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Editorial

Educational Research for Social Change Aad the Need for New Methodologies

André du Plessis
Faculty of Education, Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University
andre.duplessis@nmmu.ac.za

As an academic journal, ERSC promotes participatory and emancipatory paradigms and methodologies
in research towards social change. Social change refers to “shifts in the attitudes and behavior that
characterize a society” (Greenwood & Gunner, 2008, p. 1), which are made possible through progress
in society. As such, due to technological advances, people begin to implement innovations that lead to
change in how one engages—that is, modification of behaviour (Greenwood & Gunner, 2008). Based
on the above, we argue that social change refers to changing our thinking and doing—which implies
moving from where we are currently. In essence, this concept seems to suggest change or alternative
thinking, not only about phenomena but also about how we engage with and explore phenomena:
rethinking praxis as action. As Eisner (1993, p. 8) argued, there are multiple ways to make meaning of
the world and so we need to adopt multiple forms of research that will help us to “search for seas that
take us beyond the comforts of old ports.” The aim of this journal is thus to promote methodologies
that change the way we conduct research.

Because we engage in research with “more of the same” traditional tools, we are likely to get more of
the same research. We are suggesting that research can be a change process in and of itself—for both
participants and researcher. We emphasise that we should rethink how we engage with our
participants in a manner that it is beneficial to all and not only to the researcher; thus, research not on
participants, but with and alongside participants. At the same time, it is important to engage in
research that encourages transformative thinking, and which goes beyond traditional westernised
canons or, in the words of Knowles (2015, p. 3), we need “African solutions for African problems.” We
are thus also arguing for research that not only utilises African theoretical perspectives to interpret
findings, but also utilises existing theoretical perspectives in innovative ways when we engage with our
findings. It is thus high time to rethink what knowledge is, how it is constituted (see Mbembe, 2015),
and whose knowledge counts. We as researchers need to look critically at our own understandings of
what knowledge is and how it ought to be generated because, as Mbembe posited, history can entrap
one. According to Bourdieu’s (1977, 1984, 1990) habitus and Giddens’ (1984) structuration, we enact
with society and engage in research based on our embedded habitus and, due to the structures
embedded in our minds, without even thinking about it or questioning it. As such, what is needed is
that “a new understanding of ontology, epistemology, ethics and politics has to be achieved”
(Mbembe, 2015, p. 26). The above then seems to imply the need for shifting the boundaries of what
counts as research and which methodologies are prioritised (see also Knowles, 2015). This is easier
said than done, but we believe it is time to re-imagine educational research that results in social
change.
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To start this re-imagination process, we offer three suggestions. First, reflection is key. What is required
is reflection that includes taking action—reflexive reflection—to engage differently and, at the same
time, to have reasons for why this change is necessary. Second, part of re-imagining the research
process is utilising the steps of transformative learning (Kitchenham, 2008, p. 105, with reference to
Mezirow), which we will use as basis to suggest how one could embark on this journey. The journey of
self-reflective exploration commences by asking oneself whether one should think about changing
one’s methodological approach with a view to promote social change—something that Mezirow (as
cited in Kitchenham, 2008, p. 105) referred to as being confronted with a “disorienting dilemma” (Do
| have to change? Why? Do | want to change?). This is followed by self-examination by means of
engaging in one’s own reflective writing during which one makes your own assumptions evident
(Making one’s beliefs clear to oneself by means of reflective writing). This process then requires that
one rethinks your existing thinking about methodology and shares this thinking with peers (Talking to
others about your thinking). At the same time, it requires thinking about one’s existing role as
researcher, including thinking about one’s new role as researcher—and including the role of the
participants (Thinking how | am going to make the change and which different research processes and
tools could be used). Thus, one has to question how one will engage in the future (How will | take it
from here?). And in order to enable oneself, it is advised that one engages with literature, webinars,
seminars, workshops, and so forth, that are available in order to obtain the necessary knowledge and
skills (Which literature, webinars, seminars, workshops, etc., are available? Who in my institution is
already engaging differently? How could they assist?). This then has to be followed by implementing
one’s new perspective (Engaging in research—write proposal—re-imagine roles and process—ethical
clearance—conduct research—reflect continuously about the process and your experiences—think: Is
it promoting social change?). In order to gain self-confidence in engaging with a new methodology, it
is suggested that one engages with peers who implement the new methodology in order to ask for
advice (Engage with others by working together with them in such research, ask for advice, etc.). The
co-participation or individual engagement would then lead to one asking oneself whether this new
way of doing research can be integrated in one’s previous perspectives or perceptions regarding
research, that is, has it promoted changing one’s existing position? (Reflect if this could be you. Has
your research promoted social change? What is your position now?). By means of reflective writing
addressing and thinking about the aspects mentioned above, it appears thus that one is afforded an
opportunity to transform oneself; that is, transformative learning provides an opportunity to re-think
and articulate current assumptions and perceptions with a view to change existing points of reference
(Mezirow, 1997).

Thirdly, it is vital to follow through with the suggestions, especially utilising the experiences of peers
who have engaged, or who are engaging, with the methodology that the “novice” methodological
researcher intends to embrace, because this could assist one with moving from the periphery towards
the centre when joining communities of practice (Wenger, 1999). It is through asking and sharing
experiences among members of a community of practice that the novice researcher, novice in the
sense of being new to participatory methodologies, learns as a result of social discourse—and moves
from being a novice to becoming an expert.

Our editorial and the collection of articles are offered as a way to stimulate discussion and to continue
pushing the boundaries towards innovative educational research for social change. In this open edition
of ERSC, most of authors have engaged with alternative research designs and methodologies—
precisely what has been advocated for in this editorial. The articles offer different examples of how
powerful alternative approaches to research can be in terms of learning and development of both
researcher and participants.

Chris Burman in the first article entitled, “Knowledge as Enablement: Additional Perspectives
Influenced by Complexity,” builds on the interesting and timeous work of Erasmus and Albertyn (2014),
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Knowledge as Enablement: Engagement Between Higher Education and the Third Sector in South
Africa. He posits that in such a partnership, outcomes that are transformative and beneficial to both
community and university can be leveraged through purposefully directed knowledge. He
acknowledges the complexities, and that their influence is not often understood nor taken into
consideration, but argues how it can—when using action-oriented methodologies—deepen engaged
scholarship. This article provides a frame for the other articles that follow.

In their article, “Collaborated Understandings of Context-Specific Psychosocial Challenges Facing South
African School Learners: A Participatory Approach,” Setlhare-Meltor, Wood, and Meyer report on a
community-based participatory action research project undertaken with teacher participants to
facilitate a collaborative understanding of the contextual psychosocial challenges that learners face.
The teachers participated in a participatory action research project to enable them to learn how to
develop a support process for learners in need. The participatory research process assisted the
teachers to have a deeper understanding of the psychosocial challenges facing learners, and improved
their ability to begin to address these and network with community stakeholders to make such support
more sustainable. Participation in the process thus increased teacher agency and competence to take
control of their own situation and find ways to improve it.

Morojele and Motsa, in the third article, draw on participatory visual methodology to explore the real-
life school experiences of six Grade 6 vulnerable children attending a rural primary school in Swaziland.
In their article entitled, “Vulnerability and Children’s Real-Life Schooling Experiences in Swaziland,”
they utilise a social constructivist perspective to frame their findings. Using a qualitative approach,
they combine semi-structured individual interviews and focus group interviews with photovoice—a
participatory visual method—to generate the data with the children. Their findings are offered as
vulnerable children’s experiences in home and family spaces, and vulnerable children’s experiences in
school spaces. The findings were used to leverage some insights to an understanding of how vulnerable
children’s quality of schooling and educational experiences might be improved in order to promote
social change and social justice.

The fourth article ventures into using poetry with children in a science class. Donald and Barker report
in their article, “Science and Poetry as Allies in School Learning,” how poetry can be integrated with
science through the writing of a science observation report followed by writing these observations as
a poem. They point out how this could lead to productive (and creative) learning across traditional
discipline boundaries and enable a cultural dimension of science within a sociocultural frame. Three
areas of synergy between science and poetry are highlighted: creativity, culture, and the curriculum.
Their work opens up possibilities of pedagogy informing methodology, for example, using poetic
inquiry in a science class. As such, social change can be promoted by using alternative approaches for
the teaching and learning of science.

Feldman, in the fifth article, “Pedagogical Habitus Engagement: Teacher Learning and Adaptation in a
Professional Learning Community,” explains how participation in a professional learning community
can facilitate deep reflection on practice to promote socially just teaching. She draws on Hattam,
Brennan, Zipin, and Comber (2009, p. 304) to explain that

by “methodo-logic,” we thus do not mean research methods or even methodology, but
rather the logic of an approach for chasing socially just change through research [and
dialogue], including guiding principles that underpin decisions and activities in all points
and dimensions of the project.
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She frames her work in Bourdieu’s notion of pedagogical habitus, and shows how continuous reflexive
dialogue can enable participants to change their thinking about their practice and ultimately translate
this thinking into a transformative pedagogy that will promote social change.

The sixth article, “Two Years Later: Preservice Teachers’ Experiences of Learning to Use Participatory
Visual Methods to Address the South African AIDS Epidemic,” by MacEntee, explores whether three
teachers actually implemented what they had learned as students during their professional
development on using participatory visual methods for HIV and AIDS education. For her, the use of
participatory visual methodologies were meant to be a catalyst for them to understand and infuse HIV
and AIDS into their curriculum, however, she found that they did not implement these in their daily
teaching practice as full-time teachers. MacEntee argues for ongoing support in order to sustain
implementation, and posits that AIDS fatigue could influence lack of implementation, that some
participatory visual methods might be more appropriate than others, and that new teachers might be
hesitant to introduce alternative pedagogies because this might cause friction between mentor and
apprentice. It is thus important to question the above in order to promote social change.

Turning to educators at higher education institutions, the next article “Examining Aspects of Self in the
Creative Design Process: Towards Pedagogic Implications” shows how de Beer, a jewellery designer,
jewellery artist, and lecturer, uses autoethnography as methodology to explore how he can engage
with his understanding of his own creative design process to promote the creative development of his
students. Locating his work in a transformative paradigm, he uses self-interview and multi-vocality
within autoethnography, and puts forward the following findings pertaining to pedagogy as a jewellery
design lecturer: creativity is not linear, the process can lead to unexpected positive results, play is
important to promote creativity, and the role of personal experience should not be underplayed. While
these have pedagogical implications, his autoethnographic research into his own creative design
process made visible the richness of personal histories and local contexts as resources for learning and
teaching about creativity and, more broadly, as resources for social change.

The eighth article, by a group of early-career academics (ECAs) Masinga, Kortjass, Myende, Chirikure,
Marais, Mweli, and Singh-Pillay, engages the reader with their experiences of professional
development through making use of arts-based methods (such as collage, concept-mapping, and
poetic inquiry) in a collective self-study methodology. In ““Hear Our Voices”: A Collective Arts-Based
Self-Study of Early-Career Academics on Our Learning and Growth in a Research-Intensive University,”
using a social constructivist lens to frame their work, they form and inform their own learning and
development as ECAs to change their feelings of despair and being overwhelmed in the higher
education arena, to feeling agents of their own careers.

The next article focuses on a different aspect of educational research as social change and looks at
how university students can be enabled—through community engagement embedded in psychology
modules—to engage meaningfully in communities. In the article entitled, “Embedding Community-
Based Service-Learning into Psychology Degrees at UKZN, South Africa,” Akhurst, Solomon, Mitchell,
and van der Riet reflect on their experiences of implementing initiatives in a range of psychology
modules to enable students, at both undergraduate and postgraduate level, to engage meaningfully
with and in communities in order to contribute to social justice. They point to the value of such
initiatives as articulated by the students, and provide further insight into the value of such work as well
as to the challenges, offering some suggestions for deepening the important engagement with and in
the community in order to promote social change.

The final article, “Sustainability of International Collaborative Partnerships in Education: A Personal
Research Journey,” by Engelbrecht, employs an analytical auto-ethnographical methodological
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approach, using personal narratives and reflection that focus on collaboration pertaining to a teaching
practice component in a project in Palestine. She concludes that synergy for sustainable international
partnerships is influenced by cultural competence and positive interpersonal connections within which
the relevant power differentials are recognised and cultural assumptions are made. As such, it is thus
evident that partnership, which has collaboration in mind, has its own difficulties that one has to take
cognisance of.

Our book review, written by Diko and Wessels, examines Polyvocal Professional Learning Through Self-
Study Research edited by Kathleen Pithouse-Morgan and Anastasia P. Samaras. The book focuses on
the power that each individual holds, as is evident from the title of the first chapter, "The Power of
'We' for Professional Learning." The thirteen chapters provide the reader with creative methodological
ideas pertaining to self-study projects.

The last section of this edition is Cherrington’s thoughtful report on the 15th Qualitative Methods
Conference, hosted from 3—5 May 2016, in Glasgow in the United Kingdom, and themed “Collaboration
Considered: Complexities and Possibilities Across Communities and Cultures.”
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Abstract

This article is prompted by a book called Knowledge as Enablement: Engagement Between
Higher Education and the Third Sector in South Africa (Erasmus & Albertyn, 2014).
Knowledge as Enablement emphasises that purposefully directed knowledge can
contribute to the generation of mutually beneficial, transformative outcomes during
community—university partnerships. The book introduces the notion of complexity but
provides no specific examples about how complexity influences engaged scholarship or
enablement. Drawing on theory and case material that relate to complexity, this article
aims to open a conversation about how complexity can contribute to engaged scholarship
and enablement. It is suggested that confronting complex challenges using engaged,
action-oriented research techniques requires many of the enablers identified by Erasmus
and Albertyn (2014). However, some additional enabling layers associated with
complexity can be considered. These layers include: (1) roles and responsibilities, focusing
on leadership, participation, and praxis; (2) working with complex adaptive systems,
including systemic change, sensemaking, and attractors; and (3) identifying and
responding appropriately to multi-ontology knowledge contexts.
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Introduction

Knowledge as Enablement: Engagement Between Higher Education and the Third Sector in South Africa
(Erasmus & Albertyn, 2014) reflects on engaged scholarship, knowledge, and the co-generation of
mutually beneficial outcomes through community—university partnerships (for a critical subultern
perspective see Harley & Butler, 2015). The edited collection focuses on the “principles and practices
of enablement through reciprocal knowledge sharing and collaborative building and utilisation of
knowledge between the third sector of society and higher education institutions” in South Africa
(Albertyn & Erasmus, 2014, p. 22).1

Knowledge as Enablement also aims to “create a ‘buzz’ in the landscape around the potential of this
knowledge partnership to provide a generative space for knowledge production and innovation”
(Albertyn & Erasmus, 2014, p. 22). The rationale for this is that “both the third sector and the Higher
Education Institution (HEI) partners need knowledge and novel ideas to solve complex [emphasis
added] problems in society and enable people, institutions and communities to change conditions in
their everyday world” (Albertyn & Erasmus, 2014, p. 28) (, citing Filstad and McManus, 2011). Despite
the observation that sometimes problems are complex, there is no explanation as to what, specifically,
this complexity represents—and the implications for engaged scholarship or enablement. This article
aims to contribute to the platform that Knowledge as Enablement has provided by introducing
additional theoretical layers from the perspective of complexity, supported by case material from the
Limpopo Province, South Africa.

The article is structured in the following way: the main enablers that are highlighted in Knowledge as
Enablement are introduced. Complexity, including complex adaptive systems, is presented before the
case study is described. The ensuing discussion provides additional insights about enablement in the
context of complexity and engaged scholarship. This includes (1) roles and responsibilities, focusing on
leadership, participation, and praxis; (2) working with complex adaptive systems, focusing on systemic
change, sensemaking, and attractors—including tentative links to teachable moments; and (3)
identifying and responding appropriately to multi-ontology knowledge contexts.

Knowledge as Enablement

Knowledge as Enablement emphasised the importance of social change and transformation over
purely theoretical academic work. For example, de Beer argued that:

Enabling knowledge refers to the process of sharing, generating and transforming
knowledge, while enabling knowledge (with a different emphasis) refers to the outcomes
or impact of a kind of knowledge that is not simply abstract and theoretical but one that
enables local change and transformation. (2014, p. 133)

Enabling knowledge is practice-based, developed in context and spans multiple disciplinary
boundaries. Typically, it is associated with “Mode 2 knowledge, which is knowledge not just for its own
sake, but for the sake of social change and transformation” (de Beer, 2014, p. 133).

Knowledge as Enablement is split into three sections—“Conceptual Positionings,” “Focus on the Third
Sector,” and “Case Studies and New Approaches” —presenting the reader with a broad spectrum of
frustrations, hopes and aspirations, mechanisms and methodologies relating to enabling knowledge.
The gist of the book is that knowledge, per se, does not necessarily facilitate change and social

1 The “third sector” is broadly defined by Albertyn & Erasmus, 2014, p. 25 as the “civil society sector” in relation to
“knowledge economy collaboration between higher education and the public (first) and private (second) sectors.”
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transformation. It is argued that for knowledge to contribute to change and social transformation,
particular forms of knowledge must be purposefully enabled in order to achieve sustainable, mutually
beneficial outcomes. The purposeful enablement of knowledge includes incorporating a host of factors
into the knowledge project, which often entails some institutional “risks” (Erasmus & Albertyn, 2014,
p. 24). These factors include, inter alia, visions for a more engaged future (de Beer, 2014; Magaiza,
2014)—in spite of the structural constraints that frustrate efforts to grow engaged activities in South
Africa (Erasmus, 2014; Pienaar, 2014), an improved understanding of the reality and functioning of the
third sector (Ellis & van Rooyen, 2014; Hellmuth, 2014; Kaars & Kaars, 2014), and at the level of
operations, a focus on reciprocal relations (Hammett & Vickers, 2014) and knowledge sharing (Venter
& Seale, 2014).

The book is influenced by the observation that, globally, “the academy is slowly outgrowing the
traditional view of scholarship for a richer view of academic work that is enhanced with civic
engagement activities” (Bringle, 2014, p. 19). It is argued that the perception of the “needy community
recipient” is outdated and that when confronting localised challenges, there is both logic and necessity
to incorporate diverse community-based knowledge perspectives into the academic framework to
ensure representative transformation (Bringle, 2014, p. 19). The edited collection emphasises that the
context of engagement is problematic and that many factors—including complexity—influence the
“landscape” that the engaged university has to traverse in order to achieve its “third function [of
community engagement] alongside and integrated with teaching-and-learning and research” (Erasmus
& Albertyn, 2014, p. 21). Despite the introduction of complexity at the beginning of the book, it is not
explored further. In order to open a conversation about the potential of complexity to contribute to
engaged scholarship and enablement, complexity is introduced here from a theoretical perspective—
followed by case material from the Limpopo Province. The case material is then reexamined from the
perspective of providing additional layers to the notions of engaged scholarship and enablement.

Complexity

Complexity is a relatively new Eurocentric construct that secured an influential foothold in the Western
knowledge project after the publication of a groundbreaking article called “Science and Complexity”
(Weaver, 1948). Weaver’s position lauded the reductionist knowledge project that was consolidated
just over three and a half centuries ago, marked by the publication of The Principia: Mathematical
Principles of Natural Philosophy by Sir Isaac Newton in 1687 (1999). Despite Weaver’s admiration for
the reductionist approach to science, he argued that the levels of complexity would increase
significantly and a new form of science would be required to capture and respond to those dynamics.

