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The data gathered from the interviews were analysed with the use of Creswell’s (2013) seven-

step systematic data analysis approach. The raw data were recorded, transcribed and 

prepared for analysis. Firstly, the data were read several times so that they became familiar. 

Thereafter, the data were thematically coded through the use of descriptive terms. Then, the 

thematic codes were categorised. While the main themes were deductively coded, sub-

themes emerged from the data through inductive analysis (cf. Addendum F). 

Thereafter, significant words and phrases were identified, which were then organised into 

themes and sub-themes (Ivankova et al., 2007). In order to facilitate my insight into and 

analysis of the writers’ perceptions and use of authorial voice, I identified significant linguistic 

structures, patterns and themes (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). A blend of both deductive and inductive 

coding was used in the data analysis of the semi-structured interviews. Patterns 

“…demonstrate habits, salience and importance in people’s daily lives” (Saldana, 2016, p. 6); 

for this reason, the identification of patterns makes findings more trustworthy.  

Thematic analysis holds some advantages. Data analysed through thematic analysis were 

categorised in themes and sub-themes, which made comparison and contrast possible. 

Another advantage of thematic analysis is that the data can be reduced and simplified. 

Moreover, thematic analysis allows researchers to structure the qualitative data in a manner 

in which the research objectives can be accomplished. However, thematic analysis does allow 

for human error, as there is the risk of researchers misinterpreting the data gathered. As a 

result, false and unreliable conclusions may be made. It is at this point that member-checking 

may be useful to prevent incorrect assumptions and conclusions being made.  

A code frame, as captured in Figure 3.3., was used to present the findings of the qualitative 

thematic analysis. The code frame consisted of the four main themes and the 10 sub-themes 

that were presented in the participants’ exact words, which were the focus of my 

interpretations. These themes were interpreted for drawing conclusions as well as to highlight 

the significance of the research study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3 Themes and sub-themes for thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews 
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3.7 Trustworthiness  

Although the aim of this empirical qualitative study was the exploration of the phenomenon of 

authorial voice in master’s dissertations, I cannot claim to be impartial. I do recognise that the 

findings may inevitably be selective in the interpretation of the data collected for this study. 

Although the nature of this research study and my worldview inevitably make this study 

subjective, it is accepted as characteristic of a qualitative study – that we are co-constructors 

of knowledge. While the rate of qualitative research has increased over the past few decades, 

there is still much discussion on the challenges of confirming its validity or trustworthiness 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2013). However, there is general agreement that the rigour 

and trustworthiness of qualitative studies must be established, resulting in much literature on 

this issue (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Crotty, 1998; Kowal & O’Connell, 2013; Creswell, 2014). As 

a result of the difference in the criteria for the evaluation of quantitative and qualitative 

research, Lincoln and Guba (1985) recognise the need and propose the four criteria of 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability to establish trustworthiness in 

qualitative research. 

The quality of interpretive research studies is carefully regulated by rigorous standards (Taylor 

& Medina, 2013). The trustworthiness of a study is extremely important in any research. In 

qualitative research where data are interpreted based on the research questions, subjectivity 

may taint the data analysis. While it is necessary that a qualitative researcher becomes deeply 

immersed in research in a real-world setting (Patton, 2002), it must be demonstrated that the 

study is credible. In qualitative research, “the researcher is the instrument" (Patton, 2002, p. 

14). It is, therefore, the researcher’s ability and effort that determines the credibility of a 

qualitative study. My analysis of the data and subsequent conclusions were subject to the 

considerations that are associated with qualitative research. These include an understanding 

of multiple realities and participants being co-constructors of knowledge. As a result, I 

considered their views to guide my interpretation of the findings. Creswell and Miller (2000) 

describe the trustworthiness of a study as being the degree of the researcher’s accuracy in 

representing the participants’ realities of the social phenomena being studied. The criteria of 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability were used to establish the 

trustworthiness of the qualitative data generated in this research study.  

3.7.1 Credibility 

Creswell and Miller (2000) state that the choice of procedures to ensure credibility in a study 

is governed by two perspectives: the lens the researcher chooses to validate the study and 

the researcher’s paradigmatic assumptions. The lens that was used for this qualitative study 
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was based on my interpretation of the responses of the people who participated in the study. 

To establish credibility, researchers must ensure that the selection of the research participants 

has been accurately identified and described (Elo et al., 2014) and the gathering of data, the 

setting and themes are portrayed through rich, thick descriptions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Creswell, 2013). The term “thick description” originated with Gilbert Ryle, a British 

metaphysical philosopher, who explained the word as involving a deep understanding of and 

being completely immersed in a context or phenomenon (Ponterotto, 2006). As a result of 

these accurate, detailed, descriptions, readers will be able to establish credibility by being 

drawn into the text and by being better able to understand and make inferences about the 

findings. In this study, I have provided rich, thick and accurate descriptions so that readers are 

able to understand the participants’ heterogeneous, complex experiences and perceptions of 

authorial voice without compromising anonymity (Ponterotto, 2006). Significantly, for this 

socio-constructive, qualitative research study, the thick descriptions also entailed accurate 

descriptions and interpretations of the participants’ social actions within the academic 

community.  

3.7.2 Transferability 

Transferability is the second component in ensuring trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

It is described as the degree to which the data can be extrapolated and conveyed to other 

environments (Elo et al., 2014). For case study methods especially, markers of quality 

assurance will vary according to the specific requirements for each case (Yin, 2018). 

Nieuwenhuis (2007c) advises that the case must contain some meaning and value for other 

researchers, consequently, making transferability possible. For this study, I tried to interpret 

and convey the results and subsequent findings from the text analysis and semi-structured 

interviews in a trustworthy way. 

3.7.3 Dependability 

Trustworthiness was also ensured through dependability, which is the measure of how stable 

the data remains over time and different situations. The constancy of the research process 

will determine the dependability of a study. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Elo et al., 2014). To ensure 

dependability, I attempted a clear description of the criteria for all the phases and processes.  

3.7.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability, another step in ensuring trustworthiness, may be described as the neutrality of 

the researcher throughout the research study. While it is expected that qualitative studies 

include subjectivity and bias (Maree, 2007), the credibility of a study should not be 
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compromised (Creswell, 2013). Especially for a case study, the results and interpretation must 

be supported by the findings that match the data (Elo et al., 2014). Confirmability is also 

maintained through the accurate representation of the participants’ responses and the 

researcher’s accurate description, reporting and interpretation of the data. In order to ensure 

the confirmability of my study, I remained focused on the content and my supervisor 

continuously monitored my progress. I also made notes of my thought processes to facilitate 

the interpretation of the findings based on the data (Miles et al., 2014). This self-reflection 

process helped me to remain aware of bias that may affect the confirmability of my research 

study.  

 

3.8 Crystallisation 

Another technique for controlling bias in a qualitative research study is crystallisation. This 

study was based on a constructivist paradigm, where the assumption is that knowledge, which 

is socially constructed, may change depending on the circumstances, resulting in several 

perceptions of one reality. Hence, crystallisation is necessary because it “provides us with a 

complex and deeper understanding of the phenomenon” (Nieuwenhuis, 2007b, p. 81) and 

occurs when the researcher is deeply immersed in the data and reflects on the pertinent issues 

emanating from the data. For this practice, the researcher must offer supporting evidence that 

is gathered through more than one method, such as documents, interviews and observations 

(Merriam, 1998). For this study, a comprehensive literature review, text analysis as well as 

thematic analysis of interviews were used as sources for the crystallisation of the data.  

This study was based on a qualitative paradigm where it is assumed that reality is socially 

constructed and that the participants’ perceptions of the phenomena under investigation are 

different versions of reality. It is important to confirm the accuracy of the representation of the 

participants’ realities. For this reason, member checking was practised (Nieuwenhuis, 2007c; 

Creswell & Miller, 2010); an activity which actively involved participants as co-constructors of 

knowledge in the research process, by requesting them to view, comment on, assess and 

verify the accuracy of the transcriptions after the data collection period. For example, 

participants were asked to comment on whether the transcriptions of the interviews were a 

correct representation of their personal experience of authorial voice. Nieuwenhuis (2007c) 

suggests that these checks be done formally and informally throughout the research study to 

enhance the credibility of the study.  
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According to Creswell and Miller (2000), a study can be regarded as trustworthy if an audit 

trail is maintained. For this study, the audit trail comprised of the following procedures. Work 

in process was shared with two impartial peers, who were engaged in doctoral degrees in 

language studies and education, for reading and comment. In addition, my supervisor provided 

critical, objective feedback on all stages of the study. Additionally, the MEd Humanities 

Education cohort group, which comprises of supervisors and postgraduate students, met on 

a monthly basis for academic support and discussion of individual research studies where 

critical appraisal was made. Lastly, a professional editor, who helped to identify any remaining 

lack of credibility in the study, did a professional editing of the study.  

Finally, the quality of this study was further enhanced by striving for detailed and rich 

description and a clear presentation. Additionally, the recording of data was conducted 

meticulously. Nieuwenhuis (2007b) suggests that the researcher keeps anecdotal records 

consisting of short descriptions of the research process. More detailed, sequential running 

records of observations that focus on actions and the context, and a structured observation 

record of predetermined actions or behaviours based on the literature should also be kept. 

The credibility of this study was increased by my following these record-keeping suggestions. 

 

3.9 Ethical clearance 

This study was guided by the prescribed ethical principles of the relevant HEI. Two important 

issues were considered: the informed consent of the interview participants and the protection 

of the participants from any harm. 

An application was made to the head of department and the dean of the faculty requesting 

permission to use master’s dissertations from 2018 and 2019 (cf. Addendum A). Additionally, 

permission was needed to conduct interviews with the writers of the selected dissertations, 

since there was no public access to the students’ contact details. Once this permission was 

received, an ethical clearance application was made to the Ethics Committee of the HEI for 

the research study to begin. After the ethical clearance had been granted (cf. Addendum B), 

the writers were contacted, informed about the nature of the study and invited to an interview 

(cf. Addendum C).  

The following guidelines ensured that participants entered the research study voluntarily, 

understood the main ideas of the research study, as well as the risks and requirements that 

were involved. The gains that participants should experience from the study should be greater 

than any possible risk (Nieuwenhuis, 2007b). Firstly, participants were provided with detailed 
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verbal and written information about the purpose of the research study. Next, the risks involved 

in the study, such as the use of personal time to engage in the interviews, were presented. 

The participants’ anonymity was ensured throughout the study as the participants were only 

referred to by pseudonyms. Additionally, they were apprised of their voluntary participation in 

the research study and about their option to withdraw at any time without any prejudice. Most 

importantly, the participants were protected by confidentiality being maintained throughout the 

data collection and data analysis processes. The contact details of the researcher and 

supervisor were shared with the participants. Each participant was invited to sign a letter of 

informed consent to participate in the study. Lastly, participant names were removed from all 

identifiable texts and the data were securely stored throughout the research process. Both the 

voice recordings and data transcriptions have been safely stored in the university’s empirical 

data repository. 

 

3.10 Limitations of the study 

Each study has limitations. Some factors may prove to limit the study and application of the 

research data. Firstly, it is possible that the Hawthorne effect may have influenced the 

participants’ responses to the interview (Maree & Van der Westhuizen, 2007). According to 

McCambridge et al. (2014, p. 247), “research activities may influence participant cognitions, 

emotions, and behaviour”. The participants’ behaviour may have altered due to their 

awareness of being studied. As a result, their responses to the semi-structured interview 

questions may have been affected due to new thinking about the concept of authorial voice, 

and may in turn have affected the findings of the study.  

Furthermore, it is possible that due to the data being drawn from a self-selected population 

from one specific department at one university site, the findings of this study will not be 

generalisable outside of this context and participants. While the dissertations were easily 

collected from the public space of the institutional repository, I encountered more difficulty in 

contacting the writers of the dissertations for the interviews. Some of the writers had moved 

and changed addresses, thus considerably reducing the number of interview participants for 

the study to four. Although my corpus was relatively small, it was considered sufficient for the 

nature of this master’s study. Notwithstanding the small corpus, the four participants’ 

responses did provide rich data that afforded insightful feedback.  

Another factor that may have been limiting is my lack of access to the examiners’ final 

assessment feedback on the selected dissertations, which may indicate comment on the 
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authorial voice in the master’s dissertations. Even so, with the solid audit trail and thick 

descriptions, the study can be replicated. 

Next, the document analysis was interpretive and was limited by the researcher’s views. Also, 

the sample size was small due to the limited number of dissertations which were available for 

selection from the specific academic department for the 2018 and 2019 cohorts. However, rich 

and thick descriptions, going deep and not broad, were made.  

Another limitation may be the fact that this study only focused on dissertations of master’s 

students from one department. Dissertations from other departments, faculties and 

universities were not included in this study; therefore, the conclusions from this study may not 

be easily extrapolated to all other dissertations. Maree and Van der Westhuizen (2014) urge 

that the researcher should be aware of delimiters that must be monitored throughout the study.  

 

3.11 Conclusion 

In this qualitative research study, a descriptive case study design was used to examine 

authorial voice in the discussion section of master’s dissertation. For this purpose, the 

research design, the data collection methods and data analysis were discussed. Additionally, 

the issues of rigour, difficulties, limitations and ethical considerations were examined. In 

Chapter 4, the analysis of the data is presented in two parts: the analysis of the discussion 

sections of the master’s dissertations and the thematic analysis of the responses from the 

semi-structured interviews. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
“The chapter[s] that follow document the results of your fieldwork” (Mouton, 2001:124). 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The early and recent emphasis on authorial voice in the academic writing academy is 

significant, as related in Chapter 2 (Elbow, 1973; Bakhtin, 1981; Clark & Ivanič, 2001; Ivanič, 

2005; Hyland, 2002b; Hyland, 2013; Matsuda, 2015). The unabated interest in authorial voice 

is based on its importance in academic writing, especially for master’s dissertation writing 

where there is a need for independent research and critical analysis.  

The methodology for this research study is outlined in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 first presents the 

findings for the text analysis of the discussion sections of the 11 selected master’s 

dissertations and thereafter the thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews held with 

four of the 11 dissertation writers. Next, the discussion section of this chapter presents an 

interpretation of the findings that were guided by the research question and sub-questions, 

the literature review and conceptual framework. 

