. This is similar to Barad’s (2007) 
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explanation of the process of diffraction using the analogy of the waves; how one wave 

combines and builds on another. Therefore, a diffractive reading allowed for new ways of 

seeing how we design and implement undergraduate student writing support initiatives, and to 

measure their efficacy without using numeric constructs. 

This article was completed thanks to the active collaboration between the author, the 2 

subject-specific lecturers, and the 14 BTech students who attended the tutorials, expressed their 

feelings and understanding of dialogic formative feedback interventions provided during the 

tutorials and engaged passionately in the focus groups interviews. This process allowed for 

regular consultation between us, and for on-going discussions with the BTech students and their 

lecturers. Where necessary, these discussions involved other stakeholders such as staff from the 

campus library and other student support units.  

 

AN ANALYSIS OF DIALOGIC FEEDBACK PROCESS THROUGH CULTURAL-
HISTORICAL ACTIVITY THEORY 
In this section of the article, I examine BTech students’ engagements and reactions to dialogical 

formative feedback which was provided by two discipline-specific lecturers and a staff member 

from the writing centre. I use the elements of an activity system (Engeström 1987) to analyse 

the role of dialogical formative feedback as a tool to improve BTech students’ research writing 

(see Figure 1) and contribute to student well-being by motivating student learning. I therefore 

diffractively read some of the feedback that was provided, question how the feedback was 

generated, and examine the BTech students’ responses to the feedback, and the impact of the 

feedback on the students’ research writing, using the elements of an activity system (see Figure 

1) in relation to dialogical feedback. 

 

Subject-object contradiction: They want different things 
The BTech student presents unique attributes that are under-explored in academic development 

literature in South Africa. BTech students are at an exit-level undergraduate programme that 

allows them to pursue postgraduate studies. However, there are strong concerns around the 

retention and throughput rates of postgraduate students in South Africa (Motshoane and 

McKenna 2014; CHE 2009; Gardner 2009; Herman 2011; Koen 2007) and that lack of adequate 

research attention to this concern (Motshoane and McKenna 2014). It is clear that widening 

access to higher education does not equate to sustaining quality learning for graduates (Prinsloo 

2016). Tinto (2014, 6) cautions that “providing students with access without support is not 

opportunity”. As Hardman and Amory (2015, 9) put it, South Africa is a diverse and multi-

lingual country “steeped in a history of unequal access to educational opportunities; clearly, to 
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understand the subtleties of any transformative process in this country requires a theoretical 

framework capable of speaking to cultural and historical influences”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: A formative feedback activity system (Adapted from Engeström 1987)  

 

For Engeström (1999b), the subject in an activity system is an individual or group of people 

undertaking a particular activity. The subject is that person(s) who act on a tool in order to 

achieve the desired object. The assumed object of activity in this system is the BTech students’ 

research proposal. As we would find later, this is only an assumed object and a source of tension 

in the writing activity. The 14 BTech students who participated in this study constitute the 

subject. Of interest is how culture and history influence the way they responded to formative 

feedback provided by their discipline-specific lecturers and the writing centre. Culture is used 

in this context to refer to the practices, values, dispositions (Archer 1995) that inform a way of 

doing and a way of being (Dall’Alba and Barnacle 2007) for dental technicians, irrespective of 

whether they are aware of it or not (Archer 1995). History refers to a genealogy of the discipline 
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and how key moments in the past are influencing current practice (Engeström 2009). In order 

to understand this clearly, we need to profile the BTech Dental Technology student in the 

context of research writing as a social activity.  

Dental Technology is a highly vocational discipline with a large portion of the curriculum 

focusing on laboratory work (Evans et al. 2010). In the South African context, this disciplinary 

culture does not favour postgraduate research because there are very little financial benefits that 

come with obtaining a Master’s degree in the discipline as explained by Beryl below: 

 
“It is not like we don’t like research, Sir. You see, we need the BTech qualification because it 
qualifies us to be enrolled as dental technologist. With a National Diploma, you enrolled as a 
dental technician and you earn about R7000 less than a dental technologist. But with a BTech, you 
are a technologist. So, most of us will not come back for a master’s degree because it has no 
significance in the laboratory. Whether you have a doctorate or masters, you are a technologist 
just like me with a BTech and we will earn the same because we do the same work” [Beryl,1 BTech 
Student]. 