Since Weaver’s insights, the influence of complexity has grown exponentially across many disciplines—
with as many as 30 definitions being used today (Geyer & Rihani, 2010). Within this diversity, there are
two dominant schools of thought. The first is the complexity science perspective, which emphasises
that complex systems represent extremely complicated challenges catalysed by an increasingly
interconnected world (Masys, Ray-Bennett, Shiroshita, & Jackson, 2014). This type of complexity is
sustained by linear, causal chains of interactions between variables within closed systems. The second
is the complexity theory perspective, which argues that complexity refers to “the nature of the
problem not [emphasis added] the degree of difficulty” (Stirzaker, Biggs, Roux, & Cilliers, 2010, p. 600).
This type of system is sustained by both linear and nonlinear interactions between—and within—open
systems.

Complexity science and complexity theory

Complexity science is based upon the premise that at the core of complex challenges are significant
variables that sustain the challenge. The interactions between the variables produce linear, cause—
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effect outcomes that are predictable (Sarriot & Kouletio, 2014). These variables are discrete, but they
are dominating factors that influence the identity and characteristics of a closed system. In these
contexts, the role of the scientist is to delve into the complex challenge, or “causal thicket” (Wimsatt,
1994), then identify the significant cause—effect relationships that sustain the system. Once the
variables are identified, reductionist methods are required to develop predictable strategies that can
produce solutions to overcome the challenge (Wong, 2013). From the perspective of the scientific
method, linearity enables predictions to be made about future outcomes. The predictive capacity of
reductionist science is implicitly based on Newtonian principles associated with cause—effect
relationships situated within stable contexts producing consistent outcomes—such as in a laboratory.
This means that challenges situated within these types of context can be solved if predictable
ameliorative strategies are developed and applied.

The principal distinction that complexity theory emphasises is that some complex systems are
sustained by both linear and nonlinear interactions between—and within—intersecting, open systems,
which can produce unpredictable outcomes. This means that complex systems that demonstrate
nonlinear characteristics are qualitatively different to systems that are sustained by predictable, linear
cause—effect interactions between variables. In turn, this has implications for the scientific method
best suited to overcome, or reduce, the impact of challenges situated within this type of context.
Complexity theorists argue that when nonlinearity exists within open systems, it makes the context
inherently unstable and “prediction is more problematic” (Norberg & Cumming, 2013, p. x). Challenges
situated within these types of systems do not have clear-cut solutions because future emergence
within the system is unpredictable (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Despite the absence of a clear-cut solution
to the challenge, it is possible to build resilience to reduce the impacts of the challenge—as climate
change strategies are demonstrating (Lynam & Fletcher, 2015).

Building resilience to challenges that demonstrate linear and nonlinear characteristics requires both
an ontological and epistemological shift from an exclusive reliance on reductionist methods of
scientific enquiry to approaches that identify and respond to the unstable properties and
characteristics of this type of complexity. This entails experiential sensemaking facilitation techniques
that gradually influence, or alter, the interactions that sustain the challenge so that the emergent
outcomes change (Snowden & Boone, 2007). Working with complex adaptive systems is one technique
that has been shown to contribute to this (Paina & Peters, 2012).

Complex adaptive systems

A complex adaptive system is most readily associated with complexity theory and demonstrates
“predictable patterns . . . created by emergent system behaviours, or the aggregation [emphasis
added] of individual agent behaviours” that influence outcomes (Sarriot & Kouletio, 2014, p. 270).
Agents in these systems are considered to be anything that influences the system—such as rumour,
gossip, competing value systems, knowledge systems, motivation, and human behaviours (Anderson,
Crabtree, Steele, & McDaniel, 2005). The interactions of the agents generate patterned—but not
entirely predictable—emergent outcomes. The indeterminacy of the outcome is because some of “the
interactions are nonlinear, and minor changes can produce disproportionately [emphasis added] major
consequences” (Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 71; also see Lorenz and the butterfly effect, 1972), Figure
1.
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Figure 1: Disproportionately Large Impacts Catalysed by Small Influences

Figure 1 is a representation of the way in which a complex adaptive system can produce a
disproportionate change. If there is a small change in the feedback between Agent 1 and Agent 2, it
could influence the entire system in unpredictable ways because the feedback cuts across all of the
feedback loops that connect the agents—as the evolutionary process of zoonosis (disease passed from
animals to humans) demonstrates (Sharp & Hahn, 2011). Working with these types of systems requires
being aware of the unpredictability, but simultaneously being aware that systemic patterns do emerge
that can be used to facilitate processes of social change and transformation (Stacey, 2003).

Managing complex adaptive systems

Managing complex adaptive systems requires a multi-ontology fusion of both complexity and
conventional reductionist forms of science (Snowden, 2005). This is because:

e Asacomplex adaptive system changes, it is plausible that some of the nonlinear aspects
of the system develop linear, causal relationships between dominant variables. This
provides an opportunity to respond to these aspects of the challenge using conventional
reductionist scientific methods.

e Some elements of the complex adaptive system remain nonlinear—hence unpredictable,
yet patterned—so it is necessary to work with the discrete interactions and feedback from
the relationships of the agents within the system to increase resilience to the challenge
(Sturmberg & Martin, 2009).

Both management strategies work in complementary ways to build resilience to the challenge
identified within a complex adaptive system. This approach to building resilience to a complex
challenge was the basis of the case material presented below.

Case material from the Limpopo Province, South Africa

The case study is based on a transdisciplinary design that has been reported on by Burman and Aphane
(2016a). Four aspects of the case study will be highlighted in order to develop the additional layers
that working with complexity can add to Knowledge as Enablement. The relevant aspects include the
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ambition of the partnership in order to provide context, the intervention framework that was applied,
the methodology, and relevant findings.

The engaged partnership

The community partner is a not for profit organisation called the Waterberg Welfare Society (WWS,
http://www.waterbergwelfaresociety.org.za/) that focuses on HIV/AIDS and wellness in a deep rural
community in the Limpopo Province. The community partner identified a challenge that they
considered to be complex. The challenge was the confusions that their outreach teams were
experiencing amongst the broader community with the now outdated “Abstain, Be Faithful,
Condomise” (ABC) prevention campaign. ABC was promoted internationally by the United States’
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) between 1992 and 2010 (Hardee et al., 2013). The
community partner explained that although the ABC campaign had now been superseded at national
level by “combination prevention interventions to achieve the long-term goal of zero new HIV and TB
infections” (South African National AIDS Council, 2012, p. 39), the legacy of ABC influenced the local
HIV/AIDS context in adverse ways. The participants explained that it was necessary to overcome the
ABC-legacy and develop improved strategies to reduce the impact of HIV/AIDS in their area.

The intervention design

The implementation framework (Figure 2) is designed to alter the dynamical interactions between the
agents in the system using facilitated experiential sensemaking techniques (Burman, Aphane, Mtapuri,
& Delobelle, 2015).

Figure 2. The Implementation Framework (based on Burman & Aphane, 20164, p. 14)
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Significant emphasis was placed on influencing the systemic relationships and feedback that were
generating the complex ABC-legacy challenge that the community partner wanted to alter. The phases
that constitute the framework are described below.

Preparation

Prior to beginning the implementation the partnership agreed an “end-condition” ambition for the
initiative (Burman & Aphane, 2016a, p. 95). The expression, end-condition, was considered
appropriate because when working with complexity it is not possible to predict what will emerge. In
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this instance, the agreed end-condition ambition of the partnership was to reduce the aggregate
community viral load.?

Phase One: Destabilisation

The purpose of the primary probe is to exploit the unstable nature of a complex adaptive system by
introducing stimuli that destabilise the system further. The reason for deliberately destabilising the
system further is that this can catalyse opportunities for change that can be adapted into resilience
strategies. In this case study, an educational package called A-3B-4C-T° was used to destabilise the
HIV/AIDS system in which WWS work. The focus was to critically reexamine the ABC-legacy from a
biomedical and social determinants of health perspective (Burman et al., 2015). The purpose of this
educational probe was to catalyse new frames (Goffman, 1974) in order to prompt the participants to
consider new options for future social practices.

Phase Two: Sensemaking

During this phase, if the probe has been effective, the participants begin a process of “unlearning”
their existing associations with the challenge, and gradually begin experimenting with new working
practices (Rogers et al., 2013, p. 1). This is a process of self-organised sensemaking (Dervin, 1998;
Weick, 1995) as the participants incorporate aspects of the probe into their existing knowledge base.
This phase is similar to adult, or transformative, learning and praxis associated with Freire (1973) and
Fals-Borda (1987).

Phase Three: Identifying potential action spaces

Phase Three involves identifying the emergent issues that begin to influence the complex adaptive
system. In the language of complexity, these emergent issues are called “attractors” (Pincus & Metten,
2010, p. 364) which represent themes, or concepts, that make collective sense to people and influence
“patterns of behaviour . . . which are never exactly repeated but are always similar to each other”
(Stacey, 2003, p. 24). Predicting whether or not attractors will emerge after a destabilising probe is
impossible. However, if new attractors do emerge, the likelihood is that they will reflect local
nuances—including local knowledge systems, norms, values, metaphors, and idioms (Cameron &
Deignan, 2006)—because they develop through cognitive processes such as selective attention (Klein,
2008) and sensemaking ( Dervin, 1998; Weick, 1995) during experiential learning processes (Wals,
2007). From the perspective of the intervention design, attractor sites also represent potential
teachable moments (Buchbinder, Wilbur, Zuskov, McLean, & Sleath, 2014).

Phase Four: Responding to emergent attractors

At this point in the intervention, a series of attractors have been identified. Some of these attractors
are relatively easy to work with and others are outside the immediate influence of the partnership. At
this stage, there is still no clarity about which attractors should be focused on to maximise the impact
of the intervention. Identifying attractors with maximum utility requires that “leaders patiently allow
the path forward to reveal itself” (Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 73) by focusing attention on some of
the attractors—depending on the resources available to the partnership. This entails developing
strategies to either reinforce the attractors that contribute to the agreed end-condition, or dampening

2 The expression “aggregate community viral load” was invented because WWS have multiple departments that all work
towards reducing the impact of HIV/AIDS in their area. It is now scientifically established that a fully suppressed viral load
significantly increases wellness and reduces the chances of transmitting the HI virus to virtually zero (Rodger, Bruun, &
Cambiano, 2014; Tanser, Barnighausen, Grapsa, Zaidi, & Newell, 2013,). Because the project was focusing on social outcomes,
rather than individual outcomes, the metaphor served to represent any action, or activity, that reduced the aggregate
community viral load.

3 For full details see http://www.comminit.com/hiv-aids/content/new-3b-4c-t-hiv-prevention
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the impact of the attractors that detract from it. This process begins by applying safe-fail pattern
management facilitation techniques to test how the impact of the different attractors can be
maximised until successful, high impact, replicable strategies have been developed (Dickens, 2012).

Method

Prior to implementation, ethical clearance was approved by the University of Limpopo’s Turfloop
Research and Ethics Committee. In order to identify 12 WWS participants who would attend the
training and follow-up interviews, a nonprobability expert sampling technique was applied. The criteria
for selection included: each participant had a minimum of one year of professional experience working
in the realm of HIV/AIDS, and would be available to participate in both the training and the follow-up
interviews. Over a 10-month period after the training, 15 dual moderator, semistructured group
discussions were undertaken using a combination of local languages—Sepedi and Setswana—and
English. The discussions focused on how the A-3B-4C-T educational package was influencing the
activities at WWS and how their clients were responding. The narratives were translated and back
translated twice before being coded using the computer software, NVivo 10. The coding was done
using a qualitative technique called causal layered analysis (CLA) that includes both a grounded theory
and a thematic content analysis (Bishop & Dzidic, 2014). After the coding was completed by the
university team, the findings were presented to the participants at a participatory workshop to ensure
trustworthiness.

Relevant findings

Using the CLA technique, the following emergent attractors that contributed to the end-condition of
the project were identified: HIV/AIDS no longer being perceived as a “Death sentence,” but a chronic
condition; the viral load; relating A-3B-4C-T to prior experiences; and the “origins” of HIV. The
attractors that were identified that detracted from achieving the end-condition included alternative
narratives about HIV/AIDS from within the community, and a need to develop and consolidate new
tools and techniques to reduce the impact of HIV/AIDS in their locality.

The community partner reported that some of these attractors were associated with new social
practices emerging within the broader community, which suggested there was movement from
conceptually reframing the ABC-legacy challenge (Phases One and Two) towards changes in social
practices within the community (Phase Four). The dominant attractors influenced the following social
practices, as displayed in Table 1.
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Table 1. Attractors Identified by the Partnership (adapted from Burman & Aphane, 2016a)

Attractors
Changing social practices Relating A-3B-
associated with the attractors Death sent‘?nce Viral load Origins of HIV 4C-T to prior
- chronic .
experiences
Encourages testing (n=11);
including Window Period v v v
(n=18)
Encourages disclosure (n=7) v
Accepting status (n=3) v
Understanding serodiscordant v
couples (n=5)
Messaging to community v
(n=11)
Easy to explain to the
community after A-3B-4C-T v
(n=8)

ASERNRN

These four attractors are currently being developed into tools and techniques that can be applied
within the broader community. The partnership will continue to promote these attractors during 2016
and their influence will be monitored and evaluated.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate localised shifts in some social practices associated with the HIV/AIDS
environment within which WWS works. These shifts reflect the way in which the community partner
has made sense of a rational, linear educational package as they applied aspects of it to their work
environment. The intervention has involved many of the factors that Erasmus and Albertyn (2014) and
their coauthors associated with enabling knowledge to be activated, adapted, and incorporated into
new social practices. The enabling factors include participation, trust, reciprocity, mutual and
continuous learning and unlearning, as well as dialogue. However, there are three nuances that are
highlighted and reflected on.

Roles and responsibilities and enablement

The outcomes of the intervention relied as much on decisive leadership and dialogue as it did on
participatory processes. All were important, but reifying participation over other management
strategies would have detracted from the ambition of the project. It is thus suggested that clearly
defining the roles and responsibilities—rather than automatically falling back on the populist default
setting of participation—within engaged partnerships could contribute to enablement when working
with nonlinear complexity. In what follows, three examples are provided about how the partnership
organised the roles and responsibilities during the implementation phases. The roles and
responsibilities assigned to each partner were based on intuition about the skills, knowledge, and
insights each partner could bring to the intervention. Many of the chapters in Knowledge as
Enablement emphasise the importance of participation if beneficent outcomes are to be achieved. The
implementation framework that was developed places greater emphasis on leadership, dialogue, and
participation between the partners, rather than participation per se. For example, the educational
probe, Phase One, was introduced in a top-down manner (see Figure 3). The probe is designed to
stimulate the participants to consider new frames to critically reexamine the challenge at hand (in this
instance, the ABC-legacy). Beginning this process through inclusive participatory processes would have
detracted from the impact of the probe. There was dialogue between the partnership leadership, but
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it was not inclusive—and yet it contributed to destabilising the system sufficiently to catalyse
opportunities for social change.

Phase Two was undertaken exclusively by the community partner, with the university partner
deliberately not influencing the outcomes. This is necessary if the emergent attractors are to reflect
the local context. Interference by the university team at this stage would almost certainly have
produced attractors that were influenced by the university’s perception of the challenge. This could
have jeopardised the outcomes of this phase because the university does not play a day-to-day role in
the praxis between WWS and the broader community, and is thus unable to contribute with locally
relevant inputs. If organic attractors that reflect the local context are to emerge, the community
partner must take full responsibility for this phase.

In Phases Three and Four, different sections of the partnership took a lead, but the partnership
maintained regular dialogue throughout. For example, in Phase Three, the university component of
the partnership identified emergent attractors using the CLA technique. The findings were then
presented to the community partner in order to determine the validity and relevance of the analysis
from their perspective. Once the community partner had verified the relevance of the attractors,
decisions were made about the attractors that would become the focus of Phase Four.

Figure 3. Roles and Responsibilities Assigned During the Implementation Framework
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Working with complex adaptive systems and enablement

Working with complex adaptive systems assumes the context can be characterised as being both
unstable and unpredictable. This requires a specific management response—which has implications
for the type of enablement required to facilitate emergence of mutually beneficial social
transformation in nonlinear, complex situations. Some suggestions as to the dominant enablers are
presented below.

Sensemaking and enablement

Knowledge as Enablement makes no reference to sensemaking. Phase Two of the framework that was
applied to counter the ABC-legacy does involve sensemaking. Sensemaking has been explored from an
organisational perspective, most notably by Weick (1995) and, at an individual level, by Dervin (1998).
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The notion of sensemaking is defined by van Beurden, Kia, Zask, Dietrich, & Rose (2013, p. 78) as a
“social process in which we make sense of the world, so we can act in it.” In the context of working
with nonlinear complexity, sensemaking involves combining collective “sensori-memorabilia”
(Burman, Mamabolo, Aphane, Lebese, & Delobelle, 2013, p. 22)—a pluralistic combination of
knowledge, experience, and collective value systems—and new frames to make sense of, and act in,
situations that are characterised by unpredictability.

In nonlinear, complex situations, there is typically no clear cut solution—hence the necessity to build
resilience. In the case study, the participants were provided with new knowledge during the training
and they applied it as they thought best in their context. The emergent attractors that influenced
changing social practices were both linear and nonlinear. What seems to have happened is that
attractors emerged through a process of collective experiential sensemaking. Following the early
sensemaking phase, WWS repurposed these attractors to build resilience to HIV-related challenges in
their locality. The sensemaking component has enabled WWS and the broader community to make
sense of the knowledge contained in the educational package and act on it. The authors acknowledge
that this aspect of the framework requires further investigation to tease out the minutiae.
Nevertheless, it does seem to suggest that sensemaking contributes to the process of co-generating
enabling knowledge when working with nonlinear, complex challenges.

Attractors and enablement

The emergence of the attractors after the training poses an interesting question with regard to
engaged scholarship and enablement. After the educational material had been presented, attractors
emerged as the participants made sense of the new knowledge and applied it to their work. From the
perspective of engaged scholarship, this process of autonomous praxis did empower WWS and the
broader community to take selective ownership of —and act on—some of the knowledge contained in
the educational package. From this platform, the partnership identified four attractors as the focus of
Phase Four. However, from the perspective of theory, it is more problematic because (a) engaged
scholarship is mostly unfamiliar with the specialist language of complexity and (b) there is no easy way
to provide a bridge to transfer the attractor concept into the lexicon of engaged scholarship.

Some tentative comments are presented. The first comment is that a conventional pre- and post-test
to evaluate the educational package at an individual level would have provided a very weak indicator
of the potential of the knowledge to contribute to the agreed end-condition and social transformation.
Second, there are similarities between the attractor concept and teachable moments (Cohen, Clarke,
Lawson, Casucci, & Fiocke, 2011).

In health care, a teachable moment is an unexpected opportunity to promote wellness. For example,
smoking cessation messaging is typically the domain of primary healthcare, yet it has been argued that
hospital emergency departments provide unique and unexpected low-cost opportunities to promote
awareness about the risks of cigarette smoking (Buchbinder et al., 2014). There is a consensus within
the literature that has been reviewed that teachable moments are best identified in a top-down
manner by the healthcare professionals (Cohen et al., 2011; Phelan, 2010). The case material provided
above suggests that attractors emerged from the interactions of WWS and their clients. The noticeable
difference between emergent attractors and teachable moments is that the didactic, individualistic
teachable moment has been replaced with bottom-up acceptance—and incorporation of—emergent
attractors into social practices. This suggests that attractors are derived from local historical frames
and that they contain—and develop—unique meaning in a specific location that influences social
practices.
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The repurposing of the attractors by WWS, combined with the uptake of the attractors into social
practices by the community, does suggest that the attractors influence enablement. However, further
research is required to better understand these processes in the context of both engaged scholarship
and HIV/AIDS.