 

4.2 Findings of text analysis 

I analysed the discussion sections of 11 selected dissertations for authorial voice in an attempt 

to respond to the second research sub-question of this study on the strategies that students 

use to develop their own authorial voice types. These written texts provided a rich source of 

information on the phenomenon of authorial voice in master’s dissertation writing. By applying 

Ivanič and Camps’ (2001) Voice Typology, I conducted a textual analysis of these texts, with 

the focus on the identification of authorial voice through specific linguistic items drawn from 

the ideational, interpersonal, and textual macro-functions (cf. Chapter 2). The data were 

analysed deductively as the themes and categories were drawn from Ivanič and Camps’ 

(2001) Voice Typology. The linguistic constructs that are the descriptive codes for the data 

analysis of the discussion sections were taken from the macro-functions described in Ivanič 

and Camps’ (2001) Voice Typology and took the form of specific linguistic features for each of 

the three macro-functions. The interpretive codes, also drawn from Ivanič and Camp’s (2001) 

study, were categorised as authorial voice types. I borrowed these authorial voice types (cf, 
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Table 3.4), which are regarded as ready-made by the academic community (Ivanič & Camps, 

2001).  

Sections from the texts with relevant, underlined lexical features are discussed throughout this 

chapter. Only select data relevant to the research focus and question have been presented 

and discussed as all the codes could not be presented and discussed due to the limitations of 

the nature of the study. It would have been beyond the scope of this study with its limited time 

span to include all the data due to the large amount of data.  

The manual description and coding for the text analysis occurred line-by-line at the sentence 

level. Not all direct quotations were included in this analysis. Each linguistic realisation was 

manually set out in different documents. The descriptive codes and the specific voice types 

were captured on the same text. Thereafter, the descriptive codes and the specific voice types 

were recorded in table format.  

4.2.1 Ideational positioning 

Ideational positioning refers to the manner in which the writer uses certain voice-types that 

reflect the writer’s personal ideas and perceptions of the world (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). These 

positions are indicated through the writer’s specific linguistic use that determine the writer’s 

authorial voice in the text. A depiction of the relationships and linguistic use linked to the 

ideational macro-function is presented in Table 4.1. Thereafter, each linguistic item or 

descriptive code is explained through the data.  

Table 4.1 Ideational macro-function 

Type of positioning In relation to Linguistic relations 

Ideational positioning • Different interests, objects 

of study, methodologies 

 

• Different stances towards 

topics: values, preferences, 

beliefs 

 

 

• Different views of 

knowledge making 

 

 

1. Lexical choice in noun phrase 

 

 

1. Classificatory lexis  

2. Generic reference  

3. Evaluative lexis  

4. Syntactic choice 

 

1. Verb tense  

2. Verb type  

3. Reference to human agency  

4. Generic or specific reference  

5. First-person reference 
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4.2.1.1 Different interests, objects of study, methodologies 
According to Ivanič and Camps (2001), the writer’s position is determined by fields of study, 

ideas, worldview, and different ideas and opinions on knowledge making. More simply put, the 

writer shows his or her interests through the choice of content in the text. 

4.2.1.2 Lexical choice in noun phrase 

The use of specific lexical choice in noun phrases is an indication of the writers’ aim at aligning 

with their specific academic fields as well as their interest in their subject matter. Through the 

use of subject specific lexis, the writer creates a voice that suggests knowledge, academic 

literacy and being an insider of the specific disciplinary field (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). Some 

examples of academic lexis in noun phrases that were identified in the discussion sections 

are:  

English first language speaking learner (D1); challenges in communication (D2); governing body 

involvement (D4); micro-political perspectives (D7); and seamless progression (D10)  

Each of these noun phrases locate the writers within the group of people who are interested 

in their relevant fields. All 11 texts show evidence of lexical noun phrases which position the 

writers as being interested in their relevant fields, having insider-knowledge about their 

disciplines, and as insiders of the general academic discourse community.  

The obvious affiliation to a specific discipline is evident in the following excerpt from D1 where 

the highlighted choice of noun phrases represents an alignment with the teacher education 

discourse community. These noun phrases appear frequently throughout D1 and suggest that 

the writer is an insider of the professional discourse community, an expert in the discipline as 

well as knowledgeable. Also, an educator voice is evident through the use of the highlighted 

noun phrases which are commonly used in the teaching and learning environment.  

(D1) Providing learning objectives at the beginning of every unit is sufficient when working with first 
language speakers, but when teaching EAL learners it would be more effective to state the learning 
objectives at the beginning of every exercise. 

Additionally, lexical noun use related to the academic community is evident in the following 

excerpt from D1. This use clearly indicates the author of D1 as having a knowledgeable voice, 

as one who has knowingly created an academic literate voice through specific lexical noun 

phrases related to academic writing to relate to other academic discourse members and to be 

part of this community. 

(D1) In this chapter I will marry the theoretical literature from Chapter 2 with the practical findings 
from Chapter 4. A formal evaluation of each section will be followed by practical recommendations. 
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In the same vein, the analysis of noun phrases of all 11 texts also show evidence of the writers 

exhibiting an academically literate voice through the use of research terms. 

(D4) Four themes emerged from the analysis of the data. 

(D6) Document analysis was another data-collection method that was used for this study.  

With these noun phrases, the writers firmly aligned themselves with the ethos of people who 

are engaged in these particular disciplines. The use of such lexis was deliberate as the writers 

intended to gain membership to specific communities. 

4.2.1.3. Different stances towards topics: values, beliefs and preferences 
Ideational positioning is more than writers evincing particular interests and relating to specific 

fields of study. It also includes writers taking particular stances or attitudes towards their fields 

through the choice of classificatory lexis, generic reference, evaluative lexis, and syntax. 

These linguistic realisations were identified in each of the 11 texts and the writers’ authorial 

voice type was determined.  

4.2.1.4 Classificatory lexis 
Classificatory lexical terms are those adjectives that modify a noun attributively and represent 

the noun as belonging to a specific category or field. Through the use of classificatory lexis 

typical of their respective disciplinary fields, the writers aligned themselves with their fields. As 

a result, their voice types emerged as being expert, knowledgeable, professional, and 

academically literate (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). The following are instances of lexical items that 

were labelled as classificatory lexis. 

(D3) As indicated in chapter 3, the empirical research was essentially a participatory action 
research study, in an attempt to improve my mathematics education practice with my Grade 6 

mathematics learners within three consecutive reflective action research cycles.  

(D6) The participants in the first pair agreed that PE was an important part of the Life Skills learning 
area. They agreed that gross motor skills are integral in developing pre-reading and pre-writing 
skills, fine motor skills and spatial awareness.   

(D10) These responses were compared to data obtained from interviews and reflective tasks in order 

to substantiate or dispute concepts and beliefs about learner progression from AET level 4 to Grade 
10 within correctional schools.  

Additionally, each of the analysed texts revealed an academic voice type in the use of 

classificatory lexis typical of academic language. Also, the writers’ repetition of the 

classificatory lexical devices throughout the texts resulted in the creation of a professional 

voice.  
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4.2.1.5 Generic reference 
Secondly, the writers’ stance towards the topic can be illustrated with generic reference that 

refers to the use of specific nouns, noun phrases, and adjectives. These lexical items indicate 

constituents of a category of people, places, or things such as learners, researchers, schools 

and textbooks. As indicated in Table 4.2, common generic references were used frequently  

in all of the analysed texts.  

Table 4.2 Generic references 

Generic references common to analysed texts Types of voice 
research study 

textbooks 

secondary schools 

classrooms 

resources 

recommendations 

subject 

theory 

process 

communication 

data 

learners 

students 

teachers 

researcher 

participants 

academic performance 

parents 

children 

culture 

Academic voice 

 

Knowledgeable voice 

 

Professional voice 

 

 

The three significant voice types that were evident in the 11 texts with generic references like 

those indicated in Table 4.2 above, were the academic, professional and knowledgeable voice 

types (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). For example, in the following excerpts from D5 and D8, the use 

of the bold phrases indicate that academic and knowledgeable voice types are evident towards 

the fields of study. 

(D5) This participant also indicated that some parents fail to support PTA fund raising activities, 
thus failure to support the PTA activities is caused by lack of resources.  

(D8) … the findings were related to how beginner teachers perceive themselves as teachers within 

the schooling system grounded upon the implementation of school policies and classroom 
practices…  

4.2.1.6 Evaluative lexis 
Evaluation through linguistic means which indicates cognitive ability has been studied 

extensively (Hunston, 2007; Stewart, 2010). Lexical items that clearly represent a positive, 

negative or neutral writer stance on a topic are evaluative lexemes. Evaluative lexemes may 

take the form of adjectival phrases and words (good behaviour, positive reward systems, 

skills are poor, makes them self-initiated), nominals (increases their desire for learning, 
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common challenges, Grade 4 learner) and adverbs (merely stated, were dated correctly, 

who actually participated). All of the analysed texts showed significant use of evaluative 

lexemes.  

Different voice types are identifiable through the use of evaluative lexis in the various texts, 

which indicate the writers’ position relative to their field of study. All texts show strong and 

frequent evidence of the manipulation of evaluative lexemes. For example, knowledgeable, 

strong opinion-holder and teacher voices are evident in the evaluative lexeme use in the 

excerpt from D3 as the writer nudges the reader towards accepting her substantiated 

argument with the help of loaded, connotative nominals: 

(D3) It is therefore not only the transfer of the curriculum that takes place within a classroom; it also 

includes the controlling of their interactions. We are trying to prepare learners for their futures, 

expecting of them to follow value judgements of what is important to know, but we cannot do that if 

learners cannot take responsibility for their actions and if they are not able to analyse a situation 

without regurgitation. 

In the following excerpt from D6, the writer evinces knowledgeable, assured and critical voice 

types in her observation of teacher practice through the use of the evaluative adverb, vaguely; 
the adjective, unsure; and the nominals, terminology and importance. The use of the lexis, 

vaguely and unsure, holds negative connotations, suggesting that the writer’s opinion that a 

necessary proficiency in a very significant area of teaching practice is lacking.  

(D6) These teachers were vaguely aware of the terminology and areas that are developed during a 

PE lesson but they were unsure of the importance of the various areas.  

Finally, the writer of D7 was positioned as having a passionate and an interested-in-the-field 

voice types in the following excerpt. Through these voice types, she indicated a close 

involvement with and a personal interest in her field of study.  

(D7) The magnitude of the challenge soon ignited my competitive spirit. There was a mammoth job 

to be done. The real test of my leadership ability was about to unfold but I believed I had the faith 

that I could make a difference.  

 

4.2.1.7 Syntactic choice 
Syntactic choice is also important in constructing authorial voice in the manner in which the 

writers position themselves ideationally in relation to knowledge (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). 

Writers may reflect varying degrees of authority, abstraction and formality or informality on 

their topic through syntactic choices. These syntactic structures are passive and active 
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assured and authoritative. For example, an assertive and critical voice was evident in the 

evaluation lexis in the following excerpt from D6. 

(D6) The participants indicated that there is minimal information available in CAPS and that training 

with regard to PE is non-existent.  

 

The evaluative lexis in the following excerpt emphasises the writer’s certainty and her being 

in control of both the text and content. Additionally, a self-assured voice is constructed with 

evaluative lexis such as authentic, certain, strict, quietly and proper in D3. 

(D3) I decided to focus on the acquisition of human virtues to solve authentic problems by means of 

facilitating learning in order to gain 21st century skills. I started putting certain strict rules in place, 

such as standing quietly in two proper lines before entering the classroom. 

 

4.2.2.3 Modality and mood 
Modality also reflects writers’ positions towards their field of study and reinforces the 

knowledgeable, somewhat formal and opinion-holder voice types. In the following excerpts, 

the use of modality expresses the writers’ strong stance and opinions towards their topics. In 

the following excerpt, the use of the modal, should, constructs an assertive, teaching voice 

type where the reader is regarded as an equal.  

Furthermore, the use of should in the analysed texts also creates a distinct mood through the 

very strong self-assured voice type. Not only is a direct, commanding tone created, but the 

modal also enhances an equality between the writer and reader. 

(D1) At the start of every unit, the topic should be communicated clearly and accompanied by 

sufficient examples of what is expected of the learners. 

(D11) Teachers believe that learners should be introduced to English as early as Grade 1. 

Generally, the use of specific modal hedges in the analysed texts align the writers with the 

academic discourse community as the voice types they indicate are academically literate and 

self-assured. To a lesser degree, some modal hedges, such as may and could indicate a less 

certain and tentative voice type, which is to be expected of novice master’s dissertation writers. 

This voice type is illustrated in the following excerpts: 
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(D2) The services of an occupational and speech therapist, as well as an educational psychologist 

could be engaged and various extra-mural activities could be financed to provide additional support.  

(D11) Increasing English language learners’ classroom interactions may enhance the effective use of 

English. 

 

4.2.2.4 First-person reference  
The writers of master’s dissertations can exert authorial presence and claim authority by the 

use of first-person reference. Such reference may take the form of the first person singular or 

plural pronouns as well as other forms that indicate the writer’s presence, such as the 
researcher or the author. For example, the writer of D3 refers to herself as the researcher: 

 (D3) The findings of this model were therefore based on the researcher’s reflective journal.  

The authority that is claimed by the writer is regarded as self-assurance and an indication of 

the writer’s belief that understanding and knowledge making are subjective (Ivanič & Camps, 

2001). In the following excerpts from texts D3 and D7, the writers are presented as self-

assured with a distinct belief that they have roles in creating knowledge and understanding 

(Tang & John, 1999). The strong use of the first person subject pronoun suggests the writers’ 

position as opinion-holders as they firmly assert their authority.  

(D3) Although I think that I successfully have activated the human virtues of self-motivation, 

perseverance, communication in learners as they dealt with feelings in the form of frustrations, I have 

no clear evidence that this is true. However, I sensed a definite positive change in the behaviour of 

learners, but I will have to make a much better effort regarding the learners’ attainment of virtues. 

(D7) I assumed I had an objective view of the world but I realise I can never see the world accurately. I 
am constantly constructing and reconstructing meaning. In fact one could argue that the data I collected 

and worked with is ambiguous. I came to realise that perceptions are very powerful and are determined 

by our biases.  

The relationship between the writer and reader can be determined by the writer’s use of 

authoritative voice types. These voice types could position the writer as being either self-

assured or more deferential to the reader and possibly to the knowledge.  

4.2.3 Textual positioning 

Writers also show authorial presence by their specific and different ideas on the construction 

of written texts. The textual positioning of linguistic constructs are indicators of the authors’ 

views on how the text must be constructed for the specific writing purpose. Textual positioning 

is analysed in the texts through the identification of the length of noun phrases, mono- and 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



  

106 

multisyllabic words, sentence connectors or linking devices, and semiotic mode. Table 4.4 

outlines the linguistic realisations of the textual macro-functions. 