 

Another student, Zizwe echoes Beryl’s sentiments by asking the following questions: 

 
“What are we going to do with all this research writing? I hear that they want us to come back for 
Masters studies. What are we going to do with a postgraduate qualification? Is there any lab in this 
country that specifically recruits dental technologists because they have a Master’s degree? How 
many dental technologists in South Africa have Masters and PhD qualifications? Shouldn’t we be 
spending more time learning more techniques and completing our practical?” 

 

It is evident from the two responses above that these students have grown to see the BTech as 

the apex of their academic career in the discipline. Like many others whom they meet in the 

several dental laboratories, their target is to transition from being a dental technician to being a 

dental technologist. To fully understand the influence of culture in the students’ perception 

about research writing, I follow up with one of the lecturers: 

 
“It is true that the BTech qualification allows you to enroll as a dental technologist. That is what 
the South African Dental Council regulations stipulate. However, it is not exactly correct that there 
are no other benefits in pursuing postgraduate studies. With a master’s or doctoral qualification, 
you can lecture in the university or supervise other postgraduate students and that would earn you 
some extra income. But the most important reason why we are really pushing the students to learn 
research writing is that it is an important step towards moving away from laboratory worker to 
becoming an innovator. We live in an age of rapid and massive technological innovations. It is 
important that our students master research writing so that they can participate actively in the 
global world of dental technological innovations. Unfortunately, these students do not see the 
bigger picture; they just want to go back to the laboratory and do what they love doing which is 
making stuff from the labs and earning a little bit more money as a technologist.” [Mr Azaah, 
lecturer, Dental Theory]. 
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From the excerpts above, it is evident that the dental technology student is conditioned by the 

culture, locally, in the dental technology discipline. The student, as a subject in a writing 

activity, faces the Research Methodology module within a certain psychological frame: that of 

economic and professional growth. They do not want to pursue postgraduate studies; and as 

such, their object within the writing activity is very different from the object of the writing 

activity as envisaged by the curriculum. This contradiction of subject-object relationship 

explains why the students are not motivated to learn research writing. They see research writing 

as an inconvenient obstacle on their path to enrolling as a dental technologist. Historically 

speaking, the lecturers and the students are not engaging in critical conversations about their 

encounters with research writing. Jolly and Boud (2013) and Boud and Molly (2013a) advise 

that in order to get students to act on feedback, the feedback process should allow for active 

participation through dialogue from the student to the lecturer. This dialogue can take the form 

of consultation and critical discussions between students and lecturers. In this way, the lecturer 

as the more knowledgeable other, should not only focus on the quality of the feedback that is 

written in response to the student’s draft but should also find avenues to allow the student to 

respond to the learning task and feedback in a democratic and participatory manner. CHAT, 

therefore, allows us to see that there is mis-framing of the object in the writing activity system. 

For the student, the object of the writing activity is to pass Research Methodology which is a 

mandatory subject. For the lecturers, the object of the writing activity is to improve the students’ 

knowledge of research methodology and competence of research writing. In the context of a 

vocational-intensive health science discipline such as dental technology where opinions about 

literacy practices often differs (Fraser and Killen 2005), it is important that lecturers 

demonstrate awareness of factors that will constrain students’ ability to fully appreciate the 

object of a learning activity. Culturally speaking, research writing is not privileged in the dental 

laboratory, which is the BTech student’s direct destination. This is prevalent in similar 

disciplines (such as medical laboratory technician) where a lot of work is done in the laboratory 

(Linder et al. 2014). This contradiction of the object in the writing activity is the source of the 

underlying tension between the lecturers and the students and prompted the invitation to the 

writing centre to mediate in the writing activity. Following from this realisation, it was possible 

to apply elements of dialogic feedback in supporting the students to complete the BTech 

research proposal.  