Systemic change and enablement

From the perspective of de Beer (2014, p. 133), “enabling knowledge” refers to the relationships that
facilitate a knowledge transformation process and “enabling knowledge” refers to the end product, or
outcome. Likewise, Mode 2 knowledge generation refers to outcomes. Both implicitly refer to
community transformation. However, in de Beer’s formulation, the link between a bundle of inert
knowledge and movement towards transformative social practices is ambiguous. From the perspective
of the case material, the mediating link between rational knowledge—the A-3B-4C-T educational
package—and altered social practices were emergent attractors that influenced the characteristics of
the complex adaptive HIV/AIDS system that WWS works within. The attractors emerged through the
culmination of the intersections of both linear, cause—effect variables and nonlinear, patterned
interactions within the system. These attractors emerged organically from the community iterations
after the A-3B-4C-T educational probe.

The linear attractors include: HIV gradually being perceived with the community as a chronic condition,
rather than a death sentence; the importance of the viral load to wellness; and relating the learning
from the A-3B-4C-T educational package to past experiences. There is a self-evident, rational logic to
these attractors and they continue to influence the HIV environment within which WWS work.
However, what is less evident is why—from a comprehensive educational package that delivered a
broad overview of both medical and social determinants of health perspectives about HIV/AIDS—these
particular linear attractors have become so influential.

An example of the nonlinearity contained in the systemic change is the origins of HIV attractor. The
origins of HIV attractor refer to zoonosis. During the training, a brief account was provided about how
human immunodeficiency viruses (HIV) emerged from simian immunodeficiency viruses (SIV). Initially
it was confusing why this attractor was having such an impact. Discussions with the community partner
clarified that the importance of the origins of HIV relates to the local context and beliefs about how
HIV originated. Locally, many people in the community believe that HIV is caused by issues relating to
“ritual impurity,” known as “makgoma” (Shirindi & Makofane, 2015, p. 942). This belief results in many
people seeking alternative remedies for HIV/AIDS-related illnesses, whilst simultaneously rejecting
medical options approved by the National Department of Health’s guidelines. The nonlinearity of this
attractor reflects the way in which this small aspect of the educational package has had a
disproportionately large impact within the community.

Although insights into the processes that culminated in the emergence of the attractors are incomplete
at this time, they may suggest the mediating link between inert knowledge contained in the
A-3B-4C-T educational package and shifting social practices is related to the emergence—and social
acceptance—of unique attractors through processes of experiential learning, sensemaking, and
adaptation. This process demonstrates that it is possible to alter the properties and characteristics of
a complex adaptive system in ways that contribute to social transformation. It has been argued that a
similar process may have influenced the decline in HIV prevalence in Zimbabwe from 29% in 1997 to
16% in 2007 (Burman & Aphane, 2016b). Further research is required to clarify the particularities of
the examples of systemic change that have been presented, but the findings do mirror the suggestion
that “it is evident that the power of an intervention comes not from where it is targeted, but rather
how it works to create change within the system [emphases added]” (Carey & Crammond, 2015, p. 9).
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It is therefore suggested that when working with complex challenges, catalysing systemic change
within nonlinear, complex systems could represent a form of enablement.

Multi-ontology knowledge frames and enablement

Building resilience to nonlinear, complex challenges involves managing both predictable linearity and
unpredictable, nonlinear systemic interactions. This represents a multi-ontology knowledge context,
with “ontology (the nature of the system) determin[ing] epistemology (the nature of possible
knowing)” (Snowden, 2011, p. 143). What this implies is that when confronting nonlinear, complex
challenges through community—university partnerships, the ontological basis of engagement is not a
neutral, one-size-fits-all, context. Some challenges are situated within linear contexts, and some are
situated within contexts characterised by both linearity and nonlinearity—and it is likely that these
nonlinear contexts will increase (Masys et al., 2014; National Planning Commission, 2013; Taleb, 2007).
It is therefore suggested that determining the ontological basis of engagement and responding
appropriately, also represents another component of enablement.

Policy

This article draws attention to the importance of building resilience to complex problems in the context
of engaged scholarship and enablement. In order to increase this type of resilience capacity, policy
makers are urged to build on the existing expertise in the field of complexity and expand it to increase
national resilience to challenges that demonstrate some nonlinear properties and characteristics. This
focus can develop the capacity of the South African knowledge landscape to contribute to building
national resilience to global challenges that are experienced locally through engaged scholarship and
enablement.

Further research

Three areas for further research have already been identified, above. There are two other areas that
require attention. The first is that there is a potential weakness in the sensemaking phase (Phase Two).
This weakness reflects the way in which the attractors develop from the perspective of equality. This
process of praxis may have the unintended effect of strengthening, or reinforcing, existing social
relations within a community. This may disadvantage some community members. For example, from
the perspective of gender, it may be that the emergent attractors disadvantage women’s voices from
being heard if the preexisting social relations reify male voices over women’s. In this case study, there
is no evidence that this occurred, but it does require further investigation. The second area of further
research is to identify opportunities to replicate the framework in the context of a different type of
complex challenge in order to improve the overall understanding about the processes involved.

Limitations

The case material that has been drawn upon is a nascent innovation and has yet to be replicated.
However, despite the early stages of the project, the findings do offer an opportunity to open a
conversation about how complexity can contribute to the enabling knowledge debate that Erasmus
and Albertyn (2014) have initiated.

Conclusion

Knowledge as Enablement was introduced, followed by a theoretical statement about complexity. This
was used to provide background information prior to presenting case material that included a
framework for confronting nonlinear, complex problems through community—university partnerships.
The framework was designed to build localised resilience to complex challenges in the context of
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engaged scholarship. In this instance, the framework was applied to the ABC-legacy challenge that was
identified by WWS. The discussion highlights how the learning from this process could add several
conceptual layers to the notion of enablement. The first suggestion is that leadership, dialogue, and
participation contribute to the process of praxis, which is an essential mediator of the framework
design. In the context of nonlinear complexity, assigning distinct roles and responsibilities to different
components of the intervention appropriately—rather than relying exclusively on participation—is a
possible knowledge enabler. Second, working with complex adaptive systems opens three possible
enabling frames. These include sensemaking, attractors, and systemic change that alters both the
social practices within—and the context of —a complex adaptive system. Third, it is suggested that
deliberately problematising the knowledge context prior to beginning an engaged intervention
through the multi-ontology concept is a likely enabler of engaged outcomes. All of these possible
enablers of knowledge could represent additional layers to the knowledge as enablement debate in
the context of nonlinear complexity.
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Abstract

South African teachers are not sufficiently equipped to address psychosocial challenges
that they encounter in under-resourced contexts among learners at school, and which
impact negatively on learning and teaching. In this article, we report on the first cycle of
a community-based participatory action research project undertaken with teacher
participants to facilitate a collaborative understanding of the contextual psychosocial
challenges that learners face. The aim of the study was to equip teachers with sustainable
capacity to conduct a participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) enquiry
that would enhance their ability to identify and address contextual psychosocial
challenges to promote wellness. Following a PALAR design, we collaborated with 10
volunteer teachers for the generation of qualitative data through relationship building
activities, individual interviews, the creation of visual artefacts, and informal group
discussions. Data were analysed thematically in collaboration with the community of
participants. Findings suggest that the process assisted the teachers to gain a deeper
understanding of learners’ psychosocial challenges, encouraged a sense of group identity
among coresearchers, and fostered their agency to begin to address the identified
challenges and to network with community stakeholders to promote wellness among
themselves and among learners.
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Introduction

Learners at under-resourced schools in South Africa face significant psychosocial challenges (Spaull,
2013) that negatively affect both their own wellness and that of the teachers, ultimately resulting in a
lower quality of teaching and learning (Modisaotsile, 2012). The transition from a segregated apartheid
education system, where resources were inequitably allocated according to race (Modisaotsile, 2012),
to an inclusive education system has been fraught with challenges. Inequitable access to resources
(Bruce, 2014; Spaull, 2013) and sectored poverty (Donald, Lazarus, & Lolwana, 2010) continue to play
a role in contributing to the psychosocial challenges faced in South African under-resourced
communities, which consequently affect the wellness of members of the school community in that
context (Donald et al., 2010). Contextual challenges relevant to this article include poor living
conditions in informal settlements with little access to basic amenities (Donald et al., 2010), poor
parenting (Ward et al., 2014), poverty-related HIV/AIDS issues (Theron, 2009), socioeconomic
influences on teenage sexuality (Miller et al., 2014), substance abuse (Tlale & Dreyer, 2013), school
violence (Mampane, Eberséhn, Cherrington, & Moen, 2014), and poor parent participation within
school structures (Joubert, Ebersdhn, Ferreira, du Plessis, & Moen 2014; Khanare, 2012; Mncube,
2009). South African school teachers are inadequately prepared to support learners within such
contexts (Masitsa, 2011; Motshekga, 2010), having only received very basic concepts of educational
psychology and community development as part of their preservice training (Donald et al., 2010). This
situation negatively impacts on the wellness of the individual teacher and on the larger school system.
While workshops are conducted sporadically to improve the support skills of in-service teachers, these
are inadequate for capacitating teachers to support learners in under-resourced urban black
communities (Motshekga, 2010), commonly known in South Africa as townships.

Inadequately prepared teachers are understandably anxious and overwhelmed by the complex
challenges experienced by their learners (Masitsa, 2011; Modisaotsile, 2012), making it difficult for
them to mobilise their potential agency (Freire, 1970/2005). An asset-based paradigm (McKnight &
Kretzmann, 1993; Pillay, 2012) suggests that teachers possess the potential and willingness to support
vulnerable learners if they are equipped with the knowledge and skills to do this (Hoadley, 2007;
Malindi & Machenjedze, 2012; Mampane & Bouwer, 2006; Theron, 2009). In this article, the authors
suggest that a participatory action learning and action research (PALAR, Zuber-Skerritt, 2012) process
would be suitable to improve the capacity of participating teachers to support learners and thereby
feel less overwhelmed and anxious. PALAR (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011) aims to improve professional practice
and involves an iterative and collaborative process that allows professionals to iteratively and
collaboratively reflect on their actions throughout the cyclic PALAR process (Zuber-Skerritt, 2012). By
following the PALAR process as expanded on in the section on PALAR as a theoretical paradigm, teacher
participants collaborated with each other to come to a better understanding of the psychosocial
challenges faced by learners. The aim of this PALAR project was not merely for identifying contextual
wellness challenges at school level, but also to add to existing indigenous knowledge (Kearney & Zuber-
Skerritt, 2012) with regard to how such contextual issues could be addressed (Zuber-Skerritt & Teare,
2013) to enhance wellness. Indigenous knowledge refers to existing systems or strategies “generated
in a communal way and based on the experiences of a specific group of people” (Fasokun, Katahoire,
& Oduaran, 2005, p. 61), which communities follow when identifying and addressing contextual
challenges as a collective (Teare & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013).
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Some background to the current PALAR project is presented before explaining PALAR theoretical
assumptions. The methods used to facilitate the generation of knowledge by participants is explained,
including the ethical considerations and measures to ensure trustworthiness. After critical discussion
of the findings in relation to relevant literature, the authors conclude by discussing the relevance of
findings for the promotion of psychosocial wellness in South African township schools.

Context and Background

The facilitator of the PALAR process was guided by her academic promoters, the coauthors of the
article, throughout this project. The facilitator is a registered educational psychologist and lecturer in
educational psychology at an institution of higher education. She volunteered at an under-resourced
township school in a peri-urban setting in the North West Province, South Africa, to offer therapeutic
services to individual educators and learners as a form of community engagement. The school had
1,009 learners and 36 teachers with varying teaching experience and from differing cultural
backgrounds, with few effective psychosocial support structures in place. The African learners from
different ethnic groups who came to her for therapy, presented with challenges stemming from harsh
socioeconomic realities, reflecting a complex web of adversity. Teachers also sought individual therapy
for themselves related to financial problems, work-related stress, trauma, HIV and AIDS, grief, and
relationship problems. Teachers who accessed the therapeutic service specifically requested
assistance for them to support learners with psychosocial challenges. The facilitator observed that
these teachers were committed to supporting the learners, but tended to do so from their personal
resources, which placed extra financial and psychological pressure on them and their families. In
response to the teachers’ request for assistance, the facilitator consulted with her academic advisors.
They suggested a process to support these teachers in their effort to promote sustainable school
wellness (Myers & Sweeney, 2008) by adhering to the 7Cs of PALAR (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011). The PALAR
process (Zuber-Skerritt, 2012) aimed at developing teacher competence through collaborative
communication in groups, where they supportively coach one another and commit to a process of
critical reflection on their actions (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011). By following iterative cycles of reflection and
action, the participants can develop character—by being open to new perspectives, opportunities, and
innovations. They learn to be action leaders (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011) capable of addressing the
psychosocial challenges facing learners in a sustainable and systematic way, rather than repeatedly
responding piecemeal to individual learner needs. The following research question was formulated,
based on the project aims as expressed by the teacher participants for this first cycle of the PALAR
project, as verified by the participating teachers: “How could the PALAR process help teachers come
to a collaborative understanding of the psychosocial challenges their learners face, as a first step in
helping them access support for those learners?”

Participatory Action Learning and Action Research as a Theoretical Paradigm

The PALAR process aims at collaborative transformation and empowerment of community members
(Zuber-Skerritt & Teare, 2013) by allowing their knowledgeable voices to be heard (Kearney, Wood, &
Zuber-Skerritt, 2013), thus acknowledging existing indigenous knowledge and skills (Zuber-Skerritt &
Teare, 2013). Learning occurs through an iterative process of action and critical reflection (Kearney et
al., 2013) that encourages participants to reflect on their professional practice, both individually and
collaboratively, to improve their educational circumstances, while encouraging democratic, mutually
rewarding partnerships in keeping with the 7Cs of PALAR (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011). The aim is to promote
transformative action, character building of individual participants and the community, while
simultaneously contributing to professional theory and practice (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011). A critical
attitude promotes knowledge creation through experiential learning (Kolb, 2014) in order to solve real-
life problems (Zuber-Skerritt & Teare, 2013). Participants communicate as collaborative coresearchers
and distributors of knowledge when they exercise their personal and collective agency for addressing
challenges in their community (Stringer, 2013; Teare, 2013). The knowledge generated is then
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ploughed back into the context for further action and reflection (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Just as
adversity develops within a context, so reflexive responses need to be contextually and collaboratively
designed by those familiar with that context (Chilisa, 2005). Therein lies the uniqueness of the PALAR
process, which allows participants who were excluded within traditional researcher-driven
interventions to participate in empirically sound research. This is a liberating and transformative shift
from traditional research where the researcher is the expert (Chilisa, 2005) who aims to establish
objective truth (Mertens, 2010; Minkler, 2005; Minkler & Wallerstein, 2003) to suggest valid solutions
across all contexts. PALAR seeks to acknowledge and evolve traditional empirical research to integrate
with local knowledge (Fasokun et al., 2005; Teare, 2013) to benefit the community and to
simultaneously generate action as well as empirically sound theory. The three processes mentioned
below (Kearney et al., 2013) are an integral part of any PALAR project from the outset, facilitated by
the embodiment of the principles summarised as the 7Cs’ mentioned above:

o Development of democratic, authentic, trusting, and supportive relationships.
e Regular personal and group reflection within the collaborative learning environment.

e Recognition of the achievements of all participants.

Figure 1, based on Zuber-Skerritt’s design for an action learning and action research project (Zuber-
Skerritt & Perry, 2002), illustrates the process followed by the participants to come to a collaborative
understanding of the contextual psychosocial challenges faced by learners:

Figure 1: First Cycle in the PALAR Process (Zuber-Skerritt & Perry, 2002)

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2016, 5(2)



22

The PALAR Process as Methodology

The facilitator and teachers who had initially requested support presented the proposed PALAR project
to the entire school staff with the permission of the principal. Five female and five male teachers from
diverse local cultural backgrounds and of ages varying between 40 and 60 years, and with varying
professional training and experience, volunteered to participate. These participants democratically
agreed on weekly meetings at a time that was most convenient.

This first cycle of the PALAR process, as depicted in Figure 1, was completed over 8 months in 18
sessions. Sessions and activities were video recorded and later transcribed. Commitments such as
sport events, union meetings, staff meetings, family responsibility, and personal illness often meant
that attendance by participating teachers was irregular. This became a significant challenge to progress
and participants collaboratively agreed that the weekly meetings would go ahead even when all
participants could not attend, so as not to lose momentum. At times, only one participant attended
the planned session. Parallel to the relationship building activities during this early stage of the PALAR
process, a problem identification process was followed to help the teachers come to a collaborative
understanding of the possible contextual psychosocial challenges experienced by learners. Activities
were followed by regular verbal group reflection and written individual reflections, as time allowed.

The relationship building exercises aimed to encourage trust among the participants (Zuber-Skerritt &
Teare, 2013), develop understanding of each other’s life circumstances, and also to acknowledge the
participants’ life experiences (Chilisa, 2005; Wilson et al., 2007) to thereby encourage the use of
participants’ existing local knowledge (Chilisa, 2005; Fasokun et al., 2005) and wisdom. The exercises
allowed the project participants to realise their common problems (Zuber-Skerritt, 2012) and shared
desire to support their learners. The shared goal was aimed at helping to shape their identity as a
collective as they collaboratively identified the psychosocial challenges experienced by their learners.

Data generation consisted of the video-recorded informal group discussions and reflections on the
various exercises, as well as visual data (de Lange, Mitchell, & Stuart, 2007; Wilson et al., 2007) as a
stimulus to promote active participation and to acknowledge their existing knowledge of the context
(Kearney et al., 2013). Participants took photos within the community to highlight contextual
psychosocial challenges (Wilson et al., 2007). For the photovoice narrative, they each wrote
explanations next to the photographs related to the psychosocial theme, thus allowing the individual
teacher participants to visually and then verbally express their understanding of contextual challenges
(de Lange et al., 2007). WhatsApp messages as a tool of communication among participants were
included as data (Stringer, 2013). The participants also created collages of the contextual challenges
using magazine pictures to triangulate the photovoice artefacts. Data were analysed thematically
(Merriam, 2009) together with the participants (Mertens, 2010), which encouraged them to re-search
the challenges for further analysis (Minkler, 2005) and action. Throughout the initial process, the
participants collaborated to reach consensus on the psychosocial challenges faced by learners in their
school community. Table 1 below, summarises data generation for the first cycle of the PALAR process
and consists of activities for vision and relationship building.
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Table 1: Vision and Relationship Building Activities

Activity

Process and Value for Relationship Building

Balloon exercise
for relationship
building

The Turning Point
exercise (Zuber-
Skerritt & Teare,
2013) for
relationship
building

Visual activities
(Wilson et al.,
2007) for
identifying
challenges

Informal group
discussions

Individual and
group reflections

Social media tool

Participants worked outside in pairs wearing casual clothes. They were given a water-
filled balloon to pass between themselves, each time moving one step away from each
other. The balloon could fall and burst at any point. This served as an enjoyable
icebreaker that encouraged further conversation when participants regrouped. During
the group discussion, the balloon symbolised their life and career dreams from
adolescence—to help them reflect on their current career trajectory compared to their
previous goals and dreams. They then reflected on this activity with the group. The
activity thus served to make group members aware of each other’s achieved and broken
dreams since adolescence.