Table 4.4 Textual positioning 

Type of positioning In relation to Linguistic relations 

Textual  

positioning 

Different views of how a text 

should be constructed 

1. Noun phrase length  

2. Mono- vs multisyllabic words 

3. Linking devices  

4. Semiotic mode 

 

4.2.3.1 Noun phrase length and mono- vs multisyllabic words 
Noun phrase length and the use of either monosyllabic or multisyllabic words contribute 

towards the creation of the writer’s authorial voice. The use of long noun phrases, multisyllabic 

words and long sentences indicates an academically literate voice (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). 

While many of the analysed texts do contain long noun phrases and multisyllabic words that 

reinforce the insider voice that was apparent for the ideational and interpersonal macro-

functions, a few writers used short noun phrases and more monosyllabic words, consequently, 

establishing a plain English voice (Ivanič & Camps, 2001).  

All of the analysed texts also contain many multisyllabic words as evidenced in the excerpts 

below. The inclusion of multisyllabic words align the writers to their respective academic 

communities and indicate the authorial presence as being formal, expert, and academically 

literate (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). In the following excerpt from D11, the writer’s academically 

literate and expert voice is strengthened by using multisyllabic words which also include 

Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) terms.  

D11 The problem is most encountered when learners change to English as LoLT in Grade 4. In this 

grade, most subjects are learnt through English and it is believed that they will have acquired 
reading and writing competence during this transition (Fleish, 2008). However, learners are not 

yet competent to perform well in English. 

This trend is also apparent in the excerpt from D7. There is ample evidence of many 

multisyllabic, formal linguistic terms of academic discourse and technical terms associated 

with education leadership, which shape the writer voice as being academically literate, formal, 

and deeply invested in the topic.  
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(D7) Throughout the reflective practice, this self-study dominated my thoughts and time. Putting 
critical moments into perspective was a challenge for me. Five years on this journey of principal 
leadership has helped me develop perspective as a way to ground my focus and to continue 
attempting to positively affect school culture and facilitate change through the lens of servant 
leadership. 

 

4.2.3.2 Linking devices 
Another type of textual positioning is created with linking devices or “markers of cohesion” 

(Ivanič & Camps, 2001, p. 41). These linking devices direct the reader on the reading and 

interpretation of the text, and clarify the relationships between phrases, clauses, sentences 

and paragraphs. Cohesion between these units is created through transition signals such as 

however, as a result, for example, etcetera, as well as the recurrence of main nouns and 

pronouns that refer to  key nouns. As a result of the correct use of these discourse markers, 

a reader-friendly voice is created (Ivanič & Camps, 2001).  

The use of suitable and meaningful linking devices creates logical sequencing, unity and 

cohesion of ideas as well as a reader-considerate, sophisticated, academically literate, and 

formal voice (Ivanič & Camps, 2001) in the text, as illustrated in the following excerpt from D1. 

It is apparent from this example that the writer created cohesion between the given paragraph 

and the last through the use of the addition linking device, Additionally. Also, the content 

within the paragraph was logically sequenced through the use of bold linking devices, 

suggesting adherence to the academic writing conventions of L1 English dominant tertiary 

institutions. 

(D1) Additionally, the textbook becomes an invaluable resource for EAL learners at home, when the 

English speaking teacher is not available to explain difficult words or concepts (Ghamri, 2012l Al Falasi, 

2004: Khalaf, 2009). Wen-Cheng (2010) adds that the literacy level of a learner in a developing 

classroom might not be such a great barrier if there is an effective textbook to guide that learners in 

accessing definitions and examples in a language they can understand. 

 

4.2.3.3 Semiotic mode 
The last type of textual positioning is that of the writer’s preferred semiotic modes. The 

construction of authorial voice is not only dependent on the writer’s use of written language, it 

is also dependent on the writer’s use of multimodal resources such as chapter order, layout, 

font, use of space, use of symbols, and the inclusion of visuals. 
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The semiotic modes of all 11 analysed texts were indicated by the writers’ conforming to the 

master’s dissertation writing academic genre conventions of the particular department. All the 

texts were marked by the inclusion of features such as a contents page, use of headings and 

sub-headings, diagrams, tables, specific fonts, etcetera, which create the impression of the 

writers being reader considerate and academically literate (Ivanič & Camps, 2001).  

 

 

4.3 Discussion of findings from text analysis 

Through the textual analysis of the discussion sections of the 11 dissertations, the strategies 

that the writers used to create authorial voice were analysed through the application of the 

linguistic constructs presented in the three macro-functions drawn from Ivanič and Camps’ 

(2001) Voice Typology.  

4.3.1 Discussion of findings for ideational macro-function 

Through the analysis of the ideational macro-function where specific lexical items were 

analysed, the voice types which emerged were knowledgeable, professional, interested in the 

topic, and academically literate (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). The texts also revealed an objective 

voice type which suggested that the writers conformed to how knowledge making should be 

presented in the dissertation genre. The writers of the texts either consciously or 

unconsciously understood the need to infuse their writing with the type of authorial voice that 

was expected for this genre of writing, by considering the audience and the purpose of the 

text (Stock & Eik-Nes, 2016). 

For example, there is ample evidence in all 11 master’s discussion sections of specific lexical 

items, such as noun phrases, classificatory lexis and generic references, which are typical of 

the writers’ fields of interest that firmly align them with their specific disciplinary communities. 

In light of Matsuda and Tardy’s (2007) reader-based approach, the perception of voice is 

linked to the knowledge of a shared community of practice (Wenger, 2010). In their study on 

blind manuscript reviews, Tardy and Matsuda (2009) found that 61 per cent of their 

respondents indicated that the writer’s depth of knowledge was an indication of the writer’s 

authorial voice. Since dissertation writers need to show affiliation to their respective fields of 

study, they either knowingly or unknowingly use specific ideational lexical items that firmly 

place them within the ranks of their disciplinary communities. Additionally, this affiliation gained 

through the use of typical classificatory lexis would add credibility to their writing, which would 

also strengthen their opportunity to receive a strong assessment grade. This finding was borne 

out by the interview participants’ sharing that they had read other master’s dissertations, 
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immersed themselves in reading research material, discussed academic practice with their 

supervisors and peers, and had academic writing help, all in order to write and present good 

master’s dissertations. Although their first aim was to complete a postgraduate degree 

successfully, they had also worked actively to become part of the academic community.  

Another lexical construct related to the ideational macro-function group which was common to 

all the analysed texts, was the use of the passive construction. The use of the passive 

construction has the following effects on texts. On the one hand, it makes the writer seem 

somewhat impersonal towards and distanced from reader of the text. The subjects in the 

passive construction sentence become less obvious and the focus falls fully on the actions 

(Hyland, 2002a). As a result, the reader would have to work harder and may not be drawn into 

the text immediately. In this way, an academic, formal and professional writer voice is 

discernible (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). On the other hand, because of the writer adopting these 

academically literate voice types, the reader is convinced of the writer being an insider of the 

academic community and, to a certain extent, trustworthy. Consequently, the reader may be 

reassured by the passive construction use that is still a recommended academic writing style 

that reinforces an academic register. The passive construction was frequently used in all the 

analysed texts, consequently, clearly indicating authorial voice. This construction is still an 

acceptable and desired academic writing form that would have been internalised through the 

research material that the dissertation writers used and mimicked in an effort to show 

membership to the academic community.  

4.3.2 Discussion of findings for interpersonal macro-function 

In the analysis of the linguistic structures for the interpersonal macro-function, the voice types 

that were identified were largely assured, confident and that of an opinion-holder, which 

conformed to academic writing requirements. However, there was evidence of the writers 

adopting more non-academic voice types too (Ivanič & Camps, 2001; Prior, 2001). This finding 

supports Bakhtin’s (1986) postulation of voice being multivariate. For example, while the use 

of certain modals such as should, must and would indicate confident, bold and opinion-

holder voice types, other hedging modals such as could and may create a sense of 

uncertainty and hesitation towards the matters under discussion. As a result, a tentative and 

less self-assured voice type is evident which indicates that the writer is not confident in making 

bold statements related to the field of study. While such hesitancy may not be problematic in 

other genres of writing, it may suggest that the writer is not as knowledgeable as is necessary 

for master’s dissertation writing. Overall, there was significant use of hedging modals in the 

analysed discussion sections. The use of these hedging devices (Hyland, 2002a) may indicate 
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that the writer cautiously acknowledges the possibility of different opinions, consequently, 

allowing the option for negotiation, which is acceptable for the master’s dissertation genre.  

The use of the first person subject pronoun, I, is a direct indication of authorial voice in writing. 

Hyland (2002b, p. 351) states that “the most visible expression of a writer’s presence in a text” 

is “the use of exclusive first person pronouns”. Consequently, the use of these pronouns 

indicates students’ voice in their writing. This pronoun may be used in different ways to indicate 

different degrees of authorial presence in a text as presented in Figure 4.1. In the phrase, I 
will examine, the pronoun represents the writer as the creator of the writing and knowledge, 

and in the phrase, I believe, the writer’s role of an opinion-holder is suggested (Tang & John, 

1999) – both indicating a strong authorial presence. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1 Levels of authorial presence (Tang & John, 1999, p. 29) 

Inasmuch as the social science academic departments seem to promote the use of personal 

pronouns in academic writing (Hyland, 2002b), the use of personal pronouns in certain 

research fields is still not regarded as a correct academic writing style. Hyland (2001b, p. 208) 

states that an objective voice may be maintained in academic writing through the “[e]radication 

of the self”. It is not unusual then that, with the exception of texts D3 and D7, which were auto 

ethnographic studies, the other nine analysed texts showed a very limited to a complete 

absence of the use of personal pronoun references, thus indicating their conformity to the 

conventions of the traditional academic register. For example, in natural science research 

communities, an academic text that contains no personal pronouns is likely to be lauded as 

powerful scientific discourse and signals the authorship of rational, academic thought (Hyland, 

2002b). This academic writing technique of omitting personal pronouns to create an objective, 

academically literate voice is still promoted in many academic writing guidelines, textbooks 

and style manuals (Hyland, 2002a). For this reason, it was not unusual that the analysed texts 

significantly lacked the use of personal pronouns, especially those which presented qualitative 

research studies where a more subjective and personal stance was necessitated by the nature 

of the study. 
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Seemingly, there may be tension between the literature on academic writing and voice that 

advocates first person use (Ivanič & Camps, 2001; Hyland, 2002b; Nelson & Castelló, 2012), 

and actual writing experience.  Novice writers, in this instance master’s writers, take their 

writing cues from the several examples of academic writing which may be largely objective 

and devoid of first person use to which students must refer for their study, and the preferences 

of supervisors and examiners. Naturally, the novice master’s writers will be influenced by these 

examples of academic writing and expert advice, and imitate this largely dominant type of 

objective academic writing. This is a possible reason why novice master’s writers may struggle 

with understanding and developing their own voice in their master’s dissertation writing 

journey, specifically with regard to the use of personal pronouns. However, a more positive 

spinoff of this imitation is that “[w]riters learn to write by imitating other writers” (Brook, 

1988:23). The writer admiring and respecting another writer and wanting to be like that writer 

prompts this imitation. In a sense, the writer is imitating the identity and, consequently, the 

voice of the admired writer. 

Additionally, it is also likely that the use of first person reference, for example the first person 

plural forms, we and our, could be an indication of equality between writer and reader. With 

these inclusive plural pronouns, the writer actively influences the reader to accept the 

argument by drawing the reader into the text and seeking solidarity (Ivanič & Camps, 2001; 

Tardy & Matsuda, 2009; Hyland, 2013). This use of the personal plural pronouns is evident in 

D7 where the writer draws in his or her target academic community of peers and academics 

to share her school management experiences. The use of this linguistic construct supports 

the theoretical premise of this study that authorial voice is socially constructed, a perspective 

which also includes the reader as co-constructor of voice (Prior, 2001; Tardy & Matsuda, 2009; 

Matsuda, 2015). However, the first person plural form was not a common occurrence in the 

other analysed texts, as a result, indicating the leaning towards the dominant objective, 

academically literate voice type.  

4.3.3 Discussion of findings for textual macro-functions 

Similarly, the voice types evident through the analysis of the textual macro-functions also 

revealed an alignment with the academic register through the presence of specific lexical 

items. For example, the use of lengthy noun phrases and linking devices indicate an 

academically literate voice and an insider voice, suggesting the writers’ desire to align with the 

academic community, which is supported by voice literature (Ivanič & Camps, 2001; Hyland, 

2002b; Matsuda & Tardy, 2007).  

However, the use of other textual macro-function linguistic structures hints at a more deliberate 

attempt at creating academically literate voice types. For example, a voice type that reveals a 
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consideration for the reader was evident with linking devices. As a result, the findings of the 

textual analysis indicate that authorial voice is multivariate, depends on the writers’ agency, 

and may be conflicting.  

Overall, the analysis of the ideational, interpersonal and textual macro-functions revealed that 

there was a strong presence of authorial voice types that revealed the writers’ inclination 

towards the English academic discourse community. However, there were also more tentative, 

less self-assured voice types, possibly indicating the emergence of the writers’ individual 

voice. There is thus tension between creating a voice, and not being able yet to use a voice. 

The appropriate authorial voice types could be the result of imitation where the writers model 

their writing on successful academic writers (Brook, 1988) so that they can achieve the desired 

discourse style. This technique is not undesirable and is a common means of improving 

writing. Not only do the writers imitate the academic writing style, but they also imitate the 

identity and the voice of successful writers.  

4.4 Findings of semi-structured interviews thematic analysis  

The findings from the thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews shed some light on 

the second research question by revealing the strategies that students used to develop their 

own authorial voice types. The aim with the interviews was to understand the participants’ 

dissertation writing journey, with emphasis on their academic writing experience and their 

understanding and development of authorial voice. The four semi-structured interviews 

afforded rich data about the participants’ dissertation-writing experience.  

The four over-arching themes identified from the thematic analysis of the semi-structured 

interviews were: your dissertation, academic community support, academic writing, and 

authorial voice.  