 

Tool: they choose the wrong spanner from the toolbox 
Developing from Vygotsky’s concept of mediation in pedagogy, tool together with the subject 



Esambe Teaching research writing at exit-level undergraduate programmes 

392 

and the object are the foundation of what Engeström later developed into an activity system in 

CHAT. Engeström’s (1999b) notion of tools in an activity system encompasses the material, 

mental, and physical instruments used in an activity to transform the object. Dialogical 

formative feedback is examined in this study as the main mediating artifact used to transform 

BTech students’ research-writing practices. Both the students and their lecturers agreed that 

formative feedback is the main tool in the writing activity as seen below: 

 
“We received feedback from the lecturers and from you in the writing centre. However, it was 
very difficult to understand the tasks even when you guys wrote all the feedback. Remember that 
we started working on this research since March. As students, we had many group discussions but 
we didn’t always make progress. It was only when the writing centre started these writing tutorial 
workshops that we began to understand clearly the different aspects of a research proposal. For 
me especially, I spent more than 3 months struggling to understand what a research objective is 
and what is a research question or the differences between research methodology and research 
methods. There were just too many terms that you have now explained step by step during these 
workshops that have helped me and most of us in this class to improve our research” [Vera, BTech 
Student]. 

 

The role of quality feedback as a tool was further highlighted by another student as follows: 

 
“I think that when you asked us to do those short 5 minutes’ presentations on specific aspects of 
our presentations, it helped us to see new things about our research. This is because, after each 
presentation, you spent time explaining where we were right and where we were wrong. Those 
sessions really helped us to re-write our research proposals in a more clear way.” [Mark, BTech 
Student]. 

 

From the contributions of Vera and Mark, we notice that a two-way process of dialogue between 

the students and the lecturers is an effective way to solicit active student participation in the 

process of feedback generation and dissemination. Their narratives paint a picture of how the 

subject acts on the instrument to achieve the object. However, it is necessary to go back and 

examine how the tool was configured before we started the research writing tutorials. Similar 

to the subject-object interaction, it seems that there was a mis-framing of what the tool was 

before the tutorials commenced as testified by one of the lecturers: 

 
“For me, the biggest contribution of the writing centre intervention is that it has revealed to us as 
lecturers the possibility to modify our pedagogic practice and rethink how we support the students. 
I never knew of dialogic feedback and the way you have organised the tutorials and involved us 
has been really enriching. I have been able to see clearly that before these tutorials, many of the 
students saw the research proposals as a means to pass the module.” [Mr Brown, Research 
Methodology lecturer]. 
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The last sentence from Mr Brown captures clearly the case of tool mis-framing in a writing 

activity. As supported by other students during the focus group discussions, the participants in 

the writing activity focused on the final grades of the module instead of the knowledge that the 

curriculum seeks to promote. Evidence was provided from the focus group discussions that this 

has been an on-going practice in the department, thus making it a cultural disposition. From a 

historical point of view, the students are not exposed to disciplinary experts who have pursued 

research beyond the BTech. At a surface level therefore, we notice this tension between subject, 

tools, and the community. There are, however, underlying factors contributing to these tensions. 

An understanding of history and culture from a CHAT perspective helps us to explain how and 

why these students have gradually developed apathy for research writing; and what needs to be 

done to change this. Once again, we find that through a diffractive reading of the dialogic 

feedback using CHAT, we are able to not only spot such mis-framing but to also demonstrate 

how more than one theory can be used in order to get a better insight to a problem. This kind 

of engagement makes a contribution to student learning, adds value to the notion of student 

success, and contributes positively to student well-being.  

 

Rules: Say what you mean and mean what you say 
An activity cannot take place in a void. More especially, writing is a social activity. The idea 

that writing is a social activity evokes variables such as a community involving people who 

perform different tasks and are guided by some rules. The base of Engeström’s activity triangle 

speaks of rules, community, and division of labour. Rules in an activity system play the 

important role of defining how subjects should interact with the community when they make 

use of the tools (Winberg and Garraway 2016; Hardman 2005). Engeström (2009) indicates 

that rules can be explicit and implicit directives that control the way the subjects act or interact 

within the activity system. Engeström (1987) defines the community in an activity system as 

comprising different people or groups of people who operate within a specific setting and who 

share the same general object as distinct from other communities. The community in this study 

refers to students in other classes (peers), subject-specific lecturers, and learning support staff 

from the writing centre and library. This community is sometimes physical as in during writing 

workshops, and sometimes it is virtual as in during online collaboration facilitated through 

Google Docs.2 By division of labour, activity theorists refer to the roles and responsibilities 

which members who constitute the community share in order to reach the object jointly 

(Engeström 1999a). In this study, the subjects, as well as other members of the community, the 

lecturers, and the literacy support staff all had defined roles and responsibilities in contributing 

towards a better use of formative feedback during essay-writing practices. 
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Discussions during the focus group interviews show several instances where rules that 

were thought to be explicit are instead implicit, and sometimes how this affected the way the 

students and lecturers interpreted their respective roles. Two such instances will be used to 

elucidate this. The first refers to the rules of submission of the research proposal: 