Participants created a metaphor, like a river or road, to highlight significant turning points
(events) that have influenced their lives (Zuber-Skerritt & Teare, 2013). They then shared
this with other participants who gave verbal reflections and asked clarifying questions.
The objective of the exercise is to initially foster relationships and understanding, then
also to acknowledge the individual participant’s life experiences. By reflecting on these
experiences, participants gain insight into how they addressed past challenges. This
awareness potentially informs the way forward for how they will use and adapt their
approach to address past challenges, for possible future challenges.

Group Collages (Fritz & Beekman, 2007)

Participants used magazine pictures to create three collages that depicted all the myriad
of challenges that they felt negatively affected learning and teaching at the school. This
was based on their experience at school, and the activity acknowledges this.

Photovoice (de Lange et al., 2007)

Teacher participants were requested to go into the community and capture scenes
depicting where they thought learners’ challenges came from. They used their cell
phones to capture 14 scenes in and around the school community that they believed
pose psychosocial challenges to the learners, thereby affecting the teaching and learning
process negatively. These 14 pictures were printed out and the person who captured the
scene wrote the explanation next to the picture.

Teacher participants shared current challenges experienced by particular learners in an
effort to support those learners and for the participants to generate ideas for addressing
similar future learner challenges.

Participants wrote brief reflections about activities when time allowed. At the beginning
or end of weekly sessions, the group reflected verbally on the process to evaluate the
individual or collaborative actions taken over the previous week to support learners
needing psychosocial support.

The WhatsApp social media tool (Stringer, 2013) was a virtual space where participants
could put forward suggestions and make arrangements for the project. Through the
WhatsApp tool, participants also supported each other in challenging times.

The use of various data sources ensured crystallisation (Mertens, 2010) of verbal and visual data, thus
allowing the data to be understood from different vantage points in order to substantiate research
findings. This PALAR project was conducted within the community in accordance with the stringent
ethical requirements of the Research Ethics Committee of the North West University, who approved
the research project. The facilitator’s adherence to the Health Professions Council of South Africa’s
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ethical code as a registered educational psychologist also ensured ethical practice in the interest of
participant wellness (Myers & Sweeney, 2008).

Findings and Discussion

Themes based on the data analysis will be explored, with a focus on the participating teachers’ own
experience of the PALAR process for understanding the psychosocial challenges facing learners at their
school. The verbatim quotations that support the discussion are given in text, under the relevant
theme. Participants are labelled from A to J to ensure anonymity. Spelling and grammar in the
guotations appear as in the original data.

Theme 1: Relationship building activities helped teachers to become aware of their own support
needs.

The first stage of the PALAR cycle, particularly relationship building (see Zuber-Skerritt & Teare, 2013,
Table 1), encouraged participants to critically reflect on their personal needs as related to professional
practice and competence when supporting learners:

Those activities have helped me a lot because some of the things that | did not know about
myself | now know them and | need to know more about them, especially the balloon
exercise . . . that my dream, | don't know should | say does it [dream] look far or near . . .
but | have realised something about my actual dream. (Participant H)

The process also served a positive therapeutic function in which the teacher participants coached one
another on how to deal with personal challenges, an important prerequisite for being able to help
others:

The project in general is very good. You remember last time | told you | am reaching this
burn out. . . . It [the process] helped me not to give up. So | think this is a very good
programme . . . it has done a difference because you know you remember last time a very
big group started but this time the group shrinked to be small, so we know each other
better now. (Participant E)

The relationship building activity encouraged teacher participants to discuss their personal
experiences, which they had previously not shared easily with colleagues. The smaller group had
created a space to get to know and support one another and to remind one another of the capacity
each one has for making a difference by being part of a process to actively address the identified
challenges. The painful lessons from their own life narratives motivated them to want to take action
to support learners with similar life challenges, thereby applying the concept of transformative
learning (Mezirow, 1991), where personal life experiences are reflected on to benefit others in the
community.

Theme 2: Empathy, personal reflection, and character building were encouraged within the
collaborative and reflective research space.

During the relationship building sessions, individual participants shared their personal triumphs,
challenges, hurtful experiences, and family problems in a safe environment, often with cathartic results
that promoted empathy and mutual trust. Participant C empathised with Participant B after he spoke
about the death of his wife and child: “I never knew that Participant B had also been through these
same painful experiences as me.”
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In professional spaces, coworkers tend to be inhibited to share personal issues, but the reflective
action research space encouraged coparticipants to see each other differently, to shift perspectives
and become respectful of each other as they better understood the challenges their colleagues
experienced: “You know it is very powerful . . . it shows we cannot begin to judge each other .. .to me
it is a motivation” (Participant A).

While facilitative communication (Stringer, 2013) prompted supportive responses to each other’s
personal narratives and promoted the project goals, the critical reflections at times created discomfort
when participants realised the need to be open to new approaches because this challenged them
personally and professionally:

| think we can help each other . . . In the past | thought you can’t go to ask anybody . . .
because they don’t care . . . now | know especially with a boy | can go to Participant B or
E. (Participant F)

These are the things we need to face, but try to push them away. Fatlhogang [name of the
group] was here for us so we can accept that it is really sort of a problem solver for me to
work in a proper way in the school. But it’s like | am in denial, | am afraid of that things of
saying: “What if Fatlhogang is going to see the faults in me” and | know that there are
some other things that | didn’t do it right. | have got that fear as a teacher. . . . That is how
| experience it because most of the things that you did [PALAR activities] they do boil back
to me as the teacher, even when | want to put the blame on kids, when | want to put the
blame on parents, but at the end of the day, my role as teacher, | didn’t do it.” (Participant
D)

However, this discomfort is a necessary part of personal growth (Zuber-Skerritt, 2012) and is enhanced
through critical reflection in a safe space. The participants reflected on their personal experience to
gain a deeper understanding of themselves and then integrated their new awareness into their current
professional practice (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011) when responding to their learners’ contextual challenges:

You know going out, taking those pictures really touches me a lot and it really makes me
to want to go on helping. . . . That is why | wanted to engage more so that | maybe can
get healed. . . . Since we have started this . . . everything that we have done especially on
the learners’ side, | link that with my growing up. And that is again that what makes me
to work harder. Work harder at this Fatlhogang so that | can maybe aid or help learners
to go through smoothly . . . like my father used to beat my mum, yes. And when we talk to
those learners | sometimes hear [learners say] . .. “my dad was beating my mum and” and
that is exactly what happened to me. (Participant K)

Theme 3: A sense of group identity to promote personal and collective agency emerged.

The participants brainstormed and democratically decided on the name Fatlhogang for their group,
which means “to be enlightened” in Setswana (indigenous South African language). One of their goals
was to create awareness among learners that they can overcome challenges with the correct support.
The logo they designed (see Figure 2) shows people holding hands, symbolising working together, with
orange and blue symbolising light and hope respectively, and with “Light at the end of the tunnel” as
their motto.
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Figure 2: Fatlhogang Logo and Motto, Designed Collaboratively by Participants

’L‘xg‘\t at ﬂ\e en'cl of H\e hmhe!-...

Participants reflected verbally and in writing on how the process created a keener sense of their
professional practice and purpose, to the extent that Participant H reflected that she would still
participate in Fatlhogang even after her retirement the following year: “This process has reminded me
where | came from . . . how far | have come . . . it makes me realise that there is still such a lot to do
for the institution [school] even after | retire.”

Participant C reported how he takes the process beyond the school and this allowed him to give
support to his siblings:

I even told my mum about this programme . . . what | am doing [for] other kids . . . because
I cannot see myself achieving it with others and without starting with them [at home] . . .
I just wanted to ask my mum about our family name because it is important to know . . .
you need to know [your identity] otherwise it brings up this resentment.

He had gained deeper awareness of his potential for helping through reflectively integrating his new
knowledge and existing personal knowledge to benefit his learners and family. This suggests that,
through the collaborative process for identifying psychosocial challenges at school, the participants
started to realise their potential agency:

We are working well as group members and | do believe if we really can hold each other’s
hands we can be able to make many people to work with us, especially by that one where
we were taking photos and identifying the types of places whereby our learners are living
and how we can improve those places. (Participant H)

The awareness of their potential to collaboratively address the identified challenges is one of the
transformative aims of a PALAR process (Zuber-Skerritt, 2012; Zuber-Skerritt & Teare, 2013).
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T-shirts with the Fatlhogang logo were printed for each member at their request, which promoted
group identity and seemed to create a sense of confidence among the participants, because it was at
this point that they decided to invite other stakeholders on board. Fatlhogang teachers gave
collaborative feedback about the research process to the entire staff. The feedback from other
teaching and administrative staff indicated support for the process thus far. It was clear the research
participants had started to take ownership of the process

At a memorial service for a 13-year-old learner who had passed away from HIV-related cancer,
Participant L invited the parents, learners, and members of the public to approach Fatlhogang with
any school-related problems they might be experiencing. Fatlhogang members invited parents and
learner representatives serving on the school governing body to a meeting to create awareness among
these stakeholders about the learners’ psychosocial challenges and invite them to collaborate to begin
to address them. This is evidence of the emergence of transformative learning (Zuber-Skerritt & Teare,
2013) toward collaborative action in comparison to previous ad hoc responses to challenges. Parents
at this meeting requested a team building day for staff and parent representatives to get to know each
other better. Fatlhogang members also started to generate data at school related to the number of
learners living with extended family members or without any adult supervision, as the start of a project
for providing support to such learners. During the final meeting of this first cycle of the PALAR process,
the participants indicated their intention to take this process to surrounding schools after evaluation
of the second cycle and to then expand on the Fatlhogang project so that interested teachers at other
schools may be encouraged to use a similar PALAR process to identify and address contextual
psychosocial challenges. Their long-term goal is to set up structures and a database that will guide
teachers to follow this same process for identifying and addressing contextual psychosocial challenges.

Theme 4: The use of communication technology promoted collaborative action to support each
other and learners.

During this cycle, participants respectfully motivated each other to achieve their personal and
professional goals as equals, helping to minimise power relations within the group and promote
collaborative action. One challenge with this process was that the group found it difficult to make
decisions unless all participants were present. The WhatsApp social media tool fortunately became a
space through which participants could put forward suggestions freely without face-to-face tensions.
This encouraged symmetrical communication and group synergy (Myers & Sweeney, 2008). Through
the WhatsApp tool, participants also supported each other in challenging times of illness,
bereavement, and daily life challenges of their own or learners and thus promote wellness. The
challenge with using WhatsApp was that not all participants possessed the relevant technological
devices to participate equally, and at times were unaware of developments until they actually met
another participant. The following are excerpts from Whatsapp messages sent by teacher participants
to one another:

Hi to all, can we all pls pray for . . . [learner who had terminal cancer], he so much wish to
come to school n his condition prevents him to. (Participant E)

On behalf of Fatlhogang crew . .. be blessed and get well soon . . . take a break and relax,
remember you only have 1 life to live. (Participant L)

Leave your worries, stress, anger or any illness and start a new life. You r God’s property.
(Participant H)

The following message was sent on WhatsApp when a fellow teacher passed on after a severe diabetes
episode during the second term school holiday: “Today let your actions speak louder than your words.
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Give encouragement to the teachers, principal and administrators as a new school term begins”
(Participant L).

They also used the WhatsApp tool to communicate around action for the way forward. The following
words of Participant B suggest that sessions became personally meaningful, supportive, and motivating
with regard to action in supporting learners: “I didn’t feel like coming [to school] today but when |
think of this session | just sprang out of bed . . . it’s better to work as a team compared to previously
when each helping [learners] individually.”

Theme 5: Following a systematic process made challenges appear more manageable.

The participants initially identified 28 psychosocial challenges affecting learners, which was
overwhelming. The facilitator suggested the nominal group technique (Dick, 1991; Zuber-Skerritt &
Teare, 2013) whereby the participants could prioritise the most urgent challenges to address. The
nominal group technique (NGT) is a process where individual participants give numerical value to
issues in order of significance to the individual. Scores are then tabulated to identify the issues with
the highest scoring for the group. The three prioritised challenges as mentioned below were
represented visually on a 3 m x 2 m fabric (Figure 3):

e Learners are carrying adult responsibilities due to parents being unavailable
e Substance abuse

e Teenage pregnancy

Figure 3: Fabric Collage of the Three Prioritised Challenges Placed in School Staff Room

The teacher participants decided to begin with finding ways to support learners who experience the
three prioritised challenges through referral networks and by creating awareness among the learners
at school level. They decided to reflect at monthly meetings on the progress for addressing the three
issues over a period of 10 months. The fabric collage in Figure 3 created awareness of the PALAR
process among other teachers, learners, and parents at the school. The collage was hung in the
staffroom to encourage dialogue among staff. It was also exhibited with explanations to learners at
assembly and to parents at a parents’ meeting. Participants perceived the three psychosocial
challenges as interrelated, particularly when children are vulnerable in the absence of parental care.
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Current research also suggests that these three psychosocial challenges are interrelated within the
socioeconomic reality of under-resourced communities in South Africa, negatively affecting personal
and community wellness (Donald et al., 2010; Ward et al., 2014). HIV-related illness and death of
parents are realities associated with the phenomenon of child-headed households in South Africa
(Pillay, 2012) where older children are expected to perform caregiving responsibilities for siblings
(Sloth-Nielsen, 2004) and sometimes also for ailing parents. The migrant labour system in South Africa
(Hall & Wright, 2010), as a legacy of colonialism and apartheid (Bennett, Hosegood, Newell & McGrath,
2015; Lu & Treiman, 2006), currently also contributes to children carrying adult responsibilities. These
two factors have also disrupted family structures (Hall & Wright, 2010; Lu & Treiman, 2006). The absent
father phenomenon is a reality in South Africa (Makusha & Richter, 2014), resulting in increased
responsibility on single mother figures who are often overburdened and unable to parent successfully
(Makusha & Richter, 2014). These realities are directly related to the fact that almost 1% of the
population of about 50 million South Africans live in child-headed households (Meintjes, Hall, Marera,
& Boulle, 2009), where the older children at times must prioritise menial labour over school attendance
to support the family financially. Those who remain at school may perform poorly due to their
increased family responsibilities (lbebuike, van Belkum, & Maja, 2014). The strain of being responsible
for younger siblings may cause anxiety, resulting in poor concentration in class and poor attention to
homework, resulting in poor academic performance (Tsegaye, 2008). In an attempt to cope financially,
some girls in these contexts turn to men who will provide financial assistance for temporary periods,
but then add to their problems through unwanted pregnancies (Miller et al., 2014; Theron, 2009) or
HIV infection. Transactional sex (Potgieter, Strebel, Shefer, & Wagner, 2012) in these contexts is at
times a conscious choice by some girls to generate an income (lbebuike et al., 2014). Teenage
pregnancy may also be fuelled by boredom (Miller et al., 2014), alcohol, and other substance use (Davis
& Steslow, 2014; Tlale & Dreyer, 2013) in under-resourced communities where few other leisure
options exist. This reality places these adolescents at greater risk for HIV infection in a population
where the estimated HIV prevalence among antenatal clinic attendees in 2010 was already 14% for
girls aged 15-19 years in South Africa (Blignaut, Vergnani, & Jacobs, 2014) and is steadily rising in peri-
urban contexts. Social research indicates that children who are in a healthy relationship with their
parents are more likely to make safer life choices (Brown, Gourdine, Waites, & Owens, 2013). The
absence of parents in the context of child-headed families and the migrant labour system therefore
paints a worrying picture, adding to the typical challenges of parenting in the 21st century (Zuber-
Skerritt & Teare, 2013)

The research speaks directly to the 28 wellness challenges as identified during the PALAR process. The
NGT allowed the participants to identify a starting point for addressing the myriad of challenges, which
previously had appeared overwhelming and which impact negatively on the wellness of teachers and
learners (Myers & Sweeney, 2008). The dynamics linking the many challenges also highlights the link
between wellness and social justice, where the poverty-related challenges cannot be divorced from
the wellness of the community at large (Prilleltensky, 2013). The participants collaboratively
categorised the remaining 25 challenges into the following categories for addressing in future as part
of the ongoing PALAR process: (1) Negative modern and traditional cultural influences, (2) Poor home
environment, (3) Socioeconomic challenges and (4) School environment.

Theme 6: Participants encountered challenges impacting on the potential success of PALAR
process.

The challenges experienced by the teacher participants during Cycle 1 of the PALAR process had a
direct bearing on achieving the aims and timeframes as decided on by the teacher participants during
their vision building activity for the project. The challenge of time as related to their various life roles
was repeatedly mentioned by participants. They felt motivated to take action, but felt they could
accomplish more if more time was available “because we only meet once a week and sometimes
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others have commitments . .. | think that if maybe we had more time there could have been more that
could have been done (Participant E).”

There were times when those in attendance became frustrated by the lack of progress because of the
absenteeism of others. They questioned the commitment of participants. The facilitator contained the
situation and encouraged teacher participants to reflect on the contextual challenges in their
community and the influence on participating teachers. Fortunately, the group cohesion and
commitment encouraged participants to be patient with each other. For the facilitator, the biggest
challenge was also to be reflexive and accommodating of the commitments of participants to their
other life roles when, often, sessions were cancelled at the last minute for school-related activities or
because participants had to attend to learners or family responsibility. This reality was demotivating
to the facilitator at times because progress was slow. There were, however, also “momentum waves”
where teacher participants were proactive and achieved project goals in short spaces of time. This is a
reality of the context in which this PALAR process was unfolding.

The findings from the analysis of the first cycle of the PALAR process suggest that the participating
teachers understand each other much better after the relationship building process. This set the tone
for collaborative interaction (Zuber-Skerritt, 2012; Zuber-Skerritt & Teare, 2013) where they could
draw on personal experience (Chilisa, 2005) to enhance their existing knowledge and skills (Zuber-
Skerritt & Teare, 2013). The participants developed a deep sense of professional, personal, and group
identity that encouraged them to engage collectively and reflexively with each other and later, with
other stakeholders, to explore ways to support learners coming from challenging psychosocial contexts
to improve wellness within the school community.

The initial focus on relationship building allowed for the creation of a democratic and humanising
space. Within this supportive environment, the Fat/hogang members reflected on the issues they face
personally and then professionally and how these impact on wellbeing. The reflections promoted
transformation and character building of the participants (Chilisa, 2005), and the resultant learning
potentially contributed to theory and practice (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011). This process encouraged a critical
attitude and promoted creative discussions and collaborative interactions (Stringer, 2013) to address
real-life problems (Zuber-Skerritt & Teare, 2013) with all stakeholders in comparison with previous
individual and ad hoc reactions to challenges the participants experienced at work and personally.