4.4.1 Your dissertation 

For this theme, I examined the participants’ decision to study towards a master’s degree and 

the choices they made towards that process. My intention was to understand the participants’ 

motivations for studying a master’s degree; as a result, I encouraged the participants to talk 

about their dissertation-writing journey. This theme was further illustrated by the sub-themes 

based on the following interview questions that appear with the original numbering in Table 

4.5. 
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Table 4.5 Your dissertation 

Sub-themes Interview questions 
4.7.1 Choice of topic 1.  How did you decide on the topic for your research 

study? 

4.7.2 Qualities of a good 

dissertation 

5a 

5b 

What are the qualities of a good dissertation?  

From where did you get these ideas? 

4.7.3 Personal belief in research 8. Do you believe that a master’s dissertation is a place 

for a student to share his/her personal beliefs based 

on his/her research findings? Please explain. 

4.7.1.1 Choice of topic 
When the participants were asked about the manner in which they had chosen their topics, all 

four expressed that they had autonomy in choosing their topics. In each instance, each 

participant chose a topic that had some personal significance and was supported by the 

supervisor who helped in adapting the topic. P1 indicated that his supervisor contributed 

significantly towards directing his choice of topic by suggesting that he considered his personal 

experiences of autism:  

(P1) Why don't you write about yourself because of your story and the fact that you can contribute a lot 

towards knowledge in the field and what it will mean for parents? And I think it was something that stuck 

with me. 

Similarly, P3 described her personal journey in finding her topic based on her student teaching 

experience:  

(P3) I realised that there was a big discrepancy in terms of how the learners treated me in comparison 

to how they treated my mentor, their current teacher, and that's how my topic for the master’s was 

created. 

 

4.7.1.2 Qualities of a good dissertation 

For this sub-theme, I was interested in learning about the participants’ initial attempts to make 

sense of their dissertation-writing journey as well as determining their preparation for their 

dissertation. A master’s dissertation is an unfamiliar genre that may pose a challenge to 

students and affect the development of the appropriate authorial voice types. 

With regard to the question on the qualities of a good dissertation, varied responses were 

received. While P1 and P3 stated that important qualities of a good dissertation were the 

originality and its unique contribution to the discourse community, the other two participants 

(P2 and P4) shared more nuanced ideas. P2 made significant points about a good dissertation 
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having a clear layout, competent language use, a lack of plagiarism, and academically correct 

research. P4 mentioned that readers outside the academic community must easily understand 

a good dissertation and, quite significantly for this study on authorial voice, her response 

indicated that she consciously used certain writing devices to construct voice in her 

dissertation: 

(P4) One of the main things I have learned throughout my research journey is that you can make it 

sound as intelligent and as knowledgeable and use all these theoretical terms.  

In response to the question on how participants understood the dissertation criteria, their 

responses were similar. P3 stated that he resorted to reading other dissertations and writing 

feedback:  

(P3) I read some of my colleagues’ master’s and I read their feedback…. I got a sense of what the 

critical reader was looking for.  

In addition to reading other master’s studies to understand the scope and nature of their own  

master’s dissertation study, other participants employed other methods to understand the 

academic demands for writing their dissertation. P4 indicated that she read academic material 

to gauge what was suitable material for dissertation writing.  

(P4) You go to Google Scholar and you see all these journal articles.  

Interestingly, P2’s response emphasised the notion of the importance of the academic 

community in supporting dissertation writing:  

(P2) I got these ideas from the other students that we were studying with. We used to sit together and 

discuss the challenges even though they were studying different fields … and you will learn from them. 

Similarly, P1’s response reinforced the idea that all participants depended on the academic 

community in one form or another in understanding the requirements for good dissertation 

writing: 

(P1) A lot of reading, a lot of speaking to other people, to other researchers internationally as well and 

also really a lot of reading the methodology part of other students’ studies.  

4.7.1.3 Personal belief and research  
With regard to the question on whether the participants believed that a master’s dissertation 

was a place to share personal beliefs based on research findings, the participants’ responses 

echoed their early sentiments about their research topic and writing motivation being driven 

by personal interests and circumstances. All participants agreed that it was necessary to 

balance their personal opinions against the mandatory research that was essential for 
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dissertation writing. After agreeing that personal experience drove her dissertation writing 

because her topic was directly related to personal experience, P4 added: 

(P4) It was challenging because I thought that this was not really allowed unless it was backed up with 

literature. Also, how do you balance your beliefs and someone else’s beliefs and how do you get that 

across to a reader? When that all comes together, that's research, but to get there is one of the most 

challenging things about research.  

4.4.2 Academic community support 

For this theme, the participants’ relationship with significant academic role players during the 

dissertation writing process was examined. The Academic Literacies Theory supports the idea 

that each writer is a social being whose authorial voice is socially influenced (Lea & Street, 

1998; Lea, 2004). This theme was divided further into two sub-themes based on the interview 

questions presented in Table 4.6. 

Table 4.6 Academic community support 

Sub-themes Interview questions 
4.7.2.1 Academic relationship with 

supervisor 

3 Did you and your supervisor have different opinions 

about the way in which you organised and wrote your 

dissertation? Please explain. 

 4 Did your supervisor encourage you to express 

yourself and be original in your dissertation? Please 

explain. 

4.7.2.2 Other academic support 2 Were you helped in any way in your master’s 

studies? Please explain. 

 

4.4.2.1 Academic relationship with supervisor 
For this sub-theme, I was keen on understanding the participants’ academic relationship with 

their supervisors, specifically with regard to the content and organisation of the dissertation. 

Although all four participants noted that they largely accepted the academic advice and 

guidelines of their supervisors because of their experience and their student-supervisor 

relationship, they did express that they had experienced differences of opinion relating to 

content and language use at certain stages of their academic interaction. Seemingly, none of 

the participant’s relationship with their supervisors were strained to the extent of a breakdown 

in the academic relationship. Encouragingly, the participants stated that when they did have 

differences of opinion with their supervisors, they engaged in discussion, compromised and 

mutually decided on the best possible solution to complete the dissertation.  
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P1 described two different relationships with two different supervisors. One of his supervisors 

allowed him free reign to be as original as possible. Interestingly, he describes his relationship 

with his second supervisor as his being the knowledge expert, while the supervisor supported 

him with academic writing conventions and the dissertation structure. This supervisor 

relationship seemed to offer the writer more engagement and support.  

(P1) My supervisor was totally different because he's allowed me now to make use of my personal 

ideas. He told me this is your study. You need to come up with the ideas. I will just help you to make it 

better.  

 (P1) Also a lot of support in terms of the academic structure which was quite challenging. My supervisor 

didn't have a lot of knowledge of my specific field. … like I was the teacher so we tended to have lots 

of discussions with regards to if it was relevant. She double checked with me if it was right … but my 

perception was you're working with somebody that mentored a lot of students, which got lots of 

experience of this and I tended to listen to her advice. 

 

The second question for this sub-theme, based on whether the supervisor had encouraged 

the writer towards originality in the dissertation writing process, also elicited meaningful 

responses for my understanding of authorial voice in master’s dissertation writing. All the 

participants stated that their supervisors actively encouraged them to be original and that they 

were given much freedom of expression to find this originality. The responses from P2 and P4 

to this question indicate their understanding of the originality demanded from their supervisors: 

(P2)  You must be yourself when you write so that she can read something different from other students. 

That's what education and academic writing is all about.  

(P4)  I definitely remember hearing, “I need to hear your voice. I lack hearing your voice.” I think I would 

take other authors' ideas and references so often that I would lack my own standpoint in the argument 

that I was proposing.  

4.4.2.1 Other academic support  
Each writer is a social being who is part of several communities, not the least being the 

academic community. The aim was to determine how the academic communities, if at all, 

influenced the participants’ authorial voice in their dissertations. It was evident from the 

participants’ responses on whether they had received help in their master’s studies that each 

received support in some form. Commonly, all four participants claimed that they had received 

help from their supervisors, albeit in varying degrees. Of the four participants, P4 most strongly 

acknowledged that her supervisors were her primary academic support. 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



  

117 

My supervisors, traditionally they help in terms of writing and topic construction. I had a topic and 

through discussions with the supervisor it starts to narrow down into a foundational topic that you can 

actually use to create your master’s study.  

 

While P2 remembered receiving some help from his supervisor, his subsequent responses 

suggested that he felt quite demoralised after the support sessions, possibly even to the extent 

of wanting to abandon his dissertation writing journey. 

(P2)  …when she marks the piece of work that I’ve written, later on we would have a meeting where 

during those meetings you would look at the comments and you would feel like what you have done is 

nothing based on the comments she’d written… 

(P2)  … sometimes when you look at them or when you are at home, you look at those comments, and 

it is like this is the end of the road. I’m no longer going to… 

 

P3, who is now a lecturer and dissertation supervisor himself, stated that his dissertation 

writing journey was a lonely experience where he initially had little idea about the dissertation 

requirements and writing process. However, where he seemingly lacked in supervisor 

guidance, he emphasises the role that his academic department played in supporting him 

through his dissertation writing experience. He described the frequent departmental cohort 

sessions that helped provide the requirements and guidelines that he needed to complete his 

study.  

(P3) My master’s was alone and I felt like I'm lost. So actually I had no idea what the product should 

look like.  

(P3)  … help through the cohort sessions. So now it's more structured and there's this system and 

support in place. And they give you, I think, three years for M then it must be done. You need like a 

motivation.  

 

Significantly, although not academic support, both P1 and P4 mentioned support from another 

important quarter: the moral support they had received from their families during the writing 

process. They also mentioned that their families helped with being participants in the study, 

reading and correcting drafts.  
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(P1) My mom was my main participant. My father was a participant. My brother was a participant. The 

occupational therapist... 

(P1) ... my mom needed to assist me with my narrative part… with Mom’s assistance… we basically do 

a mind map … we looked at my story before we wrote. 

(P4) Starting off with my family, they played a massive role in terms of igniting that spark for me to want 

to study further while teaching. 

 

4.4.3 Academic writing 

The interview questions that contributed towards a deeper understanding of the participants’ 

academic language use for their dissertation writing are presented in Table 4.7. 

Table 4.7 Academic writing  

Sub-themes Interview questions 
4.7.3.1 Academic 

English proficiency 

6 Is English your mother tongue? If not, how long have you been 

using it as an academic language? 

 7a Do you feel that you would have been more confident in 

expressing yourself if you had written your dissertation in your 

mother-tongue? Why do you say so?  

Were you confident in the type of English you used for writing 

your dissertation? Explain. 

4.7.3.1 Academic 

English challenges 

7b Please give examples of the (language) difficulties you may 

have experienced. 

 15 Did you receive any help with academic writing from your 

supervisor, a writing centre, writing workshops, a language 

editor, etc.? 

 

4.4.3.1 Academic English proficiency  
The first sub-theme relates to the participants’ academic English proficiency, specifically about 

English home language proficiency. Of the four participants, only one, P4 was an English L1 

speaker. Two participants, P1 and P3, were Afrikaans L1 speakers and one participant, P2, 

was a Sesotho L1 speaker. However, all participants used English as the preferred academic 

language for dissertation writing. With the exception of P2 who had been using English L2 as 

an academic language from primary school, P1 and P3 only started using English 

academically for their master’s study.  
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In response to the question about their preferred language choice for dissertation writing, two 

of the three participants who were English L2 speakers (P2 and P3) claimed that they would 

have been more comfortable in expressing themselves in their mother tongue and expressed 

a lack of confidence in the academic writing skills.  

 (P2) I would have even used better words to express whatever I wanted to say if I were using my 

mother tongue, rather than any other language or English which is a second language.  

(P3) … to write in your mother tongue it would be essentially more beneficial.  

(P3) … if I had an idea for my master’s sometimes at night at 3:00 AM, you wake up and then you've 

got an idea. I wrote it normally in Afrikaans and then I would send it to [supervisor]. She will translate it 

but she will give me guidance in the English language. 

However, P1, who is also an English L2 speaker, firmly declared that he chose to write in 

English because he would gain a wider audience and make his academic presence felt 

internationally through the medium of English. In spite of his conviction that writing in English 

was the best choice, he did admit to experiencing many challenges in English writing. 

(P1) The reason why I chose English is because I wanted to contribute to the field as much. Also, I think 

Afrikaans language is also limited to a number of people living in our country instead.  

 

4.4.3.2 Academic English challenges 
All participants, including the English L1 speaker, expressed challenges in using academic 

English in their dissertation writing. While academic English research indicates that students 

who are not English L1 speakers do experience academic language challenges and 

subsequent difficulty with creating authorial voice, it is evident that even English L1 speakers 

do experience some challenges. P1, who used English confidently throughout the interview, 

did express several times that he had serious challenges with writing in English. Although he 

had started reading in English during secondary school, he had only begun using academic 

English in his master’s study. 

(P1) I had challenges in writing in English. … sentence construction, word pronunciation, also the 

changing of writing from Afrikaans to English. But in terms of academic writing, dissertation writing, it 

was such a tremendous challenge 

P3 described the amount of time consumed in making sense of writing in English as well as 

the effect on his confidence after receiving supervisor feedback on his writing. 
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(P3) So the coding took way longer to transcribe in Afrikaans and then to translate it and to make sense 

of it. Of course, it was time consuming and also it’s just about your confidence. I was writing and the 

language editing is coming back the whole time with just red marks and also it breaks your confidence 

if you get this feedback from a reader that is fluent. Why am I doing this? So confidence-wise it's 

challenging. 

 

Seemingly, challenges in English academic writing are not confined to those who are not 

English L1 speakers. Interestingly, the English L1 speaker, P4, also expressed challenges 

with English academic writing during her dissertation writing. 

(P4) I definitely struggled with verbosity because in my mind that's what I thought English academic 

writing was meant to be. So, the structuring and the grouping of common terms and common ideas was 

definitely something that I have learned. 

 

In response to the question about whether the participants had received academic writing 

support, all participants confirmed that they had received some form of academic writing help. 

Significantly, each participant mentioned that the supervisor was the main source of support 

when they experienced academic writing challenges. The other types of support that were 

mentioned were writing workshops for postgraduate students hosted by the institution (P2 and 

P3), language editors (P1, P2 and P3) and family support (P1 and P4).   

(P2) Yes, I received a lot of support from my supervisor. I also received a lot of support from the 

University. We were referred to language editors by our supervisors. They have the academic 

knowledge of how language should be written. This was very important for a second language speaker 

when it came to finalising my dissertation. 

(P4) I think my supervisor helped me here and there with grammatical issues and content, so definitely, 

yes, from my supervisors. 