 
“We were given a brief in March indicating that we needed to submit the final proposal in October. 
It had all the specifications such as headings, formatting, word counts and all. In March, we 
thought we had sufficient time to write another essay like we have been writing all the other essay 
assignments. But we were so wrong. None of us in the class had understood anything about writing 
a research proposal. Nobody showed us an example of a research proposal. Most of the time, 
during Mr Brown’s class, we focused on other stuff instead of the research methodology that he 
was teaching. If you didn’t intervene from the writing centre, I’m not sure how we would have 
coped with this proposal.” [Becks, BTech Student]. 

 

The process of engaging in a writing activity using dialogic feedback allows for a deeper 

appreciation of some of the taken-for-granted constraints that students face during research 

writing. As has already been explained, research writing is not foregrounded in dental 

technology practice in South Africa. Rather, the BTech students are mostly focused on 

perfecting their crafts as dental technologists and do not see the value of research writing. 

Furthermore, they have not had long exposure to and practice in research writing. Therefore, 

when an assignment brief for a research proposal is being submitted to the students, it should 

take into consideration their frame of reference and acknowledge the factors that will constrain 

the students’ engagement with the writing task. This view was confirmed by Mr Brown when 

he remarked that: 

 
“I think in future we should include these research writing tutorials very early in the year. We 
should include them in the timetable for the first semester, so that by the time we get to the second 
semester, the students would have covered a lot more than just focusing on their research proposal. 
We really want to build an environment where at least a few students can come back for a master’s 
degree. We have had only 1 master’s candidate in the last 4 years!” [Mr Brown, Research 
Methodology lecturer]. 

 

The above from Mr Brown demonstrates that he acknowledges that the students did not 

understand the rules of research proposal writing. While the lecturers thought that these rules 

were clear and explicit, the students had a completely different interpretation of them. This 

highlights the implicit-explicit disjuncture which has implications on how other members of 

the community interact with each other. 

The second issue that poses the implicit-explicit conundrum refers to the rules of grammar 

in particular and writing style in general. Two students reported that they received feedback 

from their lecturer on an early draft of their research proposal in which the lecturer merely 
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wrote: 

 
“This is a serious research writing exercise, not a love letter. You must write in an academic style.” 
[lecturer’s feedback on student’s draft proposal]. 

 

The students were justified to be confused. Without any formal lessons on language and style 

in research writing at BTech level, they did not know what their lecturer meant by inappropriate 

style. In this case, again, there is the assumption that the rules are explicit when they are not. 

Boud and Molloy (2013a) speak of formative feedback being provided in a caring manner. The 

notion of care in the provision of feedback during research writing is linked to trust (Carless 

2013) and can be generated through active conversations between the students (who are the 

target of the feedback) and the lecturers (who are providing the feedback). In this way, the 

students begin to see these engagements not solely as summative assessments, but as 

developmental (Falchikov 2005), thus a contribution to their intellectual well-being. In a system 

whereby the lecturers have grown used to not having such critical conversations about writing, 

it becomes difficult for both parties to realise this disconnect. There is therefore a need to 

highlight the importance of good feedback practice as an intrinsic component of effective 

teaching in higher education (Vorster and Quinn 2015). Hassan (2011) cautions that not all 

lecturers are ready or trained to teach effectively. It is evident that “in the context of higher 

education, students and teachers are logically related to one another” with this relationship 

materialising either consistently or inconsistently (Vorster and Quinn 2017, 34). Through the 

use of dialogical feedback we are able to identify inconsistencies or contradictions; and also 

through the use of CHAT there is a clear explanation on how these tensions occur.  

 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
This study explored the practice of formative feedback to a class of 14 dental technology 

students at a university of technology in South Africa. Based on a diffractive methodological 

approach, the article employed CHAT to examine how formative feedback during research 

writing is negotiated and appreciated between the students, the discipline-specific lecturers, and 

the writing centre, in the context of a vocational-intensive programme like dental technology. 