Interactions during the process encouraged empathy and ownership of the larger action research
project, with teacher agency (Mertens, 2010; Minkler & Wallerstein, 2003) gaining momentum as they
collectively identified and categorised the psychosocial challenges faced by their learners. They started
to recognise their personal and collective agency, which may not have been apparent to them before
they started the PALAR process because they were previously overwhelmed by the contextual
challenges. During this first cycle of the iterative PALAR process, participants successfully created a
collaborative understanding of their concerns and negotiated a working relationship where, even
when individual attendance was not possible, the participant still remained part of the process.
Participants invested personally in the process and came to understand one another well enough to
take collective ownership. Through interacting as collaborative coresearchers, they exercised their
personal and collective agency for addressing the challenges they identified as affecting learners at
their school.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the interactions and reflections of participants during this first cycle of the PALAR
process indicate that these participants have benefitted personally and professionally through the
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process of repeated action, observation, and reflection within a trusting environment. While
contributing to theory on how a PALAR process can support teachers to support learners, the process
also improved participants’ professional capacity for reflective transformation through democratic
partnerships. The iterative trial-and-error approach of PALAR appears messy, but the strength lies in
that it allows community participants to contribute to the process at any point. Even though time and
effective communication posed significant challenges, the outcomes suggest that the PALAR approach
is an option for teachers to initiate sustainable action to support learners with psychosocial challenges.
The process was facilitated by the use of visual research methods that provided an avenue for teacher
participants to voice their concerns and to reach a collaborated understanding of learner challenges in
a non threatening process. The challenges of time, communication, and commitment to other life roles
are realities of a community-based project, but through reflecting collaboratively, solutions can be
generated. The emphasis for future PALAR projects should be on the time required for relationship
building at the beginning. The strong bonds formed during relationship building become a resource for
the participants during challenging times and encourage sustainability for the cycles that follow. The
PALAR process for teachers in South Africa is a novel way of improving their practice and praxis in
challenging contexts. Reporting on this PALAR project that helped the participating teachers identify
and address psychosocial challenges faced by learners, adds to existing literature in the area of teacher
support, and encourages teacher agency for collaboratively addressing challenges in their particular
context.

While this research is based on improving wellness at one particular South African school, findings may
encourage other teachers to adopt a PALAR process to understand and address contextual challenges
affecting learner and teacher wellness in their respective school communities. The findings clearly
suggest that by implementing a PALAR process, teachers can collaboratively address contextual
wellness issues of school children that have a direct impact on learning and teaching.
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Introduction

In the year 2016, alone, Swaziland had about 150,000 vulnerable children in the country’s schools—a
drastic increase from 78,000 in 2015 (Simelane, 2016). The Kingdom of Swaziland (2010) defines a
vulnerable child as one, with or without parents, who lacks the basic needs for survival, and is living in
circumstances with high risk, and whose prospects for health, growth, and development are seriously
impaired, mostly due to the effects of HIV and AIDS. Within the Swaziland education system,
vulnerable children are considered to include orphans, children living in child-headed households, and
those from poor social and economic backgrounds. Vulnerable children are locally referred to as
bantfwana bendlunkhulu [those cared for by the whole community] and whose educational fees are
paid by the government. Although the reasons that render children vulnerable may differ, for instance,
orphaned children, those experiencing childhood poverty, and children living in child-headed
households in Swaziland, these children share one thing—and that is vulnerability and poverty
(Nordtveit, 2010). It is against this backdrop that the study adopted the concept of vulnerable children
in order to understand the shared real-life schooling experiences of these children. Although the article
is about vulnerable children’s experiences within school (or learning) spaces, we avoided referring to
them as vulnerable learners so as to emphasise the social (rather than the didactical) dimensions of
the vulnerable children’s real-life schooling experiences.

In 1990, Swaziland committed itself to the Eight Millennium Development Goals (MDG) aimed at
focusing on poverty and the needs of all children by 2015 (Khumalo, 2013). The country also became
a signatory to the Dakar Framework for Action: Education for All, which formed the basis for inclusive
educational policies in the country (Kingdom of Swaziland, 2011). By signing these declarations, the
state devoted itself to improving education, especially for the most vulnerable and underprivileged
children in the country (UNESCO, 2000). Guided by these conventions, in 2003, the government of
Swatziland introduced the Orphaned and Vulnerable Children’s (OVC) fund to cater for vulnerable
children’s educational fees (Kingdom of Swaziland, 2012). The country’s constitution of 2005 also
offered a legal framework for the rights of all children and set an objective of free primary education
(Kingdom of Swaziland, 2005). In 2011, the Ministry of Education and Training consequently designed
the Education Sector Policy, which was underpinned by international, regional, and national
declarations on the rights of all children. This policy outlines the state’s goals towards the improvement
of vulnerable children’s lives by identifying, monitoring, and accommodating their educational needs
(Kingdom of Swaziland, 2011).

Even after adopting the aforementioned conventions, laws, and policies, Swaziland has not fully
succeeded in implementing them at a practical level (Sukati, 2013). For example, Nordtveit (2010)
found that school practices, and teachers in Swaziland, still exclude vulnerable children; and these
children were also found to have a predisposition for exploitation and sexual abuse by some teachers
(Swaziland Action Group Against Abuse, 2013), which forces them to drop out of school (Nordtveit,
2010) at a higher rate than children who are not regarded as vulnerable. Such a scenario increases
vulnerable children’s risk of being trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty and vulnerability because it
deprives them of their right to education, which is a prerequisite for a better and gracious later life. It
actually contravenes vulnerable children’s right to basic learning needs of fair and dignified treatment,
which is necessary for them to complete quality school education (UNESCO, 2000) as ratified by the
Dakar Framework for Action, to which Swaziland subscribes. Clearly, more needs to be done,
therefore, to comprehend the daily life experiences of vulnerable children in light of these possible
policy—practice discrepancies. Hence, we undertook this study, which tries to shed insights on the real-
life schooling experiences of vulnerable children in this context. To address this policy—practice gap,
the paper combines narrative interviews with photovoice imagery to bring to the research world a
glimpse of the vulnerable children’s voices as they expressed their feelings and opinions related to
their schooling experiences. In this rural context, education is seen as the only hope for breaking the
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circle of poverty and vulnerability (Sutton, Smith, Dearden, & Middleton, 2007), hence the need to
open debates and conceptualisations of new possibilities for educational reforms aimed at enhancing
the schooling opportunities of vulnerable children.

Social Constructionism as Theoretical Perspective

One inevitable question that must be answered is, “What is it about social constructionism that makes
it appropriate as a theoretical perspective for studying real-life schooling experiences of vulnerable
children in school contexts?” At the heart of social constructionism is the view that vulnerable
children’s ways of constructing their real-life schooling experiences are generated by relations, rather
than by external realities (Gergen, 2009). Social constructionism’s emphasis is on discourse and social
relations as bases on which vulnerable children’s real-life schooling experiences are predicated. Gee
(2011) saw discourse as a socially accepted association among ways of thinking, feeling, believing,
valuing, and of acting that can be used to identify oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group.
McCann & Kim (2003) posited that a discourse is not a language or a text, but a historically, socially,
and institutionally specific structure of statements, terms, categories, and beliefs. Therefore,
discursively constituted social relations are key phenomena informing vulnerable children’s views
about the world, and their relationships with wider society, family, and the school, and vice versa
(Gergen & Gergen, 2000). Similarly, Acevedo-Garcia, Rosenfeld, McArdle, & Osypuk (2010) noted
complex and synergic nexuses between vulnerable children’s social relationships at school, family, and
the wider community.

However, this does not mean that there are no external realities informing or affecting vulnerable
children’s real-life schooling experiences. Social constructionism postulates that what is important in
the study of vulnerable children is to understand how these children perceive and make sense of the
world around them, and that it is the vulnerable children’s socially and historically constituted relations
that determine their real-life schooling experiences. While social constructionists are not in the
business of dismissing reality, they do, however, question the objective existence of meaningful reality.

Social constructionism doesn’t try to rule on what is or is not fundamentally real. Whatever
is, simply is. However, the moment we begin to articulate what there is—what is truly or
objectively the case—we enter a world of discourse, and thus a tradition, a way of life and
a set of value preferences. (Gergen, 2009, p. 161)

Rather than seeking facts and truths, this article was interested in the vulnerable children’s social
spaces and places—in the home and school—and how historically constituted repertoires of
vulnerable children’s relationships with these spaces informed constructions of these children’s real-
life schooling experiences. This theoretical perspective enabled the article to illuminate not only the
spaces and places of vulnerable children’s real-life schooling experiences but also the highly emotional
value (due to often deeply held painful and traumatic memories, resulting from historically constituted
social attachments and experiences some vulnerable children had in relation to these environments),
which the vulnerable children attached to these spaces. Social constructionism draws on ideas of
developmental psychology, influenced by the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978) and Jerome Bruner (Bruner
& Weinreich-Haste, 1987, p. 1), which has shifted in recent years from viewing children as active but
isolated agents to an emphasis on children as active social beings: accepting that vulnerable children’s
“making sense [of real-life schooling experiences] is a social process; and an activity situated within [a]
cultural and historical context.” Indeed, vulnerable children’s school experiences in this study were
found to be inescapably immersed in discursively symbolised and regulated social relationships with
close relatives, teachers, and other children within this context. When vulnerable children narrated
stories about their real-life schooling experiences, we understood that these were not just vulnerable
children’s stories, but an embodied reflection of socially constituted relationships’ dynamics in the
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communities, schools, and homes in which they lived. Sadly, the values preferences that teachers,
relatives, and other children ascribed to vulnerable children, and vice versa, had the consequence of
relegating the vulnerable children to subservience, often bearing the brunt of any thwarts emanating
from these relationships.

Real-life schooling experiences of vulnerable children

Vulnerable children face challenges in community, family, and school contexts that bear devastatingly
on their real-life schooling experiences. Communities tend to stigmatise and discriminate against them
because they associate vulnerable children with social ills like poverty and HIV and AIDS (Nyabanyaba,
2009). Some communities, particularly in rural and poverty-stricken communities where almost
everyone is struggling to meet basic means of subsistence, exhibit envy and jealousy towards
vulnerable children who receive free aid—especially when this comes from rich international and
Western organisations (Lekule, 2014). In family contexts, vulnerable children have real and important
responsibilities in their lives that affect their study time (Mohlokwana, 2013). Some have lost both
parents and live in child-headed households and, therefore, have to simultaneously address family
responsibilities and meet schooling requirements (Nsibande, 2015). These complexities, and lack of
proper and functional family structures, intensify the magnitude of vulnerable children’s life challenges
in ways that relegate them to inability to comply with their schooling requirements (Nelson &
Christensen, 2009)—like completion of assignments and arriving on time to school (Horgan, 2007). This
then becomes a recipe for corporal punishment by teachers and, in some cases, expulsion from school
(Nordtveit, 2010), whether constructively or directly by school principals who are normally keen to
enforce the school rules and regulations.

Vulnerable children further face challenges of social exclusion as they try to fit into the school society
(Vanderbeck & Dunkley, 2004). For instance, other learners are terrified of playing with them due to
an uninformed fear of contracting the HIV virus (Nyabanyaba, 2009). The negative constructions held
about them and their menial social status render these children susceptible to bullying and ridicule by
peers (Sukati, 2013). In addition, schools subject vulnerable children to unfair and unjust treatment
(Sutton, et al., 2007), due to lack of understanding or appreciation of these children’s life challenges
and situations. Sometimes teachers and other children yell at the vulnerable children (Horgan, 2007)
and intimidate them (Lekule, 2014), particularly because of the minority social status that they possess
in the power hierarchies of social relationships within the schools. All these factors converge to
compound the vulnerable children’s situation in ways that exacerbate and add to their schooling plight
and frustrations.

Research Design
Research context

The school in which this study was conducted is located in the rural Lubombo region on the far east of
Swaziland, bordered by Mozambique. Lubombo is largely rural with 76% of its schools being in the
rural areas (Kingdom of Swaziland, 2013). Due to the persistent drought, which has spanned more than
20 years now (Salam & Mamba, 2012), the people of Lubombo have heavily relied on food aid because
extreme poverty stands at 37 % (Swaziland Central Statistical Office & United Nations Children Fund,
2011), which makes it the poorest of the four regions in the country (UNICEF, 2009). Most people here
live from piecework, and are paid in the form of food (Salam & Mamba, 2012). Lubombo is also the
area hardest hit by the effects of HIV and AIDS and, therefore, has the highest percentage of vulnerable
children in the country (Braithwaite, Djima & Pickmans, 2013). Furthermore, children in Lubombo are
the most deprived of education (UNICEF, 2009), and are the most engaged in child labour (Nordtveit,
2010).
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Research methodology

A qualitative research paradigm was adopted as a methodological framing for the study. This paradigm
was chosen for its ability to enable elicitation of quality active data, which explicates the complexities,
dynamisms, and emotional subjectivities of socially constituted phenomena like real-life schooling
experiences of vulnerable children (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007). This allowed deeper access
into the cultural contexts of the vulnerable children, and in an empowering manner that valued
vulnerable children as active participants and coconstructors of knowledge about their real-life
schooling experiences. Unlike a quantitative research paradigm, which uses numbers and instruments
(Mcmillan & Schumacher, 2010), qualitative research uses words, which privileges the vulnerable
children’s voices. In tandem with the theoretical perspective of this study, qualitative research is
further concerned with the sociological nature of being and human experience (Mcmillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Its appreciation of complexities, contradictions, and fluidities of being, and the
value of subjectivities in research, adds immense richness, liveliness, and dynamism to knowledge
production. This approach allowed the researchers to describe and examine vulnerable children’s
individual and common societal actions, values, and perceptions (Bryman, 2008) regarding their lived
schooling experiences within the immediate context in which these phenomena occurred (Mcmillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Through this approach, we were able to unearth complex, fluid, and supple
realities that informed vulnerable children’s understanding of the meanings, interpretations, and
personal experiences of their schooling. We were further able to explore deeper into the social and
personal world of the participants in more interactive, relational, and respectful ways. Moreover, the
research participants had the opportunity to express their real-life schooling experiences from their
own perspectives as children, using their own words.

Data generation methods

Individual and focus group semi-structured interviews and participatory photovoice techniques were
utilised as methods of data collection. For photovoice, each participant was given a disposable camera
with 27 frames. Pseudonyms, which the participants chose themselves, were used to name the
cameras for ownership. The participants were trained on how to use the cameras, and were then urged
to capture their chosen salient spaces and places that held meaning to their real-life schooling
experiences either in an affirmative or undesirable way (Joubert, 2012) for a period of 4 days, after
which the frames were developed. The photo imagery was then used during the interviews to act as
ingress into the views, perspectives, and lived experiences of the study participants (Mitchell,
Moletsane, Stuart, Buthelezi, & de Lange, 2005). Photovoice enabled active involvement of the
participants as they took the images and helped in their analysis. This asserted the participant children
as active agentic actors not only in shaping dynamics of their lives, but also in shaping the knowledge
they would like this study to produce in respect of their real-life schooling experiences.

The study participants

The study participants consisted of six Grade 6 vulnerable children (aged between 11-15 years). They
consisted of three boys and three girls, who were purposively sampled. Two were orphans, two from
child-headed households, and two from poverty-stricken families (one boy and one girl for each pair).
As indicated earlier, orphaned children were those whose parents had died, and were left in the care
of extended families. Children from child-headed households were either those whose parents had
died, or were abandoned by their parents and lived in households where the eldest was less than 18
years old, or stayed with very old people whose livelihood depended on the vulnerable children.
Participants from poverty-stricken families had both parents, but lived under very poor socioeconomic
conditions. Regardless of the source of vulnerability, a common denominator that cut across these
children was poverty, which relegated vulnerable children susceptible to the worst of social ills and
challenges related to their schooling.
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With permission from the participants, the use of a tape recorder helped in the accurate capturing of
what each participant said, and in supplementing data not recorded in notes. All interviews were
conducted in SiSwati to allow participants to talk and express themselves without any linguistic
restrictions (Mcmillan & Schumacher, 2010).

Data analysis procedures

Data were transcribed from SiSwati into English for easy analysis. One of the authors is a Swazi, which
thus helped with the analysis of transcriptions from SiSwati to English. An inductive process of analysis
was followed to derive patterns and themes in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The emergent themes
were then coded and the pictures selected and contextualised with assistance from the participants.
Careful relistening to the recorded data was useful to ensure transcriptions’ accuracy during
generation of themes and with linking names of the actual informants to the pseudonyms used in this
study. The participants’ facial expressions and voice tone were noted in order to comprehend their
emotions. The themes that emerged from all the data (photovoice, individual, and focus group
interviews) were then analysed and discussed to derive the findings of this study.

Ethical considerations

Consent for the research was sought from the Director of Schools in Swaziland, the school principal,
and from parents or caregivers of the participants. Considering that some vulnerable children had
neither parents nor guardians, letters of consent for such participants were written to the
umgcugcuteli [community caregiver]. Ethical clearance was obtained from the University of KwaZulu-
Natal research office. As the study views children as competent human beings who can decide on
issues that concern their lives, their consent was also sought. In this paper, pseudonyms, which the
participants chose themselves, are used to protect their identity.

Findings
Vulnerable children’s experiences in home and family spaces.

Schooling experiences of every child does not begin when learners get into the school environment or
end when the school day is over, but goes far beyond the school context to the community and home
spaces (Nelson & Christensen, 2009). For example, vulnerable children have to study and write
assignments in their family spaces. Dynamics within the home settings were found to be contributing,
somewhat negatively, to the real-life schooling experiences of the vulnerable children through the grief
and trauma that these environments exposed them to. In addition, the absence of adult people
(particularly their own parents) in their lives was also found to be devastating for these children, either
emotionally or physically.

Vulnerable children’s trauma and grief

The findings highlighted the traumatic experiences that the vulnerable children went through in their
lives. There is evidence of huge emotional grief and distress that some vulnerable children underwent,
and the stress these complications caused had likelihood to distract their concentration on learning.
Picture 1, below, was provided by Anita to illustrate her daily distressing experience related to the
suicide death of her father:
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Picture 1

Anita (girl aged 12, focus group discussion): Lapha ngulapho babe atibulalela khona.
Ngihlala njalo ngitibuta kutsi kwaba yini sizatfu sakhe. Kuyangilimata, noko ngiyati kutsi
kute longanginika leto timphendvulo. [This is where my father committed suicide. | think
about it almost every day. Why he really had to do this? It always hurt so much yet | know
that | would never get the answers that | want].

The above excerpt demonstrates the pain and grief that some vulnerable children had to endure on a
day-to-day basis. The emotional pain of seeing a place where her father committed suicide was a fact
too hard to bear for a 12-year-old Anita. Unfortunately, there was no way in which this unsightly place
could be removed from Anita’s family compound, making it a place of horror to her on daily basis.
There were no counselling services provided in this community, which means that Anita had to deal
with all this on her own because her mother had also passed away. The plight of vulnerable children is
really understated because the emotions they go through are usually not accommodated in many
societal, community, and school structures, especially in the rural areas. The sight of a dead parent, or
looking after a terminally ill parent who eventually dies in their care, was not uncommon among the
six participants in this study. The findings indicate that the vulnerable children’s real-life schooling
experiences were emotionally laden, often due to deeply held painful and traumatic memories as a
result of historically constituted social attachments and experiences they had in relation to these
environments. Without properly organised assistance, therefore, children like Anita were not able to
cope with schooling requirements (Nelson & Christensen, 2009). Such emotional burdens that
competed with their concentration on learning further aggravated their vulnerability. Furthermore,
not being able to complete some school tasks and assignments predisposed the vulnerable children to
punishment by teachers, which added to the level of their pain and discomfort.