 

4.4.4 Authorial voice 

Research sub-question 1 focused on understanding how master’s writers understand authorial 

voice in their dissertation writing. The interview questions that contributed towards a deeper 

understanding of the participants’ perception of authorial voice are presented in Table 4.8. 
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Table 4.8 Authorial voice 

Sub-themes Interview questions 
4.7.4.1 

Understanding voice 

9. What do you understand by the term “voice”? 

 14. Has your supervisor or any other academic reader ever asked you 

about your academic voice? (E.g., Where is your voice?) Please 

explain if you were asked this question. 

4.7.4.2 Types of 

voices 

10. Is your voice evident in your dissertation? Please explain. 

 11. Are there other voices evident in your dissertation? If yes, please 

explain. 

4.7.4.3 Creating 

voice 

12. Did you try to create a specific type of voice in your writing? 

 16. Did you have a specific reader in mind during your writing? 

 17. How did you try to engage or draw your reader in? 

 18. Do you think that voice for dissertation writing can be taught? 

 

4.4.4.1 Understanding voice 
For this sub-theme, the aim was to determine the participants’ understanding of voice by 

confirming whether they had actively thought about or been prompted to consider their use of 

authorial voice during the dissertation writing process. These significant questions on authorial 

voice received similar answers. All four participants described voice being their personal 

opinion reflected in their research, the inclusion of their personal experiences in their studies, 

critical analysis, and their interpretation of research. Perhaps these ideas on voice are best 

encapsulated in the response by P4. 

(P4) Voice is bringing my opinion to light through an informed platform. So, my voice is backing 

someone else’s research up by using their literature to support my belief. But I should also take my 

experience and bring it to life through the idea that I am trying to relay. 

With regard to whether their supervisors had mentioned the importance of voice in their 

dissertation writing, all four participants responded differently. While one participant stated that 

his supervisor had not discussed the concept during his dissertation writing, three participants 

confirmed that they had been urged by their supervisors to write original material with 

authority. P1 claimed that he had been praised on his distinctive voice in his dissertation. 
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(P2) My supervisor always told me that I must not write what she has read before. I must ensure that 

every time I write, I must put across my own my own thoughts, my own opinion and my own voice about 

the subject matter at hand. We must not just repeat what other scholars out there have written. 

(P1) I had compliments with regards to my writing as well as the manner in which I interpreted my voice. 

The manner in which I shared my personal experiences and also for me being in the field. 

 

4.4.4.2 Types of voices 
For this sub-theme, the participants had to think actively about whether their voice and those 

of others were evident in their dissertations. In response to whether their voice was evident in 

their dissertations, three of the participants indicated that their voice was evident although they 

indicated that they did not quite understand the concept. Only P4 acknowledged her 

challenges in creating her own authorial voice. 

(P4) I would write up ideas and sections and it would make sense to me, but my supervisor would have 

a totally different thought on it. I would take on her idea rather than voice my opinion, because I trusted 

her knowledge more than mine. It was definitely different, but I don't think I was ready to take it on and 

say, “I'm confident about this, I know this.” 

 (P4) I do not know if I used my voice effectively in order to portray what I was thinking or what I was 

feeling, or what I was trying to get across to the reader. So, in terms of using my voice effectively in my 

dissertation, I do not think so. 

 

All participants acknowledged their awareness of the presence of other voices in their 

dissertations. The inclusion of research material and the participants who were involved in the 

studies created some of these voices. P1 stated that not only was his voice inextricably part 

of his narration of his personal experience in his auto ethnography, but he argued that he was 

also representing the voices of the participants in his study. 

(P1) Yes, it is evident because I am the main participant and I think that I need to be diplomatic in that 

sense because I gave my voice to my other participants in my study. 

 

4.4.4.3 Creating voice 
The aim of this sub-theme was to determine whether the participants consciously created 

types of authorial voices. The questions that were categorised under this sub-theme were 

designed to elicit the participants’ responses on whether they had consciously manipulated 

authorial voice in their master’s dissertations. 
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In response to whether specific voice types were created in their writing, three of the 

participants reported that they had not consciously created specific authorial voices. P1 

indicated that he thought voice would be automatically evident in his writing through his 

sharing of his personal experience in his auto ethnography. However, he also expressed a 

strong fear of sharing his voice for the fear of being judged and rejected due to his condition.  

(P1) Well, for me personally one of my biggest challenges was to write on an academic level. I believed 

voice will automatically be heard. 

(P1) In the process of writing my narrative, I was just ashamed. I was quite frightened to write because 

I don't know if it will be acceptable.  I wanted to avoid any form of prejudice so I was afraid to share my 

voice.  Personally, you know the fear of being excluded. 

 

Significantly, for this study where the use of the first person pronouns are regarded as 

evidence of authorial voice, P3 believed that his deliberate use of the first person subject 

pronoun in his dissertation writing had affected his dissertation assessment negatively. 

(P3) I remember I wrote it in for example, in what you call it first, it’s almost like me telling the narrative, 

so I used the I the whole time. So at the end it was approved and my critical readers nailed me on it. 

They said I should be writing it in third person. It's like … referring to myself as a researcher or the 

author. So I got penalised in that so that's one of the challenges I picked up. 

 

However, it was only P4 who suggested that she may have deliberately created an 

academically literate voice in her dissertation writing by imitating the research she had read.  

(P4) Maybe it was my researcher voice coming out that I mimicked someone. I may have liked the way 

they voiced their opinion, and I may have mimicked that in my research and my writing. 

 

In response to whether they had specific readers in mind for their dissertation, all four 

participants stated that they had envisaged specific readers who were members of the 

participants’ fields of study. Both P1 and P4 succinctly described their readers as follows: 

(P1) As this is an auto ethnography about autism, my target audience is basically the service providers.  

(P4) Teachers, certainly, were my main target audience. Possibly principals or HODs and then other 

academics who are writing in the Faculty of Education, specifically Humanities. But, then again, it was 

largely based on credibility; anyone researching the topic of credibility could have used sections of the 

study that I had created. 
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The participants’ responses varied on possible strategies they may have used to draw in their 

target readers. P1 stated that he tried to draw his readers in through story telling. P2 

considered the writing process as being important in capturing the readers’ attention, while P4 

considered that simple, clear and concise writing was essential to keep the readers’ interest.   

With regard to the final question on whether authorial voice for dissertation writing should be 

taught, three participants thought that it was possible and necessary to teach students how to 

incorporate voice into writing. P1 and P4 suggested that voice be taught from an earlier 

academic level.  

(P1) I think we need to go back to undergraduate study as well as postgraduate referring to the period 

of I would say … your 4th year and your masters.  

(P4) I definitely think that is needed because the jump from honours to masters is massive. 

However, P2 believed that it was not possible to teach voice for writing. Instead, he proposed:  

(P2) I do not think that the voice for a dissertation can be taught. It comes through a lot of reading. One 

can come up with your voice when you have gone through a lot of reading. 

 

 

4.5 Discussion of findings for semi-structured interviews  

The aim of the semi-structured interviews was to examine the participants’ experiences and 

perceptions of the master’s dissertation writing process and authorial voice. The participants’ 

responses are based on the four themes represented in the previous section. The information 

below represents the most prominent results from the analysis of the interviews. 

4.5.1 Your dissertation 

The participants’ intention and choices in studying for a master’s degree were examined under 

this theme. Undertaking a master’s degree is a significant decision as the writing of a master’s 

dissertation is regarded as an advanced research study (Archer, 2010; Schulze & Lemmer, 

2017). The writer must use and hone many academic skills of technical competence, scholarly 

research, and critical ability during the dissertation writing process (Bitchener & Basturkmen, 

2006; Schulze & Lemmer, 2017). For this reason, it is important to understand if, from the 

outset, the participants had freedom of choice in what and how they worked on for their 

master’s dissertation. 
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4.5.1.1 Choice of topic, personal belief and research 
Each participant was clearly driven by personal experience in the choice of dissertation topic. 

Significantly, all four participants stated that the topic was finalised after engagement with their 

supervisors, thus indicating that the participants needed the guidance of the supervisors to 

align their topics with the academic conventions for the genre. All participants agreed that it 

was necessary to balance their personal opinions against the mandatory research that is 

essential for dissertation writing. P1 enthusiastically stated that both he and his supervisor 

were excited about his topic because it was unusual and they wanted to make an impact in 

the relevant field both nationally and internationally.  

P3 indicated that he had spent at least a year in settling on his topic because he wanted his 

own perceptions and experiences to be foregrounded in his study. He indicated that he did 

not want to completely change the focus of his topic to suit his supervisor, suggesting that his 

supervisor did not quite understand his focus.  

All four participants indicated this sense of wanting to represent an independent, unique 

experience through their master’s dissertations. The fact that each participant had decided on 

a topic that was driven by personal experience, leads to the notion that the same motivation 

would be carried through into the actual dissertation writing and would result in a strong 

authorial voice.  

4.5.1.2 Qualities of a good dissertation 
The responses on what constituted a good dissertation varied among the participants. While 

two participants thought that a dissertation should preferably be unique in its field, the other 

two participants described different qualities such as the formatting of the writing, plagiarism, 

research (P2) and clarity of writing (P4). It was obvious from the responses that each 

participant had some idea of certain desirable qualities for a good dissertation. However, 

considering that all four participants had been through the entire process of studying for a 

master’s degree, and three of the four participants were, at the time of the interviews, 

registered for doctoral degrees, I would have expected other important criteria as responses 

to this question. I anticipated that these participants would better understand the genre 

requirement after having been immersed in the master’s dissertation writing process for at 

least two years. The academic community and HEIs do expect that a student who has 

completed a master’s degree would demonstrate critical thinking, understand appropriate 

research techniques, understand the genre requirements and show some knowledge of 

academic theories (Butler, 2011; Andrews, 2015). Due to the participants’ sketchy responses 

about the basic master’s requirements, I was unsurprised at their responses about their 

authorial voice in their writing. Admittedly, the concept of voice is also not clearly defined in 
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the literature. Importantly, their vague, unformed responses also suggested the ongoing need 

for academic support throughout the postgraduate journey. However, the participants’ 

uncertainty about voice and their challenges with academic writing were in stark contrast to 

the presence of the appropriate voice types that appeared in the academically well written 

dissertations that I analysed. This contradiction may be attributed to the language editing that 

each master’s dissertation must undergo before being submitted for assessment.  

All participants indicated that they read extensively about dissertation writing and P2 stated 

that he also discussed the nature of dissertation writing with peers. P3 expressed his gratitude 

for the departmental cohort sessions which he claimed helped him understand the dissertation 

demands. Significantly, all of these activities are socially-constructed and emphasise the value 

of the academic community support (Wenger, 2010).  

4.5.2 Academic community support 

A master’s dissertation writer does not work alone or in a vacuum. The writer is a member of 

an academic community where common master’s writing concerns are shared and discussed 

with the aim of finding solutions to postgraduate study and supervision problems (Wenger, 

2010). I was interested in exploring the idea that each writer is a social being who has to 

interact within the academic community, which influences authorial voice. A socio-constructive 

view on authorial voice supports the idea that the individual voice is shaped by social 

resources, “the texts he or she has encountered, the desired, projected identities of the author, 

and the voice of the shapers” (Tardy & Matsuda, 2009, p. 47). The successful completion of 

degrees at HEIs are linked to the institutional environment, the characteristics of the student 

cohorts and supervision protocols (Albertyn et al., 2008; Malan, Erwee, Van Rensburg, & 

Danaher, 2012). Since academic writing is a social practice, different collaborations ensue in 

the development of the master’s dissertation. Some of these practices would be the use of 

research literature, writing supervision and assessor feedback (Nelson & Castelló, 2012). In 

the next section, the key aspect of the student-supervisor relationship is discussed followed 

by a discussion of aspects of student cohort and institutional academic support that impacted 

on the participants’ development of their master’s dissertation and, consequently, on authorial 

voice. 

4.5.2.1 Academic relationship with supervisor 
The master’s supervisor is the main member of the dissertation writer’s academic community 

(Wenger, 2010, Schulze & Lemmer, 2017) which has significant implications for the 

dissertation writing journey. It is through the supervisor that the master’s student navigates 

this journey and organises the dissertation writing activities and concepts, which in turn, affects 
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the type and extent of the writers’ authorial voice. Among many other roles, supervisors also 

have the pedagogical role of initiating their students into the academic writing of their 

respective disciplines (Butler, 2011; Schulze & Lemmer, 2017).  

The participant’s responses indicated that this vital relationship between the supervisor and 

master’s writer determined how the master’s writer managed the research study and the extent 

to which the writer exercised authority in the dissertation writing process. Although all four 

participants noted that they largely accepted the academic advice and guidelines of their 

supervisors because of their experience and their student-supervisor relationship, they did 

express that there were differences of opinion relating to content and language use at certain 

points in their academic interaction. Inevitably, though, it is clear that the writers acknowledged 

the supervisors’ role and authority that allowed the supervisors’ voice to be a significant part 

of the writing.  

The data and the literature provide evidence that the symbiotic relationship between the 

supervisor and master’s writer is vital in co-constructing authorial voice. However, it is likely 

that the writers could have sacrificed their own voice in constructing their dissertations 

according to their supervisors’ and departmental guidelines, due to the several challenges that 

master’s dissertation writing presents. Perhaps this symbiotic relationship contributed 

significantly towards the writers developing the appropriate academic authorial voices evident 

in the analysed master’s dissertations. While the writers may have sacrificed their individual 

voices, they had met the requirements for the genre and, consequently, attained their master’s 

degree. It is also important to remember that master’s writers are still novice writers, 

apprentice writers who are still in the process of developing their personal distinctive voices.  

4.5.2.2 Other academic community support 
Over and above the main support received from the supervisors, participants acknowledged 

other academic support that was available during their dissertation-writing journey. It was 

evident from the participants’ responses that other types of support were available for their 

research study, which were only useful if the participants made the effort to access the 

support.  

The participants described the other forms of academic support besides that offered by the 

supervisor. These were departmental cohort sessions for postgraduate students, writing 

workshops, peer groups, language editors and, for two participants (P1 and P4), family. In his 

dissertation-writing journey, P1 actively sought out experts in his field and engaged with at 

least three other academics besides his two supervisors. He stated that this made his research 

study richer, more nuanced and affected his voice in his dissertation.  

