H 8.1

Session: H

Parallel Session: 8.1

Research Domain: Reshaping Student Experiences
Sian Preece
University of Westminster, London, United Kingdom

Talking Posh, Acting Posh? Experiences of Multilingual First-year Undergraduate Students from Widening Participation Backgrounds.

In this paper, I report on first year undergraduate students’ experiences of learning academic literacy practices while taking an academic writing programme in a post-1992 university. The students were from widening participation backgrounds, primarily young British Asians and multilingual in that they used English and one of the community languages common in urban areas of the UK. However, similarly to their counterparts in UK schools (Harris, 2006, Rampton, 2005), these students had greatest expertise in and affiliation to the local variety of vernacular English, which they frequently referred to as “slang”, rather than the formal varieties of English favoured by their lecturers or the community languages used by their elders. Through adopting a teacher/ researcher positioning, I gathered data through field notes, audio-recording group work in the classroom, a questionnaire and interviews. Focusing here on the students’ positioning in relation to language and literacy practices of their peers and the institution, I explore their perceptions and experiences of learning to ‘talk the talk and walk the walk’ of higher education. I argue that developing expertise in academic language and literacy practices is not simply a matter of acquiring skills but a more complex and subtle process involving acts of identity. The students consistently characterised this process as talking and acting “posh” and as “other” to their performances of youthful, culturally hybrid British lad/ ladettes. Their talk frequently gave the impression of walking a tightrope in which it was necessary to balance the practices and gender norms of their peer groups with the expectations and demands of the academic community. I reflect on some of the questions this raises about the student experience and for working with students from non-elite backgrounds in higher education. For while higher education can transform these students’ lives, it also creates a ‘terrifying invitation to belong to a new place’ (Walkerdine, 2003), a place with the power to disrupt existing beliefs and relationships.
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