The vulnerable children in the study were relegated to experience the bitter consequences of the
breakdown of African and family values of communality because most of them were isolated and seen
by extended family members as burdens due to a lack of financial resources to sustain their lives. This
included the vulnerable children’s educational requirements like school uniforms, and so forth.
Separations from extended family members left some vulnerable children to shoulder the
responsibilities of caring for themselves and their siblings emotionally and physically, as the excerpts
below illustrate:
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Anita (girl aged 12, focus group discussion): Ngake ngacela malume kutsi angitsengele
inyifomu yesikolwa, wangikhahlabeta matima. Wangitjela kutsi babe akabulawanga
nguye. Njalo nangicabanga loku lakusho, ngitfukutsela kakhulu ngiyafisa kutsi babe
ngabe usekhona. Lokuhlupheka nebuhlungu lobungaka ngabe angibhekani nabo [l once
asked my uncle to buy me a school uniform and he was mean. He said he was not
responsible for my father’s death. I still think about the things he said and | have so much
anger and | wish | had a father; he would have obviously protected me from this suffering].

Fortunate (girl aged 15, focus group discussion): Make wangishiya wayohlala
eSkhwahlande. Umundeni wakhe awukhonanga kuhlala nami ngobe bakholelwa kutsi
make ubalekela imisebenti yakhe njengemtali. Bebahlala njalo bangitjela kutsi make
wehla uyenyuka lena elozi. Nangisahlala nabo ngangihlala njalo ngikhala kani nalokutsi
make vele wakhohlwa kukhohlwa ngami, kuhlala njalo kungilimata kakhulu
engcondvweni [My mother left me to stay in South Africa and her family refused to take
care of me, because they felt she was running away from her responsibilities as a parent.
They always told me that my mother was a very loose woman. | cried almost every day
thus decided to go back home, and the fact that my mother completely forgot about me,
affects me so much].

The data reveals the deep emotional scars, pain, and bitterness entrenched by both the circumstances
that led to the vulnerable children’s state of vulnerability, as well as by the denigrating manner in
which their close relatives treated them as a result. The tendency by family members to reject
vulnerable children had a devastating effect on these children’s emotional, social, and psychological
wellbeing, confirming social constructionism’s argument that supportive social relations are important
for vulnerable children to have positive constructions of their real-life schooling experiences. In
particular, referring to the horrific incident of the death of Anita’s father as a reason for not buying her
a school uniform was the greatest form of emotional abuse. Anita was, clearly, deeply scarred by the
experience of her father’s suicide, which she witnessed just after it occurred—and daily afterwards in
her school journey because she had to walk past the place where the suicide took place. The last thing
she wanted in her life was to be reminded about this by a trusted uncle, who was supposed to be a
source of joy and emotional comfort for Anita. Anita’s uncle’s remarks that he was not responsible for
her father’s death in justification of not buying Anita a school uniform had the likelihood to evoke a
number of unpleasant emotions. First, to instil a notion that someone had to be blamed for the suicide
death of Anita’s father, which was futile given the context under which this was stated. Secondly, to
make crystal clear the painful nexus between Anita’s lack of school uniform and the death of her
father—which merely served a dysfunctional purpose of relegating Anita to the brink of emotional
breakdown. There is no doubt about the adverse implications of such an experience on Anita’s ability
to attend school and cope with the academic demands of schooling.

The lack of willingness by family members to assist vulnerable children is a deeply worrisome
indication of African family disintegration, and a drift away from the spirit of African communalism—
commonly known as Ubuntu, Buntfu in SiSwati. Historically, it took a village to bring up an African child,
but with the status quo of unprecedented challenges of poverty, unemployment, and AIDS, the means
of survival have become hard to come by. The findings indicated that these survival challenges had
relegated most families in this Swazi community to conduct their lives along the “every person for
herself or himself and God for us all” principle. Sadly, this mentality brings no good news for the
vulnerable children who, to the very contrary, desperately require more support, care, and belonging
from their families and communities than at any time before (Wood & Goba, 2011), owing to the
challenges of abject poverty, unemployment, and the scourge of AIDS.

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2016, 5(2)



43

Absence of adult or parents in vulnerable children’s lives

The study findings showed that the absence of adult people in home contexts brought about negative
experiences, with consequent responsibilities that competed with the vulnerable children’s study
time—lack of necessities, chaotic home environments, and relatives who took advantage of the
vulnerable children, as illustrated below:

Anita (girl aged 12, individual interview): Khokho kute nakunye lakwentako. Mine ke
kudzingeka ngimunakekele, ngipheke, ngiwashe, ngiphindze ngiciniseke kutsi ngakusasa
kukhona latokudla mangisesikolweni. Uma sekudzingeka ngidadishe, emva
kwawowonkhe lomusebenti lona, ngisuke sengidzinwe kakhulu kutsi ngingenta lutho [My
great-grand mother literally does nothing and | have to do all the work, take care of her,
cook, wash and also make sure that when | go to school the next day, she has something
to eat. By the time | have to study, | am just too tired to do anything].

Precious (girl aged 13, focus group discussion): Uma ngibuya esikolweni onkhe malanga,
ngiyacabanga ngelilanga lelilandzelako ngoba ngati kutsi lemisebenti lengidzinga kutsi
ngiyente ekhaya, kupheka nalokunye lokunenti, itongenta ngingatfoli litfuba lekwenta
umsebenti wami wesikolwa. Ngako ke ngiyati kutsi luswati vele lungihlalele. Ngesikhatsi
sengicedzile ngisuke sengidziniwe, ngingacabangi ngsiho kucabanga ngemusebenti
wesikolwa. Ngalesinye sikhatsi sekuhwalele, ukhandze kutsi nelikhandlela kute [When |
get home from school every day, | worry about the next school day because | do not get
enough time to do my schoolwork and, obviously, the teachers will punish me. | usually
have too much work to do, like cooking for the family and other house chores. By the time
| am done, | am usually so tired that | do not even think of my schoolwork or we do not
have a candle for lighting].

Below, Picture 2, is pictorial evidence of one of the chaotic environments the vulnerable children were
subjected to in the home context:

Picture 2
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Gustuff (boy aged 13, individual interview): Lesitfombe sikhombisa ingcinamba nje-
lengibhekana nayo imihla nemalanga. Esimeni lesinjena angikhoni kunaka umsebenti
wami wesikolwa. Mzala wahlala angitfuma ngiyomutsengela tjwala neligwayi ngisho
lilanga selishonile, akangenelani nekutsi mine loko kungiphatsa njani. Kute ke
lengingakwenta ngaphandle kwekutsi ngente lakushoko ngoba sondliwa nguye.
Eskhatsini lesinengi usuke adzakiwe, abange umsindvo nge radio, amemete-nawo
longikhubako phindze ungiphatamise uma ngifuna kubhala umsebenti wesikolo noma
ngidadishe [This picture shows what | have to deal with on daily basis. In such a set-up,
concentrating on my homework is impossible. My cousin always sends me to buy him
alcohol or cigarettes even during the late hours and he does not care how that makes me
feel. | have no alternative but to comply because he is the one who buys food. Most of
the time he is drunk and the loud music and noise that he makes also frustrates me when
| want to study or write homework].

From the narratives above, it is apparent that the vulnerable children’s real-life experiences were
informed by historically constituted unequal power relationships between children and adults (Gergen
& Gergen, 2000), which led to Gustuff’s cousin’s exploitative abuse of his guardianship authority. We
determined that vulnerable children, like Anita in this context, were forced by circumstances to grow
up into adults by doing chores and taking over responsibilities that were way beyond their ages, whilst
other children of the same age enjoy being children (Evans & Pilyoung, 2013). Gustuff seemed to be
profusely contradicted in his identities as a schoolchild and cigarette and alcohol delivery boy, coupled
with late night music when he still had to wake up early and be attentive in the classrooms the
following day. Evidently, such chaos at a family level did not contribute positively to the real-life
schooling experiences of vulnerable children like Gustuff who had to navigate complex and
contradictory demands of having to do his homework in the midst of alcohol and loud music late at
night.

From these findings, it is clear that in poverty-stricken households, family members who are generally
not the biological parents of the vulnerable children, tended to be less responsible. The evidence
points to these members’ propensity to misuse or overuse the dominant African adult—child
relationship where the assumption is that elders have many issues to deal with emotionally and
physically pertaining to the welfare of the home, justifying delegation of all the mundane family chores
to the vulnerable children. Such an approach characterised many a Swazi family (Nelson & Christensen,
2009), even in cases where there were no issues of vulnerability. Non-vulnerable children are
unfavourably affected by this practice—and even more severely so by vulnerable children. Exploiting
vulnerable children to perform any form of extra labour that does not support their developmental
rights as children (like education) is flawed with negative and unjust implications, and cannot be
justified by any cultural and moral principle. This shows the centrality of compassionate, sensitive,
respectful, and nonexploitative social relations as basis for the enhancement of vulnerable children’s
real-life schooling experiences.

Vulnerable children’s experiences in school spaces

As stated earlier, social constructionism posits that the social relations that vulnerable children have
with their teachers regulate how they construct their real-life schooling experiences (Gergen & Gergen,
2000). Indeed, the findings indicated the central role that teachers’ relationships and interactions with
the vulnerable children played to inform these children’s real-life schooling experiences. Teachers’ and
vulnerable children’s relations could be understood as both productive and unfavourable.
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Caring teachers

The study found a prevalence of good and affirmative relationships between some teachers and
vulnerable children in this school. These teachers were found to be compassionate and responsive to
the plight of the vulnerable children. There was evidence of care and concern for their well-being and
welfare as illustrated below:

Precious (girl aged 13, focus group discussion): Linengi lebantfwana lapha esikolweni
bayagula, umphatsi uyaya ayobahlola emakhaya uma bangasakhoni kuta esikolweni.
Lokunye, uyacinisekisa kutsi ngaso sonkhe sikhatsi lapha esikolweni kukhona lesingakudla
ngoba uyati kutsi linengi letfu ngeke sikhone kuphila ngaphandle kwalokudla lesikutfola
lapha esikolweni [We have many sick children in the school and the principal checks on
their health when and if they get sick and can no longer come to school. In addition, he
ensures that we always have something to eat because he is aware that most of us cannot
survive without the food provided by the school].

Ayanda (boy aged 11, focus group discussion): Ebusika, labanye bothishela basitsengela
ticatfulo nemajezi. Siyabonga kutsi basicabangele nome nabo banetinkinga tabo [During
the winter season, the teachers usually buy school shoes and jerseys for us. We appreciate
the little that they do for us under their own circumstances].

Fortunate (girl aged 15, individual interview): Uma kukhona longakuva uma kufundvwa,
ungaya kulomunye thishela uyobutisisa. Siya kubothishela labasiphatsa kahle. Labanye
bothishela beva ngatsi singumutfwalo [If you have not understood a concept in class, you
can go to another teacher for clarity. Usually we go to the teachers that are good to us,
because other teachers feel we are a burden and like attention].

Showing compassion and care towards vulnerable children was the kindest gesture of moral
benevolence demonstrated by the principal and some teachers in this school. The positive
ramifications that caring teachers brought to the vulnerable children not only reverberate in the tones
of the children’s narrations of these stories, but are indeed impactful on the quality of these children’s
real-life schooling experiences. The data confirms that vulnerable children felt welcome and content
(Lupton, 2004) in schools where teachers were caring, loving, and took interest on their lives, making
love and compassion an essential obligation for effective learning of vulnerable children. When there
are no parents to care for the vulnerable children, and their extended families are neglecting and
abusing them, it seems that the school was a place of hope for the vulnerable children in this study.
Some teachers have begun to take responsibility on their own shoulders to alleviate the plight of the
vulnerable children. This may mark the beginning of a turnaround in Swazi schools in respect of
teachers’ willingness to expand their roles beyond mere classroom pedagogical didactics to using their
influential professional positions to play broader grief alleviation, social support, and transformational
roles.

It should be noted however, that such extended show of support by teachers could be very emotionally
draining for the teachers (Wood & Goba, 2011). Support mechanisms are therefore necessary to help
caring teachers to become of maximum benefit to vulnerable children, without also comprising their
own well-being. Among others, such support may come in the form of equipping teachers with skills
on how to work with, care for, and teach vulnerable children effectively.

Uncaring teachers

The findings also revealed negative ways in which vulnerable children constructed their real-life
schooling experiences in the school, particularly in cases where teachers subjected the vulnerable
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children to unfair treatment and marginalisation. These learners claimed that teachers chastised them
for offenses that were beyond their control and used different ways to mete out punishment. Hence,
punishment by teachers came out very strongly amongst all the respondents of the study. They felt it
was unfairly skewed against them as vulnerable children, which is evident from the narratives below:

Sifiso (boy aged 12, individual interview): Lendlela lebasishaya ngayo inesihlungu
lesimatima, emvakwekushaywa vele singabe sisakhona kufundza kahle. Phandle kwaloko
nje, bothishela bayakhetsa, basijezisa ngendlela lengafani neyalabanye bafundzi-ngobe
tsine sihluphekile [The punishment is just too much for us to bear and we cannot really
concentrate after the beating. Besides, the teachers are choosy when it comes to the
punishment; teachers punish us differently from other learners because we are poor].

Gustuff (boy aged 13, focus group discussion): Mmmmmm lendlela lesishaywa ngayo
isenta singasitsandzi sikolwa. Bothishela bavele bakubuke emehlweni; uma utiphuyele
bakushayisa kwentfo lenganamusebbenti. Bafundzi labaphuma emakhaya lakeme kahle
noma bangenti kahle, bona bayacolelwa melula [Mmmmmmmm—the punishment makes
us hate school [The tendency for children to speak in plural terms, not only for themselves
was prevalent in this study, more as a cultural expression of communality linked to the
African principles of ubuntu rooted in the Swazi local language dialect). The teachers just
look at you in the eye; if you are poor, they punish you like a useless thing. If learners from
better off families misbehave, they are easily forgiven].

Fortunate (girl aged 15, focus group interview): Uma kwentekile wefika esikolweni muva
noma ngemizuzu lesihlanu, ushaywa nge duster etingalweni noma kutsiwe hamba
uyosebenta engadzeni labanye bafundzi babe bachubeka nekufundza. Bayasitsetsisa,
lomunye thishela wake wangitjela kutsi ngibahambela ngcunu ngekutsi nje ngangigcoke
inyifomu ledzabukile. Bothishela abatihluphi ngekutfola kutsi sentiwa yini kufika muva
esikolweni. Bavele basitjele kutsi si bantfwababogogo. Ngalesinye sikhatsi basitjele kutsi
sibadzala kunaleli class lesikulo [If you come late to school, even 5 minutes late, you are
punished by being beaten with a blackboard duster on the head or you work in the garden
whilst the other learners continue with classes. They rebuke us; a teacher once told me |
was naked because | was wearing a torn uniform. Teachers do not even bother to find out
why we are usually late. They say we are spoiled brats. At times, they tell us that we are
too old for that class].

The photograph, Picture 3 below, was provided by Gustuff to illustrate the way teachers punished
vulnerable children in the school.

Picture 3
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Gustuff (boy aged 13, focus group discussion): Lesitfombe sitjengisa | blackboard duster
bothishela labasishaya ngayo noma sente emaphutsa lamancane kakhulu. Abakhulumi
natsi kuva tinkinga lesinato letisenta singenti kahle—bavele basikhahlabete [This picture
shows a blackboard duster used by teachers to punish us for very petty offenses. They do
not talk to us, to find out about the challenges that we have—all they do is shout at us].

The findings indicate how the use of corporal punishment as a behaviour corrective mechanism is
inequitably antagonistic towards vulnerable children. The social circumstances of lack of support,
neglect, and abuse by extended family members naturally predisposed the vulnerable children’s
inability to comply with some rigid school regimes. For example, arriving on time in school, wearing
proper school uniform (one that is not torn, least the child is labelled as coming naked to school, as
the 15-year-old girl, Fortunate, has stated above), completing assignments, and so forth. Therefore,
the likelihood that vulnerable children would feature in cases requiring corporal corrective punishment
is very high; perhaps this might account for the feeling from the vulnerable children that teachers
seemed to be targeting them as opposed to children from rich or conventional families. It is also logical
to assume that children from rich or conventional families may have all the necessary support
structures, which makes it easy for them to comply with and meet most of the school requirements.

Corporal punishment was propagated as a dominant sociocultural children’s behaviour modification
practice in Swaziland (Nordtveit, 2010), often justified on grounds of the age-old biblical scriptures of
“spare the rod, spoil a child” logic. Yet findings indicate that the rod must be spared, not with intent
to spoil the child but recognising the social backgrounds of children as being the root cause of their ill
behaviour. Although corporal punishment informed real-life schooling experiences of the vulnerable
children, there was no evidence that this practice achieved its intended outcomes—raising question
as to the effectiveness of this form of punishment, in general, as a behaviour modification strategy.
Certainly, corporal punishment has huge potential to change children’s behaviour, but sadly not in line
with the teachers’ expectations. As the 13-year-old boy, Gustuff, furiously lamented,
“Mmmmmmmm—the punishment makes us hate school.” Actually, instead of coercing learners to do
what teachers expect, corporal punishment does the opposite—it chases children away from school
(Nordtveit, 2010), and made the vulnerable learners hate school and the teachers. All of this worked
against the best interests of both the teachers, vulnerable children, and the broader Swazi national
agenda of using education as a tool for social, economic, and human development (Sutton, et al.,
2007). For these children, administering corporal punishment was a huge gesture of lack of love and
care that teachers demonstrated and which had a compounding rather than mitigating effect on the
severity of vulnerable children’s real-life schooling experiences.

These findings add to wider regional and international calls for the abolishment of corporal
punishment as a means of reprimanding children in schools. Actually, neighbouring South Africa has
long passed a law that abolishes corporal punishment, and teachers who practise this commit an
offense that is punishable by law. Perhaps it is time for Swaziland to join in these developmental
strides, which are all aimed at cherishing, supporting, and respecting all learners as competent
members of society who deserve humane and considerate treatment just like any human members of
our societies.

Discussion, Conclusion, and Recommendations

Socially constructed relationships were not only the means by which vulnerable children constructed
their real-life schooling experiences (Gergen, 2009). In the bigger scheme of things, vulnerable children
themselves, were a product of thwarted socially constituted historical relationships. Almost all life
incidents that relegated children to vulnerability, and the vulnerable children’s real-life schooling
experiences, were deeply suffused in complex social relationships or lack thereof. For instance, the
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brutal death of a parent, abuse by close relatives or schoolteachers, dysfunctional families, teacher
relationships at school, and so forth. The real-life schooling experiences of vulnerable children were
suffused with fleeting moments of love and care, and enduring moments of grief and trauma. The
moments of grief and trauma were mainly indicated by the painful incidents like the loss of a parent
(which usually led to, or exacerbated, children’s degree of vulnerability) and the manner in which
teachers and relatives treated the vulnerable children as well as neglect and abuse by extended family
members. The moments of love and care mainly came from the vulnerable children’s school-based
social relations and experiences, albeit these were a combination of love, care, and support from some
teachers, mixed with exclusion and verbal abuse from other teachers. Notable among the unpleasant
experiences at the school level was teachers’ administering of corporal punishment as a behaviour
corrective mechanism. This was found to not only be a form of unjustifiable physical abuse, but also
inequitably militating against the vulnerable children. Such a strategy left vulnerable children with no
recourse but to hate school—which may account for the high incidence of primary school drop out in
Swaziland (Nordtveit, 2010). An aggravating factor to the challenge of school drop out was the
apparent lack of opportunities for vulnerable children to organise their lives in other spaces because
the school-home interfaces were the main, if not the only, social spaces and places that informed
these children’s real-life schooling experiences in this rural context. This left the vulnerable children
with little or no buffer zones to mitigate the effects of their unfavourable experiences.