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



  

128 

The participants’ experiences of the different forms of academic support demonstrate the 

different voices that may eventually be interwoven in the dissertation. The influence of these 

support structures may not be clearly discernible in the published dissertation, but occur 

continually behind the scenes. An academic community may be regarded as a community of 

practice, as it consists of people who have a collective, shared learning experience (Wenger, 

2010) – that of writing and passing a master’s dissertation. All members are committed to this 

goal. This may be one of the reasons why the participants had been able to create the 

necessary authorial voice types in their dissertations successfully, despite being unsure and 

hesitant when they expressed their perceptions of authorial voice in the interview.  

4.5.3 Academic writing  

Academic writing is the most important skill necessary for academic success at any level of 

education (Butler, 2011; Shulze & Lemmer, 2017). Challenges with academic writing skills at 

postgraduate level seriously hamper dissertation writing and are regarded as significant 

reasons for some postgraduates not completing dissertations (Albertyn, et al., 2008). 

All four participants indicated that their master’s dissertation writing journey was fraught with 

challenges in writing academic English. Specifically, two of the four participants, both L2 

speakers of English, showed serious challenges in their command of spoken English. They 

described their frustration at their difficulties in expressing themselves freely in their writing 

and acknowledged that their writing difficulties were due to their limited exposure to reading 

and writing in English. These participants believed that their performance would have been 

better if they had been able to write their dissertations in their home language. In essence, 

they had two major challenges: the language and the subject matter. Unsurprisingly, the 

participants stated that studying and researching in English impeded their academic progress 

and performance. Several studies on academic literacy and writing indicate that postgraduate 

students have significant challenges in developing the L1 English academic reading and 

writing skills that are necessary for postgraduate study (Albertyn, et al., 2008; Butler, 2011; 

Kruger & Bevan-Dye, 2013; Schulze & Lemmer, 2017). While all participants agreed to being 

interviewed in English, the lingua franca and medium of instruction of the institution, at least 

two participants, P2 and P3, struggled with expressing themselves clearly in English, which 

gave credence to their expression of their English language challenges. Due to the use of 

lower frequency vocabulary, listening to and speaking a language are easier skills than 

reading and writing (Butler, 2011). However, the participants struggled because they admitted 

to having limited exposure to English reading and writing as they had only started using 

English as a medium for study since the beginning of their master’s dissertation. This 

expression of their challenges with academic English brings Blommaert’s (2008, p. 426) 
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thoughts to mind: “The object we call ‘language’ is still understood by many as a uniform, 

closed, bounded and rule-governed phenomenon”. By implication, seemingly the writers had 

to adopt academic English by any means necessary to achieve their goal to join the global 

academic community and to convince their assessors of their competence (Guinda & Hyland, 

2012). Perhaps they should have made a conscious choice, with the help of the institution, to 

use academic English earlier in their academic journey, which would have enabled them to 

manipulate academic English more ably for the master’s leg of their journey. In this way, 

perhaps their own voice would have been more evident in their writing.  

4.5.3.1 Academic English proficiency  
It is predicted that more than fifty percent of the world’s population would be speaking English 

by 2050, and more postgraduate students worldwide will choose English as their academic 

language (Blommaert, 2008; Butler-Adam, 2018). For this reason, English proficiency is 

necessary in academia (Hyland, 2013). According to O’Driscoll (2001), the choice of academic 

language in higher education is linguistic behaviour that determines social identity. 

Based on the participants’ responses, it was evident that being either an English L1 or an L2 

writer did affect writing and, consequently, voice. Not only was their written communication 

affected, but their conscious and unconscious manipulation of writing techniques to create 

voice may also have been affected. Three of the four participants were English L2 speakers. 

Two participants consciously chose to write their dissertations in English instead of Afrikaans. 

P1 stated that his choice to write in English was driven by his need for a wider national and 

international audience for his dissertation. His reason hints at the dominant influence of 

English L1 language (cf. Chapter 2) and culture (Abasi et al., 2006; Butler, 2011) and supports 

Pennycook’s (1994) idea that due to the global perception of the English language being 

significantly economically and socially worthy, the English teaching industry has grown 

exponentially. O’Driscoll (2001) who postulates that language choices determine identity 

presents another interesting perspective. In choosing English L1 for academic writing, the 

student is adopting a cosmopolitan persona that implies prestige and status, as well as an 

accommodative persona to reflect cooperation and socially desirable behaviour.  

Significantly, these two English L2 participants (P1 and P2) had only started using English 

academically for their master’s degree. Prior to registering for this degree, their academic 

language of choice had been Afrikaans L1. Although P1 also expressed serious problems with 

academic writing, he was convinced that using English was the only way in which to read 

relevant research and share his ideas in writing with an international community. He perceived 

academic English as “becoming less a language than a basic academic skill” (Hyland, 2013, 

p. 54). 
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Although there has been much emphasis on the importance of mother tongue education and 

the development of the eleven official South African languages as languages of learning and 

teaching (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2020), these initiatives have not been 

realised. It is for this reason that P2 was unable to write his dissertation in Sepedi, his home 

language. He described the numerous challenges he encountered in manipulating academic 

English for his dissertation writing. He concluded that it was likely that these challenges may 

have resulted in his not fully realising his voice in his writing. By implication, he suggested that 

his voice might have been stronger and easier to navigate if he had written his dissertation in 

his home language. For example, Ivanič (1998) recounts how her co-researchers described 

losing the sense of their real self in the process of academic writing, thus suggesting the 

constraining power relation between academic discourse and the master’s writers’ identity. On 

the other hand, the writers’ choice in writing the master’s dissertation in academic English was 

also empowering, as they became members of the academic community by implicitly and 

explicitly expressing their voices in their writing.  

This inclination to align with the academic discourse community is also borne out by the 

participants’ responses in the interviews. All participants stated that they had read as much 

research as possible to be able to imitate the discourse presented in research material. This 

coping strategy that the participants had employed in their dissertation writing had several 

implications. This idea supports the socio-constructivist nature of authorial voice being socially 

constructed by the master’s writers’ academic communities. It also suggests the dominant 

influence of English L1 (cf. Chapter 2) and Western culture (Abasi et al., 2006; Butler, 2011).  

Unsurprisingly, the three participants who claimed the most English L1 writing challenges 

confirmed that their final master’s dissertations were professionally edited before the final 

submission for assessment. Due to the numerous academic writing challenges that master’s 

dissertation writers experience, academic writing support from supervisors and language 

editors has become mandatory (Kruger & Bevan-Dye, 2013). 

4.5.3.2 Academic English challenges 
Postgraduate academic writing is of concern to academia because many postgraduate 

students find dissertation and thesis writing challenging (Bitchener & Basturkman, 2006; 

Butler, 2011; Shulze & Lemmer, 2017), especially in the social sciences where academic 

writing conventions are less explicit than in the natural sciences. Unsurprisingly, each 

participant described significant challenges with the academic English necessary for master’s 

dissertation writing. Not only did writers experience the master’s dissertation as a new genre 

that required the acquisition of conceptual and methodological knowledge, but also their 
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challenges were heightened by having to adopt a new type of writing (Butler, 2011; Kamler & 

Thomson, 2014) 

While academic English research indicates that students who are English L2 speakers do 

experience academic English challenges with creating authorial voice, the responses of the 

English L1 participant also reflected academic language challenges. However, this participant 

did not express the same degree of discomfort as the English L2 participants did. 

Significantly, three of the four participants indicated that their dissertations were professionally 

edited before the final submission. It is not unusual that some HEIs demand that students 

have their final dissertation drafts professionally edited (Butler, 2011; Schulze & Lemmer, 

2017). Each of the three participants had included written proof of editing as part of their 

dissertations. For this reason, there were no obvious errors in form and structure in their 

dissertations. Significantly, there was ample evidence of academically literate authorial voice 

types in these three participants’ analysed texts, although they had emphasised experiencing 

extreme academic language challenges while writing their dissertations. It can be argued that 

without the help of the mandatory language editing, these self-confessed struggling writers 

may not have succeeded in presenting the desired authorial voice types in their dissertations.  

In contrast, P4 stated that her dissertation had not undergone professional language editing 

as her supervisor had thought her academic language use to be adequate for the genre. 

However, she did express experiencing academic English writing as challenging, although she 

was an L1 English speaker. Her comment that academic English felt like a new language 

evokes Casanave’s (2002) observation that no individual is a native speaker of academic 

English. While much of the literature on voice does confirm the academic writing challenges 

of L2 writers, there are also significant accounts of the difficulties experienced by L1 students 

(Ivanič, 1998; Lee, 2011). 

Three participants stated that they had significant problems with academic English writing and 

described the discomfort they had experienced with the feedback they had received on their 

writing. This discomfort was heightened because the dissertation was an assessment that had 

to be evaluated. The reasons for some of the participants’ somewhat acute discomfort after 

receiving feedback on their writing is easy to understand. Firstly, extensive writing instruction 

and practice is minimal in the pre-university, undergraduate (Schulze & Lemmer, 2017), and 

postgraduate phases. Secondly, although writing is necessary for all tertiary assessment 

purposes, it is seldom facilitated and promoted in the disciplines as it is taken for granted and 

regarded as a skill that should have been learned (Archer, 2010; Butler, 2011). Next, master’s 

dissertation writing is regarded mistakenly as just text production instead of an intellectual, 

iterative process that involves writing, revising and refining several drafts.  
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One participant, P3, who indicated his difficulty in using academic English for his dissertation, 

described jotting down ideas for his master’s dissertation in his mother tongue and sending 

these notes off to an academic mentor who then translated his writing into academic English. 

At some HEIs, if students have serious language challenges, an academic mentor may be 

assigned who is responsible for helping the students to improve their academic writing skills 

(Schulze & Lemmer, 2017). Master’s writers’ experience of either their L1 or L2 English 

academic language will be different and will eventually determine how they create their voice 

in their dissertations. It is evident that P1’s desperation to overcome his challenges with 

academic writing was so intense, that he eventually resorted to sacrificing his voice in allowing 

his ideas to be translated into the desired academic discourse. As a result, the writer settled 

for his dissertation reflecting the appropriate academic voice types for assessment purposes.  

4.5.4 Authorial voice 

Master’s writers are influenced by institutional structures in the way in which they create 

meaning in their dissertations. For this theme, I explored the participants’ perceptions of 

authorial voice and the extent to which they were encouraged and allowed to create voice in 

their dissertations.  

4.5.4.1 Understanding voice 
The participants’ responses regarding authorial voice conveyed much uncertainty, which is a 

reflection of the elusive nature of voice as represented in the literature (Yancey, 1994; Zhao 

& Llosa, 2008; Hyland, 2013). Although some of the responses showed some understanding 

of voice, it struck me that the participants did not fully understand the meaning and the signs 

of voice in writing. However, the participants’ uncertainty regarding voice can be understood, 

as most research studies related to authorial voice have indicated that definitions and 

understanding of voice were conflicting and diffuse (Elbow, 2007; Sperling & Appleman, 2011; 

Nelson & Castelló, 2012). 

While three participants stated that their supervisors had commented about the absence of 

authorial voice in their writing, it was interesting to note that none of the participants confirmed 

being given concrete advice on how to include their voice in their writing. Perhaps this is a 

reason for the tension between having a voice and not understanding how to develop this 

voice in academic writing for master’s dissertation writing. Therefore, it is necessary to initiate 

master’s writers in the use of specific linguistic choices that will help to create appropriate 

voice (Hyland, 2002b).  
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4.5.4.2 Types of voices 
For this sub-theme, the aim was to gauge whether the participants were aware of their own 

and other voices in their dissertation writing. Albeit unknowingly, the participants have always 

been exposed to authorial voice in reading material. As a result, some participants identified 

other voices, like those of researchers that were cited in their writing more easily than they 

could their own voice in their dissertations.  

4.5.4.3 Creating voice 
Considerable research is accessible on the relationship between the writer and reader 

(Canagarajah, 2015; Hyland, 2002a; Matsuda & Tardy, 2007; Tardy, 2012). It is unequivocally 

clear in the literature both authors and readers are needed as co-constructors of authorial 

voice. The participants’ responses indicated that developing a voice was a gradual process 

that occurred through much reading, understanding and writing.  

Three of the four participant responses indicate an unconscious lack of awareness of other 

readers besides their supervisors. The master’s writer should consider the reader-writer 

relationship as research indicates that both the writer and the reader are essential for the co-

construction of authorial voice (Hyland, 2002b; Matsuda & Tardy, 2007; Canagarajah, 2015). 

Writers need to be aware of and consciously write for specific readers, consequently, 

deliberately creating specific voice types. 

In response to whether their writing indicated authorial voice, all four participants indicated 

that their dissertations had a clear authorial voice. However, they did acknowledge that it was 

a challenging journey to write academically correctly. For this reason it may be likely that the 

presence of authorial voice in their dissertations was not necessarily by design. Although three 

participants stated that their supervisors had mentioned voice in writing, little importance was 

attached to the construct and none of the participants reported having received any guidance 

on how to create authorial voice in their writing. A few reasons could be attributed to this 

situation. Firstly, a greater number of supervisors in South African HEIs are new supervisors 

who are still developing their academic writing skills. As a result, some supervisors may be 

unaware of authorial voice and how to guide students in developing their own voice (Zhang & 

Zhan, 2020). Secondly, the significant academic writing challenges in language forms and 

structure that three participants admitted to experiencing in writing their master’s dissertations 

may have monopolised the supervisors’ attention to the exclusion of considering authorial 

voice (Butler, 2011). Consequently, it is evident that students need explicit guidance from their 

supervisors and academic community to construct their voice in dissertation writing 

successfully. 
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It is significant that all participants agreed that voice construction was important and 

necessary, considering that three of the four participants were PhD students at the time of the 

interviews. However, their undeniable challenges in understanding and consciously creating 

authorial voice could be due to the genre limitations presented by the master’s dissertation, 

and the L1 academic writing instructions and standards of the academic community.  

 

4.6 Synthesis of interpretations 

To understand and answer the research questions, I examined the literature on academic 

writing, voice theory, the socio-constructive nature of voice, the Academic Literacies theory, 

and the genre of masters’ dissertation writing. I also conducted a qualitative case study 

investigation and analysed data collected from semi-structured interviews and document 

analysis.  

In synthesising the findings from the two data sets, the three research sub-questions were 

satisfactorily answered. The literature review, and the analysis and interpretations of both the 

semi-structured interviews and document analysis offered insight into and understanding of 

authorial voice in master’s dissertation writing.  

In response to the first research question on how master’s students understand the concept 

of authorial voice, it was evident that the participants had some sense of the phenomenon. 