The article further examined the practice of formative feedback in the Dental Technology 

department through the dialogical approach to feedback proposed by Boud and Molloy (2013a, 

2013b). The article thus documents how a diffractive reading of the practice of mediated 

feedback exchange in activity theory through a dialogical feedback approach brings to the fore 

important considerations on how we conceptualise and enact student learning support. Using 
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experience and practice of academic writing support from the writing centre, the article 

demonstrates how two distinct set of ideas can interface and entangle to show a new 

appreciation of the value of formative feedback in academic literacy discourse. 

Engestrӧm’s (1987) concept of an activity system employed as a basic unit of analysis 

read diffractively through Boud and Molloy’s (2013a, 2013b) dialogical feedback challenges 

us to think carefully about the challenges that students face as they receive and act on feedback 

during a writing activity. Activity theory, just like a dialogical feedback approach, is based on 

a relational ontology framework which favours learning through mediation or “reflective 

activism” (Freire 1970, 60). By diffractively reading our thoughts and actions iteratively over 

time through the relational ontological frameworks of activity theory and dialogical feedback, 

this article proposes a breakaway from the formal, prosaic, linear, and bureaucratic approach of 

giving feedback to students’ writing which often does not impact student learning. The way 

feedback is initiated, phrased and given (tools), the setting in which feedback interaction 

happens (community), the rules under which the student (subject) relates to the lecturers and 

other students (community), as well as the responsibilities that each have to adopt (division of 

labour), all contribute in how good formative feedback is mediated, transferred, and acted upon 

(Esambe et al. 2016). An activity system approach allows all concerned to take active roles in 

the process of negotiating feedback and acting on it. This results in feedback practice not being 

seen as a cruel and an unnecessary addition to lecturers’ and students’ workloads.  

Dialogical feedback in a collaborative teaching and learning environment creates a space 

for rigorous engagements on not just students’ writings as texts, but on the factors that enable 

or constrain their writings. This is especially important for teaching and learning in a health 

science context, where there is urgent need to transform pedagogical practices (The Lancet 

Commissions 2010). In the case of the interventions presented in this article, we see an 

increasing and a more nuanced appreciation of formative feedback by all the stakeholders. This 

converts the place of formative feedback in the learning community from just a tool to justify 

a particular mark to a powerful cultural tool as explained below: 

 
“There is not a clear moment when an artefact transforms into a cultural tool, but a cultural tool is 
an artefact that has gained value within participants’ activities rather than as a temporary tool for 
engaging in an immediate activity.” (Yamagata-Lynch 2010, 17).  

 

A conscious and active engagement between lecturers (who are in the centre of the teaching 

and learning project, and thus in a position of power) and students (who are in the fringes of the 

academic community in terms of not being in control of what is being taught and how this 

teaching occurs) can be achieved through critical conversations. Critical conversations about 
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taken for granted ways of doing and being in the discipline, proposed through the notion of 

dialogic formative feedback, is transformative and an empowering approach to teaching 

research writing. Honesty is an important element in the process of negotiating good formative 

feedback (Carless, 2013; Lillis 2011). However, honesty cannot be guaranteed merely because 

you have a classroom with students and lecturers. Elements of the dialogical approach allow 

the lecturers and students to pose questions and provide responses that engender learning in a 

collective and collaborative way. Such proactive collaborative practices (Nicol 2013) provide 

further learning outcomes for the students beyond the university. It presents to the students, 

unique opportunities in which to model workplace and professional interactions in the spirit of 

collaboration. 

 

LIMITATION 
This article explored a small group of students’ engagements and reactions to formative 

feedback practice in a vocational-intensive programme. Set in the Department of Dental 

Sciences at a health faculty, the research sample is 14 students and 2 lecturers. While this 

sample size is relevant and supports the generation of qualitative data, the findings from this 

research cannot be generalised. A more extensive research covering other departments and 

other universities, as well as using both quantitative and qualitative data will give a broader 

view of the state of formative feedback practices in vocational-intensive programmes in the 

South African higher education landscape. Furthermore, while CHAT and dialogical formative 

feedback were useful analytical lenses to probe how support is provided to students learning 

research writing in difficult settings, these theories do not allow us to probe the depth of learning 

taking place. Further studies could employ a knowledge-based theory such as Legitimation 

Code Theory to explore the depth of learning taking place during such tutorials.  
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NOTES 
1. Participants have been given pseudonyms to maintain their anonymity. 
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2. Google Docs is a free-to-access online application which serves as a host for different kinds of 
documents. These documents can be shared amongst users and editing can take place in real-
time. 
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