The following recommendations are made as possible ways through which the quality of vulnerable
children’s real-life schooling experiences can be enhanced:

e Teachers’ administering of corporal punishment in Swazi schools should be made
illegal and punishable by law.

e In-service teacher workshops and seminars meant to deconstruct the negative
stereotypes and stigmas associated with poverty and HIV and AIDS should be
convened. This is because most vulnerable children in this context were either directly
or indirectly associated with these social ills. Therefore, the dominant discourse
closely associated with vulnerable children, in light of the misconceptions related to
these social challenges, needs to be deconstructed.

e Reskilling of teachers with the appropriate teaching and social skills for dealing with
vulnerable children is equally important. This is because teachers’ lack of expertise
regarding the facts and social realities of vulnerable children was found to play a
major role in unfair and insensitive responses teachers made towards the
transgressions committed by the vulnerable children. As stated above, most of the
offenses committed by vulnerable children were due to circumstances beyond their
control.

e Inception of social justice, diversity, and inclusive education modules should be made
compulsory in all preservice teacher training institutions in Swaziland.

The above recommendations would be futile without foregrounding social relationship enhancement
as an underpinning, overarching strategy to address the question of childhood vulnerability and
unfavourable schooling experiences of vulnerable children in this context.
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The Call

No words, no words . . .

Poetry!

They should have sent a poet.

So beautiful . . . so beautiful.

| had noidea... noidea. (Zemeckis & Starkey, 1997)

In the 1997 film adaption of Carl Sagan’s (1985) novel, Contact, an astronomer on a scientific mission
drifts wide-eyed with awe in the centre of the wondrous Milky Way, calling for a poet to express the
glittering grandeur that surrounds her. This reminds the authors of experiences that we had as aspirant
scientists, separated by decades and continents: Claire in South Africa in the 1980s, and Miles in New
Zealand in the 1960s.

Miles remembers, as a faculty member on an ornithological field trip, being with tertiary students in
the Kauaeranga Valley, near Thames, in New Zealand’s North Island. Early sunlight streamed through
his tent’s green canvas onto his sleeping bag as he listened to the dawn chorus of bellbirds and tui in
the ancient podocarp forest across the river. To his ear, the music was swelling into a mighty
penultimate chord. But the seemingly irresistible resolution never happened. Rather, the music flowed
without pause into some other anarchical, avian direction that defied his imagination.

Similarly, Claire recalls, as a university student, standing knee deep in a rock pool on the South African
Cape coast assisting her phycology professor record seaweed samples beneath a black velvet sky
draped in brilliant splendour. An apprentice scientist, she too searched for a means to describe what
she saw, to bear faithful witness for others not there. Scratching stick figure digits in columns on her
clipboard in the darkness, she flipped the page to scribble words she could not see, trying to describe
the stars afloat in crystal water, swirling with the tide to the delicate caress of seaweed tendrils as they
released their reproductive structures, slippery, yet encrusted with diamonds. Her scientific report
would not nearly capture the reality of this lunar-cyclic phenomenon. Or could it?

In this paper, we propose that the writing of poetry and of science reports can sometimes be profitably
addressed together in school classrooms. Why do we suggest this? Surely, science is about faithfulness
to evidence, laudable scepticism, and sober caution; by contrast, poetry embraces flights of fancy, the
unrestrained juggling of language, and the proposing and exploring of delicious ambiguities. So,
shouldn’t it follow that to blend the objective world of science knowledge and the subjective life of the
poet—Ernest Rutherford’s buzzing laboratory and Dylan Thomas’s inimitable cadences—would only
blur and confuse both in students’ minds?

Science and Poetry: Going Deeper

The tide of history, we argue, is on the side of seeking synergies between poetry and science writing.
Two hundred years ago, it was generally fashionable to consider science and poetry as being poles
apart. For example, in the 1790s Erasmus Darwin, Charles’s grandfather and an early proponent of
biological evolution, tried to distance himself from inevitable public odium by publishing his heretical
ideas buried in footnotes to mock-heroic poetry (Stott, 2012). Indeed, in 1825 the German poet and
critic Friedrich von Schlegel proclaimed frostily that “strictly understood, the concept of a scientific
poem is quite as absurd as that of a poetical science” (Von Schlegal, quoted in Gaither & Cavazos-
Gaither, 2000, p. 274).

By contrast, the Romantics in early 19th century Europe were seeing a new common ideal of intense,
even reckless, personal commitment to discovery, which was drawing science and poetry together into
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“a single whole which might best be understood by attending to its middle term, imagination”
(Midgley, 2001, p. 55). The Romantic imagination was being inspired, not alienated, by scientific
advances. Richard Holmes (2011) noted that, in an age of hope and wonder, Shelley was writing
speculative essays, mixing scientific ideas with psychology (p. 326); Coleridge (p. 274) felt that science
and poetry were desirably intertwining (and vowed enthusiastically to “attack Chemistry, like a
Shark”); Humphrey Davy, all through his life, often expressed his science ideas in sonnets and ballads
(p. 415); Michael Faraday felt it perfectly natural to write neat light verse during his courtship (p. 401).

Today, reviews strongly suggest that alliances (Armstrong, 2001), crossovers (Crawford, 2006), and
cross-pollinations (Nabhan, 2004) between science and poetry, both in the modern world at large
(Wheeler, 1999) and in classrooms in particular (Feasey, 2006; Girod, Rau, & Schepige, 2003), can
create exciting and productive synergies. There are at least three domains in which this can happen.

One of these is the domain of culture. Whilst a cultural dimension is almost universally seen as the
groundswell of the poetry it gives rise to, the cultural dimension of science and science education has
often been less clearly accepted—even denied (Tobin, 2007). However, when cultural dimensions
(including cultural differences) are acknowledged, negotiated, and acted upon, fruitful and relevant
social change can occur. Along with many others (e.g., Hodson, 2011), we maintain that students'
classroom learning in a broad sociocultural frame (Barker & Buntting, 2016) that acknowledges a
synergy between the cultural underpinnings of both poetry and science is possible and fundamentally
necessary to promote social development and change. This adoption of a sociocultural frame of course
brings attendant roles for teachers—as anthropologists (Hodson, 2002) and as culture brokers (Jegede
& Aikenhead, 2004)—that is, in helping pupils to mediate or negotiate cultural borders and to resolve
cultural conflicts that arise in cross-cultural education. We appeal in this paper to the numerous
teachers who are now familiar with those roles.

In his 1959 lecture on “The Two Cultures,” novelist C. P. Snow (1998) famously lamented the gulf
between scientists and literary intellectuals, and how the British education system was doing little to
bridge the gap. Robert Winston, British medical doctor, scientist, and television presenter, recently
took up that theme in his 14-part “Scientist’s Manifesto” (2010, p. 387), where he pleaded that today’s
scientists, despite how intense and demanding their work has become, need, much more, to view part
of their role as being to help nonscientists to see science as an aspect of our culture. And that would
happen, Winston believes, if scientists reciprocated by broadening their own cultural awareness and
embracing the universal and deeply important values of major literary figures, including poets. This
quest for connectedness, Winston (2010) believes, is typified in the words of the Roman poet Terence:
“I am a man: nothing human is foreign to me” (p. 522). If that sounds like a novel and austere challenge,
many science teachers will be intrigued to know that famous names in science such as Carl Sagan,
Richard Dawkins, Richard Feynman, and Stephen Hawkins can already be found on joyful websites,
happily negotiating science and poetry in the same breath.! In fact, Dawkins describes the “deeply
moving,” “good to be alive” view of reality that science affords us as “poetic magic” (Dawkins, 2011,
p. 22).

A second domain is that of creativity. In his essay, “On Art and Science,” Jacob Bronowski (1977), a
British scientist, historian of science, and playwright of Polish-Jewish origin, saw creativity as the
antithesis of the tendency of things in nature to always become disorderly. Creativity is “the finding in
nature of links, of likenesses, of hidden patterns? which the living thing—the plant, the animal, the
human mind—picks out and arranges” (Bronowski, 1977, p. 16). It follows that:
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the act of creation is . . . the same in science as it is in art. It is a natural, human living act.
Yet, of course, a poem is obviously not like a theorem. How does it differ? It has nothing
to do with how it is composed; it differs because it matches human experience in a
different way. (Bronowski, 1977, p. 18)

We pick up on this different way below, but the common how of creation is highly relevant: “The mind
spends a long time digesting the available material, and then the act of creation is an act of finding the
right order to express the whole complexity” (Bronowski, 1977, p. 17). And somewhere in this process
is something that emerging evidence (Lehrer, 2012) suggests can be nurtured in all of us—the aha
moment.

The relevance of a focus on the wellsprings of creativity in the science classroom is clear. In line with
other studies (e.g., Milne, 2008), our approach in the present paper has been primarily about the
pedagogical implications of creativity but we are well aware of, and are excited by, the epistemological
issues (i.e., concerning the status and origins of knowledge) that arise when science text and poetry
are viewed together. Far from being solely within the realms of poetry, the notion of metaphor (Black,
1962) is a long-recognised commonality. Its place in the philosophy of science has been interrogated
(Hesse, 1966), and the way metaphors become extended into science models—“teasing at first,
capable later of seeming very real” (Sutton, 1978, p. 5)—continues to be acknowledged (Halpine,
2008).

And now, closest to home for teachers, is the third domain: curriculum. In common with a worldwide
trend, both South African and New Zealand curriculum documents emphasise the importance of
making explicit interdisciplinary links between learning areas. The New Zealand curriculum encourages
every effort to cast learning as link forming (Fraser, Aitken, & Whyte, 2013). In its “Principles of
Curriculum Decision Making—Coherence,” the curriculum “offers all students a broad education that
makes links within and across learning areas” (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 9). The South African
Revised National Curriculum Statement states the central importance of such links, which “must be
made within and across learning outcomes and learning areas. The achievement of an optimal
relationship between integration across learning areas and conceptual progression from grade to
grade is central to this curriculum” (Department of Education, 2002, p. 13).

Often called curriculum integration, this process has been described by Beane (1997, p. xi) as a design
that “promotes personal and social integration through the organisation of curriculum around
significant problems and issues, collaboratively identified by educators and young people, without
regard for subject area lines.” Integration, Beane is saying, is desirable but it should be embarked upon
with a clear purpose in mind. So, what might that purpose be, in the case of science and poetry?

Our purpose in facilitating the writing of science text and poetry in the classroom was to stimulate
students to write, and then reflect on their perceptions of the similarities and differences of poetry
and science. This is in contrast to the recently swelling, but more general, body of literature on
pedagogical integration between the arts and the sciences: the possibility of shared tertiary courses
(Needle, Corbo, Greenfelder, Raths, & Fulop, 2007), a plea for greater depth in learning outcomes
(Jaffe, 2013), challenging the image of “the scientist” (Lunn & Noble, 2008), and exploring the nature
of scientific and aesthetic experience (Slattery & Langrock, 2002).
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Science and Poetry: Towards the Classroom

Bronowski’s notion of creativity—scientific or poetic—is mediated by our capacity for observation. Joel
Davis (1997, p. 3) put it this way:

Poetry and science are closer than most people realise. Many poets and scientists already
know this, of course. Most of the rest of us are still trapped in dismal stereotypes of both
fields of human endeavour. The deep link between the two is vision.

British philosopher, Mary Midgley (2001), made exactly the same point: Provided science is not
conceived as a “strange, Imperialistic, isolating ideology,” then “our visions (our ways of imagining the
world)” can be validly expressed either as poetry “which express(es) those visions directly, in
concentrated form” or “less directly in all our thoughts and actions, including scientific ones” (p. 1).
Again, in passing, we note intriguing epistemological commonalities: vision as expressed in poetry is
rightly never dismissed merely because it lacks objectivity. The world of science, similarly aware of
fallibility, now guards against the claim that “seeing is believing” (Chalmers, 1999, p. 4).

With this notion of vision in our minds, we realised that Alan Peacock’s (2008) article, “Capturing
Animals,” in the British journal, Primary Science, could provide us with a helpful way forward. He
advocated beginning with an “experience of the natural world, focus and deepened sensitivity—the
perfect combination of science and poetry” (Peacock, 2008, p. 19).2 Children’s magical observations of
small animals, fruits, flowers, clouds, streams, all have “the same potential for focussed observation
and careful creative communication” (p. 19). Innovative educators have long realised the power of
such a process. For example, in the 1950s in New Zealand'’s rural Northland, Elwyn Richardson’s (2012)
vision of creative education suggested that “the concentrated study of material from the student’s
own surroundings” (p. 92) through processes of “observation, discussion, experimentation, and
expression” (p. 94) could lead to “close association in the child’s thinking with some actual experience
or observation” (p. 157). Then comes the writing itself, consciously as either a poem or as science
writing. Either way, Peacock recalled the words of poet Ted Hughes who hoped that children would
learn “how to try to say exactly what you really mean . . . without becoming false to [yourself]” (quoted
in Peacock, 2008, p. 19).

Four purposes for this integrative exercise emerged:

e To invite students to make sustained and detailed observations of something in their
natural world and to record their observations as both poetry and as science text.

e To encourage students to appreciate the purposes, differences, and connections
between science text and poetry text.

e To invite students to reflect on and record any challenges or benefits of writing
science text and writing poetry together in the classroom.

e For us, as researchers, to document any evidence of synergies (alliances, crossovers,
cross-fertilisations) in students’ science writing and poetry writing.

Science and Poetry: Setting up a Classroom Experience

Lesson planning and context

With these purposes in mind, we planned to trial an integrative exercise where students would learn
to, in Ted Hughes’ words, “say exactly what [they] really mean” (quoted in Peacock, 2008, p. 19). We

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2016, 5(2)



56

planned for approximately three hours of focussed student work, triggered by students observing
something from their natural environment (Peacock, 2008), either in the school grounds or in the
classroom. If indoors, we would supply students with natural artefacts such as New Zealand moa
bones, weta exoskeletons, giant kauri snail shells, an African ostrich egg, a warthog tusk, fossilised
leaves and shells, gold bearing rock, and desert crystals. We would also provide books, journals, and
online resources for reference purposes.

We received an invitation to offer the exercise to a small class of Grade 11 students at a private South
African school. This class had two 45-minute lessons on the same day, the first during their science
period in the morning, and the second during their English period in the afternoon. We saw this as an
opportunity to pilot the learning exercise and followed the standard ethical procedures to do so.

Without the time to take students out into the school grounds, or for them to examine and investigate
artefacts at length in class, we set students an authentic task (Herrington & Oliver, 2000) where we
immersed students in a scenario by inviting them to first take on the role of a scientist, and then of a
poet tasked to record her or his observations for a particular purpose (see Lesson Description below).
As our trigger event, we used photographs and short videos of wildlife taken by one of the authors on
a recent walking trail in the Kruger National Park.

Desks were arranged in semicircles to encourage students to change their usual positions, to ensure
that each student could see and hear the videos and images clearly, and to support student discussion
and collaboration.

Our intended learning goal remained unaltered: We are learning to write (say) what we see (mean).
This goal was explicitly stated at the start of each lesson as an invitation to the Grade 11 students to
participate in a learning experiment.

The students

A small, multicultural class of nine Grade 11 students participated in both morning and afternoon
lessons. There were three boys and six girls aged 15 or 16 years. English was not the first language of
the majority of students. They were described by their English teacher as “good kids,” very
conscientious, with good to excellent English language skills. They were usually quiet and reserved
during class activities. Self-expression was encouraged.

Lesson description and student response

Both lessons started with an invitation to the students to participate in an integrative learning
experiment as volunteers with a “fun goal” expressed as, learning to write (say) what we see (mean).
They were assured that their anonymity would be preserved regarding any writing or verbal
contributions made. During the first lesson (usually their science lesson) they were invited to
participate as scientists in an imaginary scenario where they were taken to a pristine wildlife
environment where animals were threatened with imminent extinction. They were asked to record
sufficient data to be able to create and sustain living conditions for these animals to survive in future
in captivity.

Students watched three 2-minute videos, and images with teacher commentary while making rough
notes. They were asked to describe what scientific writing was like. With teacher guidance, they
suggested attributes such as “clear,” “concise,” “accurate,” “unambiguous,” “to be shared as data for
verification,” “measurable,” “repeatable,” “objective.” These terms were written on a board where
they remained visible for the remainder of the session.

” u ” u ”

” u
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The students were given 20 minutes to work individually or in pairs, preparing a scientific account of
their observations. They were deeply engaged in the task. Only three of the nine students talked to
one another. Students asked a few questions during this writing time, about the animals and their
environment such as, “About how old was the rhino calf?” and “How long did the elephant stay at the
waterhole after you stopped recording?” Rough notes we noticed that students made while watching
the videos were, “The patient fighting of male giraffes” and “When rhinos stand still they look like
rocks.”

During the last five minutes of the lesson, when they were invited to read their accounts to the class,
only one student volunteered while the rest continued to write. Clearly, 20 minutes was not sufficient
for this task.

Some of the accounts were entitled “Rhino and Calf Behaviour Changes When in Danger” and
“Behaviour of Elephants on a Hot Day,” “Endangered Animals Report” or, simply, “Wild Dogs” or
“Giraffe.”

During the second lesson (3 hours later on the same day), which was usually the class’s English period,
students were again invited on an imaginary environmental mission, this time as poets. They were
asked to describe one or more of the animals in a poem so that people in the future would be able to
imagine how they lived when they were in the wild.

The students watched the three 2-minute videos again, without teacher commentary afterwards. They
made rough notes again. They were then asked to describe what poetry writing was like. With teacher
guidance, they suggested that poems had “lines and verses,” and that sometimes the lines rhymed.
They mentioned rhythm. Two students laughingly asked: “Is rap a kind of poetry?” Other students
suggested that poetry writing had figures of speech, mood and tone, metaphors, similes, comparisons,
contrast and symbolism, and that poems held life lessons.

Given that there were only 15 minutes for the students to try writing poetry, the teacher invited
students to draft about 10 lines, either on their own or together in pairs. Again, the students worked
silently and were deeply engaged in the task, not pausing to ask questions of one another or the
teacher. They wrote and rewrote lines, flicking back and forth amongst their notes, and scratching lines
through words. Rough notes that students wrote and reworked during this time were “Rhino calf
whines like a whale or dolphin” and “wild dog uses truck as bunker.” When volunteers were asked to
read some of their poems, all nine students read theirs aloud albeit some, fairly shyly. Some of titles
of their poems were, for example, “Playful Beasts,” “No Longer,” and “Graceful Giant.” An example of
one student’s poem and science account about rhinos follows:

Graceful Giant Rhino Cow and Rhino Calf

Graceful giant, The environment they were in was dry and thorny with

not fully grown. small shrubs. Dry and prickly grass and plants. Not many

Having so much fun tall trees around that provide a lot of shade.

allowing him to cool

splashing in the sun. They are extremely endangered and their horns are
therefore taken off or stumped when they are born to

Taken by a gun reduce poaching for their horns.

held by a fool.

All'is said and done Moms are very protective of their calfs and when they

Graceful giant pick up the scent of humans they start to back away and

Not fully known. make a run for it.
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While they are walking in the bush the rhino calf was
whining (sounds similar to a dolphin or whale).

White rhino calves walk in front of the rhino cows and
black rhino calves walk behind the rhino cows.