Based on the interpretation of the responses for the first theme, it was evident that all 

participants had adequate choice in their topic and material for their master’s dissertation 

writing. These responses augured well as they suggested an autonomy of thought that should 

translate into authorial voice.  

Another significant finding that supports the literature on voice being socially constructed 

(Ivanič, 1998; Lea & Street, 1998; Prior, 2001; Ivanič & Camps, 2001), is that all four 

participants indicated that they had received various types of support from their academic 

community in negotiating their master’s dissertation academic writing. While such academic 

support is necessary and part of the master’s dissertation writing journey, it may be likely that 

the authentic writer voice was sacrificed as the writers settled for structuring their dissertations 

according to their supervisors’ suggestions or departmental guidelines.  

All four participants confirmed that it was challenging to meet the demands of academic writing 

(Sibomana, 2016). I had expected that these challenges might have manifested in the form of 

hesitant arguments, difficulties in navigating the dissertation genre, numerous language errors 

and a hesitant or complete lack of authorial voice. Although all participants cited varying 
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degrees of academic English writing problems in writing their master’s dissertations, the 

document analysis of the discussion sections of the master’s dissertations did not reflect the 

academic writing challenges. Instead, the analysis of the texts indicated that the writers had 

used the appropriate level of academic writing and their writing reflected significant academic 

voice types. Academic writing is regarded as a form of academic capital or currency for writers 

to gain acceptance and access to power in academic communities (Bourdieu, 1991). The 

master’s dissertation writers and their support community understood this currency well, so 

much so that mandatory editing of all dissertations but one had to occur before the 

dissertations were submitted for examination. The successful completion of a dissertation is 

actually dependant on the language editor who plays a significant role in helping postgraduate 

students cope with academic writing challenges (Albertyn, et al., 2008; Kruger & Bevan-Dye, 

2013). Kruger and Bevan-Dye (2013) explored the important supportive role played by the 

supervisor and the language editor in this regard. This accounts for the fact that all the 

analysed discussion sections were academically well-written, which allowed the appropriate 

academic voice types to emerge.  

In response to the last interview theme on the participants’ understanding of voice, all 

participants revealed vague and varying opinions of authorial voice. This was predictable as 

the literature on authorial voice emphasises that voice is a complex and challenging construct 

which enjoys little consensus among researchers (Hirvela & Belcher, 2001; Guinda & Hyland, 

2012; Allison, 2018). However, there was a disjuncture between the participants’ unclear 

understanding of authorial voice and the findings from the document analysis of the master’s 

discussion sections. Not only was the academic writing acceptable, but also, there was clear 

evidence of different voice types, which are academically acceptable by the academic 

community. The most dominant were the academically literate, professional and objective 

voice types. This appropriate use of authorial voice for the dissertations can again be attributed 

to the participants’ mimicking the type of writing that they were exposed to in their research 

material. In addition, the language editing of the dissertations contributed significantly to their 

suitable, error-free academic writing, which allowed the appropriate voice types to emerge.  

The document analysis revealed findings in support of the second and third research sub-

questions on the strategies that master’s students used to develop their own types of authorial 

voice, as well as the guidance that students may have received on developing authorial voice.  

This research study focused on how master’s dissertation writers created authorial voice in 

their dissertations. For this purpose, Ivanič and Camps’ (2001) Voice Typology was applied in 

analysing the discussion sections of the dissertations. Based on the findings from the 

document analysis, it was evident that the master’s dissertation writers had constructed and 

predominantly used academic voice types by drawing on significant linguistic features that are 
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common to academic writing for the dissertation genre. Linguistic features such as 

nominalisations, hedges and boosters, reporting verbs, the passive construction and the use 

of personal pronouns featured prominently in the analysed texts. The choices of these 

linguistic features may have been deliberate in the master’s writers’ attempts to construct 

themselves as members of the academic community in order to gain membership to that 

community. Writers use appropriate, legitimate expressions that are socially accepted by 

academic communities (Bourdieu, 1991). 

While the analysed texts showed a dominance of acceptable academically literate voice types, 

some non-academic voice types were evident. It is most likely that non-academic voice types 

were evident in the discussion sections where the writers had to interpret the results that were 

intrinsic to their respective studies only.  For the interpretation of their results, there may have 

been no other sources of reference that could have been imitated, thus resulting in the 

development of non-academic voice types. Some interview participants had indicated their 

reliance on reading other academic texts in order to aid their dissertation writing. It is likely 

that they imitated or parroted typical linguistic constructs that indicate the academically literate 

voice types used in the academic source material that was compulsory reading for their 

master’s study, hence the dominance of acceptable voice types suitable for master’s 

dissertation writing. This is not an unusual phenomenon, as some writers who may experience 

academic writing challenges have to fulfil the academic writing and genre needs for the 

development of their master’s dissertations. As a result, the writer’s voice becomes the voice 

of academia and the institution, as the writer, the supervisor and the institution are rewarded 

when the academic writing voice conforms to the requirements of academia. 

In essence, the research question on master’s students’ perceptions and understanding of 

authorial voice has been answered based on the findings of this study. It is safe to conclude 

that master’s writers did have some perception and understanding of authorial voice, albeit 

conflicting and unclear due to their novice academic writing experience. This understanding 

of authorial voice was evident in their final dissertations that mostly indicated the desired 

academically literate voice types, hence reflecting the socially-constructed nature of academic 

voice. Also evident in their dissertations were individual voice types that reflected a lack of 

confidence and assurance. However, questions were raised about whose voice or voices were 

represented in the dissertations, considering the necessary language editing that ten out of 

11 dissertations underwent before being submitted for assessment. The editing of 

dissertations prior to assessment may result in the loss of the master’s writer’s individual voice.  

In synthesising the findings from the two data sets, the first two research questions were 

satisfactorily answered. In response to the first research question, it was evident that the 
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desired authorial voice types for the master’s dissertation writing genre were visible in the 

discourse of the analysed discussion sections of the master’s dissertations. From the analysis 

of the texts, it was clear that the writers had used the correct expressions and discourse, which 

indicated the desired academic voice types that were necessary and acceptable for the 

academic community. However, there was some disjunction based on some of the findings 

from the semi-structured interviews that indicate that the writers may not have a clear 

understanding of authorial voice and how to create voice in their writing.  Significantly, tensions 

were revealed about the master’s writers’ perceptions on authorial voice in dissertation writing 

through their complex, varying responses about voice and academic writing.  

 

4.7 Conclusion 

The presentation and the discussion of the main findings form the core of this chapter. For the 

presentation of findings, the discussion section of 11 master’s dissertations were examined 

for authorial voice. I used Ivanič and Camps (Ivanič & Camps, 2001) Voice Typology to 

examine the texts for linguistic constructs that indicated authorial voice. Next, I conducted a 

thematic analysis of four semi-structured interviews that were held with four dissertation 

writers.  

The aim of these interviews was to examine the writing process that the participants had 

engaged in through understanding how master’s writers think, understand, adapt knowledge, 

and perceive their dissertation-writing journey. These interviews provided rich and interesting 

data on four themes: Your dissertation, academic community support, academic writing 
and authorial voice through the analysis of specific questions. Even though the sample 

consisted of only four participants, the extensive discussions and the numerous questions led 

to thick and rich data and provided a clear sense of the participants’ perceptions and 

experiences of academic writing and authorial voice.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
"Who in the world am I?' Ah, that's the great puzzle!" (Carroll, 1865). 

 

5.1 Introduction 

In Chapter 4 I presented the findings and discussion of the application of Ivanič and Camps’ 

(2001) Voice Typology to the discussion sections of master’s dissertations and the thematic 

analyses of the semi-structured interviews. In this final chapter, I conclude the dissertation 

with a summary of the research. Thereafter, the research contributions are presented, followed 

by suggestions for future research. 

My research study explored authorial voice through the analysis of master’s dissertation 

writing. In this chapter, the synthesis of the interpretations are presented according to the 

research questions. Firstly, the types of voices that were created in the texts are discussed 

according to the use of specific linguistic constructs based on the application of Ivanič and 

Camps’ (2001) Voice Typology to the discussion sections of master’s dissertations. Next, I 

discuss how the participants’ understanding of how authorial voice was constructed or possibly 

impeded by reflecting on the four themes that emerged from the thematic analysis of the semi-

structured interviews. These themes are your dissertation, academic community support, 
academic language, and authorial voice. Before the interpretation of the analysed data, I 

once again present the sub-research questions that were the focus of my study.  

SRQ1: How do master’s students understand the concept of authorial voice? 

SRQ2: What strategies do master’s students use to develop their own types of 

authorial voice? 

SRQ3: What guidance is available to help master’s students develop their authorial 

voice? 

 

This empirical study was conducted to explore master’s dissertation writers’ perceptions and 

strategies of voice. The implications of the research are represented below, with reference to 

relevant theory.  

 

 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



  

139 

5.2 Implications of findings 

The implications that emerge from the findings can be grouped into two categories: the first 

category consists of factors that facilitate the development of voice; the second category 

concerns factors that may hamper the acquisition and development of voice. Tension is 

created by the implications of the findings from the two data sets.  

5.2.1 Factors that aid voice development 

The findings in this study indicate some factors that supported the master’s writers in writing 

academically correctly and in developing authorial voice. Significantly, the second and third 

research sub-questions are also supported by these findings. The text analysis of the master’s 

dissertations shows evidence of acceptable standards of academic writing and the use of 

various linguistic strategies that the master’s writers had used to create the necessary 

academic voice types. Some of these enabling factors that contributed towards the academic 

writing and authorial voice are the writers’ personal choice in deciding on the topic and content 

of their dissertation, and academic community support.  

Firstly, the writers were free to choose their own dissertation topics that were based on their 

personal experiences and preferences. As a result, it is likely that a certain authority and 

independent thought were transferred to the master’s dissertation because the writers were 

working on subjects that were personally relevant and meaningful. Through the experiences 

and personal ideas that were written in the dissertation, the master’s writer may have indicated 

voice as representing the autobiographical self (Ivanič, 1998). The Academic Literacies 

Approach (Lea & Street, 1998) also supports this empowering voice type.  

Next, each participant indicated having received some measure of support from the academic 

community. This support took the form of supervisor facilitation and feedback, peer group 

discussions, academic writing support through editing and the postgraduate cohort community 

of practice. It is likely that the academic community support did translate into the presence of 

significant academic authorial voice types in the analysed master’s dissertations, attesting to 

a socialised voice. It is evident by the desired academic voice types in the analysed discussion 

sections that master’s writers did imitate the academic writing style as well as the identity and 

the voice of successful writers. 

5.2.2 Factors that hamper voice development 

Significant factors may have hampered voice development for the master’s writers, which were 

largely drawn from the findings of the thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews in 

this study. These factors are a lack of academic community support, academic writing 

challenges, and a lack of understanding of authorial voice. Importantly, these factors do aid in 
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answering the first research sub-question on how master’s students do understand the 

concept of authorial voice.  

The first factor that may impede voice development in master’s dissertation writing is a lack of 

support from the academic community. Some participants cited the master’s dissertation 

writing experience as a lonely and confusing journey. Although all participants received some 

form of supervisor support and feedback, the consensus was that the participants would have 

welcomed more structured support, especially in academic writing.  

Secondly, all participants described the significant, sometimes debilitating, academic writing 

challenges they had experienced. While all master’s writers had taken academic writing 

courses in the first year of their undergraduate studies, they indicated that an academic writing 

course dedicated to master’s writers would have been of benefit to meet the master’s 

academic writing requirements. As a result of the challenges that the writers faced, their 

authorial voice was impacted. Due to the significant writing challenges that master’s writers 

experienced, they had to resort to language editing before their dissertations were submitted 

for assessment. Consequently, the authorial voice types that were evident in the dissertations 

may be open to scrutiny, as ultimately, it may not be the writers’ voice that is dominant after 

the editing process. It is evident that master’s writers do need structured academic writing 

support from the academic community to develop their academic writing skills and, 

consequently, their authorial voice.  

Thirdly, although voice is a widely-used term, it is vague and not clear-cut (Yancey, 1994; 

Thesen, 2013). All the participants gave varying definitions of voice, some more uncertain than 

others. Perhaps, the writers had an idea of voice but could not explain the concept nor 

implement voice in their writing without guidance. Ideally, both students and supervisors 

should have the same understanding of voice to facilitate master’s writers developing voice. 

Petrić (2010) urges that voice should be clarified so that both supervisors and students have 

a mutual understanding of the term. In this way, misunderstandings may be prevented. 

Another disconcerting challenge regarding voice in master’s dissertation writing was that some 

participants had neither discussed with nor had they been urged by their supervisors to use 

voice in their writing. In essence, it is necessary that supervisors consider structured methods 

of supporting master’s writers in developing their voice to match the expectations of the 

academic community.  
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5.3 Significance of study 

This study has added to the existing body of literature on authorial voice and academic writing 

for postgraduate education. New insights about these concepts have been gained through this 

study.  

This study is significant due to its relevance in identifying and examining authorial voice as 

well as emphasising its importance in master’s dissertation writing. Developing authorial voice 

should not be subordinate to institutional and departmental practices.  

Pedagogically, this study is important for all in the academic community who write and are 

engaged in teaching writing, such as supervisors, teachers of academic writing, students and 

academic writers, who form the community of practice (Wenger, 2010) for master’s writers. 

Based on the participants’ expressions of the master’s dissertation writing experience being 

even lonelier because of academic writing challenges, the master’s writers need to be in close 

and focused contact with competent writers to be able to develop the type of writing that skilled 

and competent writers produce (Macbeth, 2010). Not only should these key players be alerted 

to the importance of constructively and deliberately supporting master’s students to develop 

voice through various lexical devices, but they must also be able to effectively apply voice 

pedagogy through their knowledge and understanding of the strategies for the construction of 

voice (Zhang & Zhan, 2020).  

The literature on voice suggests that voice can be taught and learned through certain writing 

strategies (Zhao & Llosa 2008; Sperling & Appleman, 2011; Guerin, 2012). Most master’s 

writers need academic writing support because writing is the only means through which ideas 

can be conveyed (Cotterall, 2011) in the process of developing authorial voice. In their need 

to develop academic writing skills for the acquisition of the degree, it is evident that master’s 

writers do resort to imitating the desired academic discourse and the voice types, so much so 

that their own voices are sacrificed. However, this is a normal process in the journey of honing 

an academic voice. In her study conducted with master’s students, Petrić (2010) found that 

most writers regarded authorial voice in academic writing as expressing their personal opinion, 

a response that was also expressed by some of the participants in this study. However, 

supervisors, academic writing centres and academic writing communities of practice could 

guide postgraduate students in internalising the idea that authorial voice is more than just an 

expression of personal opinion, that specific lexical devices can be learned and applied to 

develop voice. For example, master’s writers can be initiated into the use of intertextual 

markers such as personal pronouns to increase engagement with their readers. Additionally, 

master’s writers can be facilitated towards developing an individualised voice by expressing 

degrees of confidence through specific hedges and boosters (Nelson & Castelló, 2012). 
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Finally, master’s writers can also be guided on creating a reader-friendly voice with linking 

words. Initially, these lexical devices will help writers in developing their own fledgling voice 

until they hone and develop more distinctive authorial voices through iterative writing practices. 

It is expected that supervisors will have advanced degrees, have perfected the skills of 

successful academic writing and have developed significant authorial voices. However, in 

reality,  some academics may have challenges with the demands of academic writing (Voegele 

& Stevens, 2017) and may still be developing their own authorial voices. While it is necessary 

that emerging academics become supervisors to support the ever-increasing numbers of 

postgraduate students, they also need time to develop their own research passion, academic 

writing and voice creation (Cassim, 2011; Kruger & Bevan-Dye, 2013) to be able to guide their 

students in their own voice development. It may be necessary that the supervisors themselves 

join communities of practice with peers to share and develop the necessary skills of advanced 

academic writing and authorial voice (Voegele & Stevens, 2017) with the intention of guiding 

their students towards more constructive academic writing and authorial voice development.  

All interview participants indicated that they managed their master’s dissertation writing 

through reading and imitating other writers. This was especially true for the three L2 

participants. Imitation is one of the most important and common techniques of learning how to 

write that is also used by seasoned writers. Through initially imitating the writing of other 

writers, we create and hone our own writing styles and, subsequently, our voice (Brook, 1988). 

If this is the case, then supervisors could suggest sources that present strong academic 

voices, so that master’s students can start developing their own voice through imitating and 

modelling writers whose voices they identify with through reading and iterative writing. Also, 

collaborative learning groups (Monaghan, 2007) consisting of expert and novice postgraduate 

writers could be set up by academic departments, with the express intention of supporting 

their master’s writers with their academic writing challenges, thus freeing work-laden 

supervisors to focus on the more demanding development of their students’ authorial voice. 

Research indicates the need for more comprehensive postgraduate academic writing support 

for dissertation writing (Butler, 2011; Kruger & Bevan-Dye, 2013; Schulze & Lemmer, 2017). 

This study casts light on the recognisable challenges experienced by master’s students in the 

academic writing necessary for master’s dissertation writing. All four participants indicated 

experiencing significant challenges with the academic writing for their dissertation. The 

findings of this study can be integrated with academic language teaching to benefit and 

empower master’s students. Many universities, nationally and worldwide, have implemented 

strategies to improve the development of academic writing for PhD candidates (Williams, 

2012; Schulze & Lemmer, 2017). If the literature on academic writing and voice supports the 
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idea that doctoral students need constant academic support in academic writing and in 

developing an authorial voice (Butler, 2011; Williams, 2012, Schulze & Lemmer, 2017), by 

implication, master’s students experience similar if not worse difficulties in developing their 

academic writing and voice. For this reason, master’s students do need an ongoing academic 

writing programme beginning in the early stages of tertiary education, which is dedicated to 

coping with the challenges posed by academic writing. A tailor-made master’s academic 

writing programme should differ significantly from the necessary ongoing HEI writing 

programmes, in raising a “critical awareness” of authorial voice in academic writing (Ivanič & 

Camps 2001:3), where writers can actively control the projection of voice in their writing. As a 

result of improved academic writing skills, master’s students will be aware of the options on 

how to strengthen their authorial identity in their writing (Hyland, 2002b) and be better able to 

develop their authorial voice. The knock-on effects could be that more master’s students would 

be retained and graduate within the required period; also, PhD students may have fewer 

challenges in acquiring and manipulating voice in thesis writing. 

 

5.4 Limitations 

The following are some of the limitations that may have influenced my study.  

Firstly, although I worked with small samples, they were considered suitable for the scope of 

my master’s study. The selection of the master’s dissertations for analysis from the relevant 

department depended on the number of master’s dissertations that were available for the 

selected period of 2018 to 2019. Based on purposive sampling, the 17 available dissertations 

were whittled down to 11 that met the relevant criteria for the text analysis for this study. 

Subsequently, for the second sample set, only four interview participants were selected 

because only four dissertation writers responding to the interview invitation. Although these 

sample sizes are considered suitable for the qualitative research undertaken for this master’s 

study, a larger sample size would have been preferable to facilitate transferability.  

Secondly, case studies on identity are regarded as being biased.  It is possible that there will 

be some personal bias in the relationship between the participants and the researcher that 

may colour the data analysis. However, to minimise bias, with guidance from my supervisor, I 

ensured accurate description, reporting and interpretation of the data by strictly focusing on 

the content. 

Another limitation was that only the understanding and perceptions of voice of master’s 

dissertation writers were explored through semi-structured interviews. It would have made for 

a more nuanced study if the experience and perceptions of voice of master’s supervisors were 
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to be included in this study. However, the scope of the master’s study with its short period of 

data collection and analysis did not allow for this specific third sample set.  

A fourth limitation is the fact that only the discussion section of the master’s dissertations was 

analysed for authorial voice. The discussion section was chosen for analysis, as the writer has 

to merge and critically evaluate the literature review content, the methodology and the results 

of the study (Basturkmen, 2009). A more comprehensive perspective of the master’s writer’s 

use of authorial voice would be gained from an analysis of entire dissertations.  

Finally, another limitation for this study is the fact that no examiners’ reports were used for 

data analysis. The examiners’ reports would have added a rich, nuanced understanding of the 

use of authorial voice from a more objective perspective.  However, there are significant  

reasons for not considering the examiners’ reports for analysis. Firstly, being privy to 

examiners’ reports may result in a violation of privacy. Also, there would have been significant 

ethical considerations involved for access to the highly confidential reviewers’ reports. 

Additionally, if the researcher had been successful in gaining access to the examiners’ reports, 

much administration of the reports would have had to be undertaken before they could be 

released for research purposes.  

 

5.5 Recommendations for further research 

Where further scholarship is concerned, I suggest the following.  

In this study, I focused only on the master’s dissertations of one department in a higher 

education institution. It is suggested that a larger number of dissertations from more disciplines 

be considered over a greater number of years, which will enable a deeper level of analysis. 

Findings from such a study would aid language instructors and supervisors in guiding students 

in developing discipline-specific authorial voices.  

In this study, I analysed master’s dissertation writing and responses from the semi-structured 

interviews with the master’s writers. I would suggest that a deeper understanding of the 

master’s writer’s development of voice might be gained if master’s supervisors, examiners and 

language editors were also interviewed on their experiences of and suggestions for developing 

voice in dissertation writing.  

Additionally, I would suggest that a study be conducted where different drafts of the master’s 

dissertation be analysed together with more engagement with individual participants to 

examine authorial voice development. The pre-edited first draft, the feedback draft from 

language editors and mentors, as well as the final edited submission should be analysed to 
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gain a clearer impression of the master’s dissertation writers’ real journey in developing 

authorial voice.  

Finally, it would be useful to gain access to the marks that the analysed master’s dissertations 

were awarded. In this way, the researcher would be able to examine whether the final marks 

attained reflected the extent and type of authorial voice reflected in the analysed master’s 

dissertations.  

 

5.6 Conclusion 

This research study emphasises the value and importance of authorial voice for master’s 

dissertation writing. The main purpose of this study was to explore how voice was navigated 

in the discussion sections of master’s dissertations. This study contributes towards 

understanding the impact of academic writing on master’s dissertation writing. Through the 

qualitative analyses, the findings indicate that the writers did manage to create a credible 

authorial voice. These findings support the literature on voice in emphasising that voice is 

multifaceted in nature and that it is both individually and socially constructed. Through the 

strong voice types constructed in the analysed texts, it is evident that the master’s writers were 

novice agents of their authorial voice in the construction of their dissertations, and that they 

had begun the journey to becoming academic discourse insiders. The main purpose of this 

investigation was to examine how master’s dissertation writers negotiated authorial voice in 

their writing. The qualitative analyses show that the writers did manage to construct 

appropriate voice types in their writing through different means.  

 

5.7 Reflections 

This dissertation forms part of the wider dialogue on authorial voice in the academic 

community. I believe that it can only prompt further research studies based on authorial voice, 

identity and academic literacy among scholars. Through this dissertation journey, I have 

gained a better understanding of authorial voice. While my academic writing voice may not be 

fully-fledged, similar to the voices of the participants in this study, I know that my voice will 

develop and evolve with continuous reading and writing. As Hyland (2013) states, I have found 

that voice is a slippery, many-layered concept. I have experienced many versions of voice 

through the literature, the participants in this study and my academic community. Oftentimes, 

just when I thought I was beginning to experience the burgeoning of my own voice, it would 
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slip through elusively, trout-like from an amateur tickler’s grasp, especially if I did not 

consistently exercise the patience to read, write, and write again. 
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ADDENDA 
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Addendum B: Approval by Ethics Committee 
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Addendum C: Letter of informed consent 
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Addendum D: Semi-structured interview schedule 

Semi-structured interview schedule 

Master’s in Education Dissertation:  Authorial voice in master’s dissertations 

6 November 2019 

This is a master’s study on authorial voice in master’s dissertation writing. As part of the 

research methodology, I wish to conduct semi-structured interviews with selected master’s 

graduates. During the interview, I would like to determine your understanding and views on 

authorial voice. Please be as honest and as detailed as possible in your answers. 

1. How did you decide on the topic for your research study?  

2. Were you helped in any way in your master’s studies? Please explain. 

3. Did you and your supervisor have different opinions about the way in which you organised 

and wrote your dissertation? Please explain.  

4. Did your supervisor encourage you to express yourself and be original in your 

dissertation? Please explain. 

5a What are the qualities of a good dissertation? 

5b From where did you get these ideas? 

6. Is English your mother tongue? If not, how long have you been using it as an academic 

language? 

7a Do you feel that you would have been more confident in expressing yourself if you had 

written your dissertation in your mother-tongue? Why do you say so?  

Were you confident in the type of English you used for writing your dissertation? Explain. 

7b Please give examples of the difficulties you may have experienced. 

8. Do you believe that a master’s dissertation is a place for a student to share his/her 

personal beliefs based on his/her research findings? Please explain. 

9. What do you understand by the term “voice”? 

10. Is your voice evident in your dissertation? Please explain. 

11. Are there other voices evident in your dissertation? If yes, please explain. 

12. Did you try to create a specific type of voice in your writing? 

13. How did you combine your research with your own voice? 

14. Has your supervisor or any other academic reader ever asked you about your academic 

voice? (E.g. Where is your voice?). Please explain if you were asked this question. 
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15. Did you receive any help with academic writing from your supervisor, a writing centre, 

writing workshops, a language editor, etc.? 

16. Did you have a specific reader in mind during your writing? 

17. How did you try to engage or draw your reader in? 

18. Do you think that voice for dissertation writing can be taught? 

 

I am grateful for your time in helping me in my own master’s study. I wish you well in your 

future academic ventures. 

 

Junitha Naidoo       Lizette De Jager 

MEd Student: 04558732     Supervisor 

Junitha.Naidoo@up.ac.za     lizette.dejager@up.ac.za 
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Addendum E: Data organisation for text analysis 

Example of organisation of folders for text analysis 

 

 

Example of organisation of 11 discussion sections per linguistic construct 
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Addendum F: Initial coding for thematic analysis 

Initial coding for thematic analysis 

 Interview Questions Main Themes Sub-themes 
1. How did you decide on the topic 

for your research study? 

Your dissertation Choice of topic  

Your decisions and ideas for 

the 

dissertation 

2. Were you helped in any way in your 

master’s studies? Please explain. 

You and your academic 

community 

Other academic support 

3. Did you and your supervisor have 

different opinions about the way in 

which you organised and wrote your 

dissertation? Please explain. 

You and your academic 

community/ 

Authorial voice 

Academic relationship with 

supervisor 

4. Did your supervisor encourage you to 

express yourself and be original in your 

dissertation? Please explain. 

Authorial voice /  

You and your academic 

community 

Academic relationship with 

supervisor 

5a What are the qualities of a good 

dissertation? 

Your dissertation Qualities of a good 

dissertation 

5b From where did you get these ideas? Your dissertation  

You and your academic 

community 

Qualities of a good 

dissertation 

6. Is English your mother tongue? If not, 

how long have you been using it as an 

academic language? 

Academic writing Academic English proficiency 

language 

difference/language of 

communication 

7a Do you feel that you would have been 

more confident in expressing yourself if 

you had written your dissertation in your 

mother-tongue? Why do you say so?  

Were you confident in the type of 

English you used for writing your 

dissertation? Explain. 

Academic writing/ 

Authorial voice 

Academic English proficiency 

Creating voice 

7b Please give examples of the difficulties 

you may have experienced. 

Academic writing Academic English challenges 

8. Do you believe that a master’s 

dissertation is a place for a student to 

share his/her personal beliefs based on 

Your dissertation 

Authorial voice 

Personal belief in research 

Understanding voice 
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his/her research findings? Please 

explain. 

9. What do you understand by the term 

“voice”? 

Authorial voice Understanding voice 

10. Is your voice evident in your 

dissertation? Please explain. 

Authorial voice Types of voices 

11. Are there other voices evident in your 

dissertation? If yes, please explain. 

Authorial voice 

You and your academic 

community 

Types of voices 

Other academic support 

 

12. Did you try to create a specific type of 

voice in your writing? 

Authorial voice Creating voice 

13. How did you combine your research 

with your own voice? 

Authorial voice Creating voice 

14. Has your supervisor or any other 

academic reader ever asked you about 

your academic voice? (E.g. Where is 

your voice?). Please explain if you were 

asked this question. 

Authorial voice Understanding voice 

15. Did you receive any help with academic 

writing from your supervisor, a writing 

centre, writing workshops, a language 

editor, etc.? 

Academic writing Academic English challenges 

16. Did you have a specific reader in mind 

during your writing? 

Authorial voice Creating voice 

17. How did you try to engage or draw your 

reader in? 

Authorial voice Creating voice 

18. Do you think that voice for dissertation 

writing can be taught? 

Authorial voice Creating voice 
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