Their were two rhino cows and two rhino calves who
were near each other but separate when moving and
resting.

The lesson concluded with a whole class discussion about “What makes a poem a poem?” “What sorts
of things do your poem and your science writing say about the animals?” and “What do you think
about writing a poem and a science report at the same time?” This invoked a range of reactions from
quietly thoughtful to bemused, but none suggesting they were confused by the exercise. A survey
sheet was handed to every student, on which they were asked to write down their thoughts and
opinions about these questions. There seemed to be no confusion amongst the students about the
writing tasks, topics, or learning goals at any time during either lesson. All the students completed the
survey and handed in their poems, science accounts, and completed surveys.

Science and Poetry: Some Learning Outcomes

Our fourth purpose for this integrative exercise was to document any evidence of synergies (alliances,
crossovers, cross-fertilisations) in students’ science writing and poetry writing. Trialling the exercise
with the small Grade 11 class over two separate 45-minute lessons on the same day limited the time
students had to observe, reflect, and write. Also, they had to immerse themselves in an imagined
scenario rather than make sustained, direct observations of the natural environment. Given these
adaptations, we were heartened by the students’ commitment to the writing tasks. Perhaps this
response was due to the gravity of the environmental issue in the scenario, with the plight of the
animals and their habitat depicted so vividly in the video clips, or to the novelty of being invited to
participate in a learning experiment. Nevertheless, these good kids (according to their English teacher)
produced thoughtful writing based on deep and earnest engagement during both lessons.

Data Analysis
We base our review of the learning outcomes on four sources of data from this single trial:

e Students’ scientific accounts.
e Students’ poems.

e The students’ completed surveys about the differences and similarities, benefits and
challenges of writing in science and writing poetry.

e Our own reflections and experience of facilitating the trial lesson.

The students’ science and poetry writing was analysed in two stages. The two authors worked
independently, comparing and confirming interpretations at the end of each stage. In the first stage,
themes in the students’ poems were analysed according to what we considered overlapped and
contrasted with the traditional science domain. Examples of overlapping themes were, for example,
extinction, behaviour, appearance, and adaptation. Themes that contrasted with traditional science
were, for example, emotion, wonder, faith, and beauty. The predominant themes in their science
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writing were about behaviour, needs, and facts. In the second stage of data analysis, students’
responses to the in-class surveys about their science and poetry writing themes were categorised.

Students’ science writing

The students’ scientific writing generally described the animals’ behaviour and the surrounding habitat
and vegetation. They noted assumptions about adaptive strategies based on the animal activity they
saw (e.g., “the elephant sprays itself with water to cool it down,” “wild dogs use their surrounding[s]
to an advantage. They are good in hunting strategy . . . seen through them hunting in packs”). Many
accounts included information from the teacher commentary (e.g., about the difference between
black and white rhino cow and calf behaviour).

Students’ poems

Similarly, many of the poems described animal interactions and behaviour, with a few poems focussing
on details of animals’ appearance and habitat. Unsurprisingly, given the scenario presented to the
students, pervasive themes in most of the poems were about environmental issues of conservation,
the human impact on habitat, and threats of extinction.

Students’ views on the sorts of things their poems and their science writing said about animals and
nature

There were interesting overlaps and contrasts in students’ answers. Themes that they noted in their
poetry, such as extinction, camouflage, adaptation, animal behaviour, and animal appearance,
overlapped with the traditional science domain. Similarly, their science writing represented the
traditional the science domain: as they noted, it described animal behaviour—“the facts” and the
“main things” about the animals and their environment. Other aspects that the students noted that
their poetry and science writing was about, that contrasted, we thought, with traditional views of the
science domain were “beauty in nature,” “emotions about animals,” animal “fun,” “God’s blessing,”
and the “wonder and simplicity of nature.”

Students’ views on differences between science and poetry writing

There were clear divisions in the differences students observed. While they saw their science writing
as “factual,” “structured,” and for “information provision,” their poems (they said) contained feeling,
emotion, expressed their own opinions and perspectives, and were more personal.

Some students described differences between their poetry and science writing that we find
problematic. For example, some noted that their poetry was “creative” where one could be “more
open-minded,” while science writing was more “detailed”; that poetry writing was more emotive,
descriptive, and about one’s thoughts, while science writing was, to them, clear, informative, and
about “things that were considered more important.” Given more time, we would have explored these
differences further with the students.

Students’ views on writing poems and science reports together

Asked what students thought about writing scientifically and poetically together, five of the nine
students were positive, stating that it would be “cool,” “enjoyable,” and “interesting” —that both kinds
of writing told a story but from different perspectives, leading to better understanding. As two
students agreed:
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That would be quite cool, putting science and poetry together. You can put the facts and
what you feel together.

Both a science report and a poem can tell a story . . . a different story but a story.

Three of the students were neutral, thinking that it could be “challenging” because, for example, the
two types of writing were “different and required different thoughts.”

One student was more negative about combining the two, expecting that it would be “difficult”: “A
science report is factual so you would have to make your poem factual but it would be a creative way
to make a science report.”

Interestingly, many of the students described their poems as being about “hidden” things such as “gifts
from God,” “emotion,” the bigger picture of trends in extinction, about “things that aren’t what they
seem.” Science writing was, to them, more about observable, apparent, external things, “what you
see.” It is tempting to speculate that these comments might reflect the students’ emerging awareness
of the subjective and objective orientations that exist across the different learning areas of the
curricula they encounter, of the varied terrain they must traverse when they discover the nature and
substance of disciplinary knowledge and boundaries. In our postmodern era that demands relevant
curricula, we need to support more fluent student learning across traditional disciplinary boundaries.
Perhaps some students did make small literal steps (pun intended) towards seeing poetic and scientific
writing as allies when trying to write (say) about what they really saw (meant). But we can only suggest
ideas to be verified in a future more robust trial.

Two further important considerations for further classroom trials of this integrative writing exercise
are:

e To allow much more time than we originally anticipated for student immersion,
acquaintance, reflection, iteration, and dwelling with the subject or topicin focus, and

e That students’ flow of awareness, perception, observation, discovery, and vision must
not be impeded by “How do | write this?” A team-teaching approach to helping the
students with the techniques of science and poetry writing would be beneficial.

Possible Future Directions for This Research

We are encouraged by the fact that these 15- and 16-year-old students apparently found this
exploratory exercise in curriculum reintegration meaningful and productive, despite the specialisation
and fragmentation of knowledge in secondary schooling in South Africa and elsewhere. While our
claims can only be seen in the context of this introductory study, we aim to collect further data
prompted by questions in four areas:

e How might students’ written poetry and science responses be enriched if more
prolonged and iterative observations of living things in natural settings were possible?
Might the repeated act of written expression feed back into developing finer
observation skills or more nuanced and subtle perceptions?

e What, specifically, are the types of synergies that might occur when students are
challenged to think and write concurrently in both poetic and scientific modes?

e Encouraging students to explore the nature of science and the nature of poetry are
now well established as central issues in many national curricula in science (for
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example, Bull, Joyce, Spiller, & Hipkins, 2010; Lederman, 2007; McComas, 1998) and
in literacy (for example, Dymoke, Barrs, Lambirth, & Wilson, 2015; Locke, 1998;
Steinbergh, 1994). Might the processes of student reflection encouraged in the
present study generate advances in student notions in both these areas? If so, could
this exposure to the epistemologies of science and poetry promote a deepening
understanding of the powerful role of education in social change?

e Might the theorising in the present study—that is, the connections between
perception, observation, vision, and expression—be helpfully expressed as a
generalised model that could inform pedagogical practice across disciplines, and to
address challenges in (linguistic and discipline-specific) language learning?

We look forward to dialogue on these issues.

Epilogue

We know it is a huge leap from this single lesson, to the widest purposes of education; from exploring
the bases of creativity in the sciences and the arts within the sociocultural frame of classroom learning,
to addressing the challenges of social change across countries of diverse cultural and educational
norms, but we would certainly concur with Midgley (2001, p. 22) that “the idea that science is a
separate domain, irrelevant to the arts, has often produced a strange kind of apartheid” in education
generally. Indeed, we cannot help but see this rich classroom experience in the context of a quotation
from Richard Holmes’ book, The Age of Wonder:

The old rigid debates and boundaries—science versus religion, science versus the arts,
science versus traditional ethics—are no longer enough. We should be impatient with
them. We need a wider, more generous, more imaginative perspective. Above all, perhaps,
we need the three things that a science culture can sustain: the sense of individual wonder,
the power of hope, and the vivid but questing belief in a future for the globe. (2011, p. 469)

Finally, a confession

We confess to pangs of self-indulgence as we have been carrying out this research. To systematically
bring poets’ gems inspired by the natural world to bear on science learning has seemed so deliciously
liberating that something must be wrong.* See, for example, James K. Baxter’s (1974) delightful The
Tree House. But, perhaps, if quality science learning were thought of as perpetual self-indulgence, that
would be no bad thing.

Endnotes

1 See, for example, Poetry of Science: Richard Dawkins and Neil deGrasse Tyson,
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9RExQFZzHXQ) and Symphony of Science: The Poetry of Reality—An Anthem for
Science (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Cd36WJ79z4).

2 Metaphor is, of course, a pivotal creative device for establishing these links, likenesses, and hidden patterns because
metaphors are “pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and action” (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p. 3).
Indeed, metaphors “guide the way we conceptualise the world” (Hogan, 2003, p. 88). In poetry, metaphors can generate a
direct and active imaginative response because they are the most compressed form of image; and because metaphors are
unparaphrasable, “an understanding of them depends upon imaging rather than explanation” (Juhasz, 1974, p. 15). In science,
fruitful metaphors (often in the guise of mental models) propel further discovery, that is, as Hesse (1972) famously pointed
out, there is powerful heuristic value in analysing the way “A is, and is not, B.” As well as in expert science discourse,
metaphors are also important in science popularisation (Semino, 2008).

3 Some people will see resonances here with the work of Californian environmental educator, Joseph Cornell
(http://www.sharingnature.com/about-us/joseph-cornell.php) and its resonances in New Zealand (Macfie, 1987, p. 4).

4 For example, trawling only through the New Zealand and South African literature (the two countries relevant to this paper),
there is the work of Louis Johnson, Margaret Mahy, Peter Bland, Dennis Glover (New Zealand); Douglas Livingstone, Guy
Butler, Roy Campbell, William Plomer, Dawn Garisch, and Katleho Shoro (South Africa), to name a few. And for learners of a
variety of ages, there are all sorts of things waiting in the wings. Do you know Janis Freegard’s (2011) Kingdom Animalia, with
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its affectionate mocking of Carl Linnaeus: “Carl von Linne woke one morning to the sound of stamens trampling across his
pillow” (p. 39). Or, if you venture into science fiction, you may have chortled at Jane Matheson’s poem, “An Alien’s Notes on
First Seeing a Prunus-Plum Tree—This is a device for recycling air” (as quoted in Pirie & Jones, 2009, p. 102).
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Abstract
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teachers in consonance with a socially just teaching orientation. Drawing on the thinking
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habitus,” to effect adaptation and change in their classroom pedagogy. The exemplifying
basis of this article is empirical data drawn from a 2-year PLC process where teachers from
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and change their pedagogy. The article highlights both the limits and possibilities of
teachers’ pedagogical change and concludes by arguing that the ongoing, reflexive, and
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Introduction?

This article is based on the premise that good teachers and their pedagogies make the greatest
difference to students’ learning in schools, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds
(Coleman et al., 1966; Hayes, Mills, Christie, & Lingard, 2006, p. 1). The Coleman report on Equality of
Educational Opportunity (Coleman et al., 1966), which investigated why public schools in America were
not offering equal educational opportunity for all individuals, states that while context remains an
overriding factor in determining schooling success, the extent to which students feel they have some
form of control or agency over their learning makes more of a difference than all other school factors
put together. Situated within the South African teaching context, and based on the understanding that
teachers and their pedagogies play a significant role in improving the learning outcomes for all
students, this article focuses on teacher learning and adaptation within a professional learning
community (PLC).

Central to this discussion is the positioning of teachers as professionals within the current school
landscape. This positioning of teachers places them as agents of change within the regulative
institutional contexts and scripted curriculum mandated by the South African Department of Education
that frame their working contexts. Fataar (2012) argued that the focus on policy discourse that has
dominated current educational developments both locally and internationally has eroded teacher
autonomy. Consequently, the restrictive curriculum policy orientation (Spreen & Vally, 2010) that
currently frames teachers’ pedagogy has struggled to leverage an engaging pedagogical platform in
schools.

The establishment of a PLC, which forms the empirical basis of this article and which is discussed in
more depth below, was an attempt to provide an opportunity for teachers from different school
contexts to dialogue together with a focus on pedagogical adaptation and innovation in light of the
demands and challenges of the South African National Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements
(CAPS). The PLC was motivated by a desire to develop a space for professional learning to expand the
participating teachers’ pedagogical repertoires. The focus of the PLC was on providing an opportunity
for the teachers from different school contexts to involve themselves in teacher learning and critical
reflexivity about their pedagogy.

In support of a richer notion of classroom teaching and learning, this article presents the logic for a PLC
focus that draws on Nancy Fraser’s (1997) conceptualisation of social justice and the funds of
knowledge (FoK) approach (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). Fraser’s social justice approach
emphasises the need to consider the tension between the redistribution of the school knowledge code
currently encoded in the CAPS, recognition of student sociocultural constructions of identity, and a
representation within school knowledge of the students’ lifeworld knowledges or their funds of
knowledge. The FoK approach capitalises on household and community resources of knowledge and
offers a socially just alternative that “far exceeds the rote-like instruction” that children commonly
encounter in schools (Moll et al., 1992, p. 132). This approach encourages teachers discursively and
practically to reach beyond the received curriculum and to mobilise the students’ lived knowledge as
a resource and asset in classroom work.

1 This article is based on research that was compiled for a doctoral dissertation titled Eliciting Pedagogical Learning of
Teachers in a Professional Learning Community (Feldman, 2016). Sections of this article are taken from the dissertation that
drew together insights gained from teachers collaborating together over a 2-year period in a professional learning community
with a focus on a social justice approach to teaching and learning. The dissertation includes two published articles and two
book chapters: Fataar, A., & Feldman, J. (in press); Fataar, A., & Feldman, J. (2016); Feldman, J., & Fataar, A. (2014); Feldman,
J., & Fataar, A. (2016).
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The focus of the PLC dialogue was an attempt to bring Fraser’s conceptualisation of a social justice
approach and the FoK framing into a productive relationship with each other so as to inform the
adapted teaching practices of the teachers. Over a 2-year period, teachers from different school
contexts serving students from low-income areas, committed to a PLC process and met weekly to
dialogue about their current teaching practices and, drawing on Fraser’s conceptualisation of a socially
just teaching orientation and the FoK framing, consider alternative approaches to teaching and
learning. Situated within the CAPS, the focus of the PLC discussions was not aimed at working outside
of, or undermining, the CAPS framing but rather at finding ways within the CAPS to explore spaces of
intervention and possibilities of change to promote educational engagement for all students,
particularly those from low-income environments.

The article draws on Bourdieu’s thinking tools of habitus, field, and doxa to consider the nature of
teachers’ pedagogical learning and adaptation, which is conceptualised as a form of “habitus
engagement” (Feldman & Fataar, 2014). Habitus engagement suggests that adapting or changing
teachers’ pedagogy must contend with the durability of the teachers’ pedagogical dispositions, which
have formed over time. | describe these embodied pedagogical dispositions as the teachers’
“pedagogical habitus,” which informs the manner in which they enact their teaching practices. Central
to my discussion is the role that PLCs can play in adapting teachers’ pedagogical orientations to include
a more enriched teaching platform in order to augment and challenge the current narrow CAPS
orientation.

South African Schooling

Germane to the broader discourses that framed the manner in which the PLC was established, is an
understanding of the current South African curriculum. In response to a South African schooling system
and curriculum that has been described as widening the gaps in performance between schools in
deprived areas and those in more privileged environments (Fleisch, 2008), the CAPS was implemented
in March 2011 with the aim of shifting curriculum policy focus to a controlled transfer of knowledge
and learning—in an attempt to meet the basic educational needs of learners in impoverished
circumstances. The CAPS is based on the argument that students from disadvantaged socioeconomic
backgrounds learn better from a more structured, teacher-directed mode of pedagogy (Ramatlapana
& Makonye, 2012 citing Lubienski, 2003), and includes strong classification and framing (Bernstein,
1975) that is meant to make curriculum knowledge visible and explicit to all students. Subject topics
and concepts to be taught are clearly delimited and the pacing and sequencing of the curriculum
content is explicit. The CAPS is further accompanied by results-driven assessment requirements that
necessitate that Annual National Assessments (ANAs) are written by all schools in Grades 3, 6, and 9
as well as a National Senior Certificate (NSC) examination at the end of students’ 12 years of formal
schooling.

The CAPS, which is presented as a prepackaged curriculum, is criticised as encroaching on and
restricting teacher autonomy and professionalism (Msibi & Mchunu, 2013; Ramatlapana & Makonye,
2012). The emphasis on the use of Department of Basic Education (DBE) workbooks and textbooks,
and a tightly scripted curriculum designed ostensibly to improve the educational quality of teaching in
schools (Spreen & Vally, 2010), has produced an educational regime that is prescriptive and demands
uniformity in curriculum implementation across South African schools, and which is strictly monitored
by governmental officials. Fataar (2012) stated that the CAPS is framed on a deficit assumption that
South African teachers are poorly prepared and require the strict regulatory regime that governs
curriculum implementation. Msibi and Mchunu (2013), discussing the relationship between curriculum
revision and the ongoing systematic failure of education in South Africa, suggested that the CAPS
indicates that government has given up on the professional agenda of the post-1994 dispensation by
making teachers more powerless and unimportant.

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2016, 5(2)



68

Key to the focus of this article is that the CAPS as a policy orientation, and with its narrow focus on
teaching and learning, leaves little pedagogical space for an enriched and critical perspective in
education—or opportunity for socially engaging pedagogy to be established (Fataar, 2012). The focus
in the establishment of a PLC within the current South African schooling context was, therefore, on
creating a platform for teachers from different school contexts to consider an approach to teaching
and learning that enables teachers to work across different knowledge forms to provide all students
access to the school knowledge code. This rests on the concern that more than 20 years into South
Africa’s democracy, despite significant educational policy changes, there still exists a deep divide
between the functioning of low-income schools and those that operate in the wealthier, leafy green
suburbs. Schooling for the diverse student population remains a vastly uneven experience and poverty,
race, gender, and religion in many instances continue to delimit the different educational experiences
of most South African children (Christie, 2008, p. 4). For many young people, democracy has not
brought about better prospects in education. Eradicating or reducing the inequalities of the past within
the South African context remains an elusive and ongoing challenge for all involved in education.
Structural changes that have high symbolic value are easy to make, however, actually changing the
core of teaching and learning practices relies on teachers (Elmore, 1996). Christie noted:

The challenge is not to view what exists as inevitable and unchanging—and not to
underestimate the task of changing what exists. The task is to keep envisaging
alternatives, to keep challenging with new ideas, and to keep pressing against the
boundaries of common sense towards something better. The task is always to hold an
ethical position on education, which entails a commitment to continuously thinking about
how we may best live with others in the world we share. As educators, our task is to enrich
debates from within educational discourses. (2008, p. 216)

The focus of the PLC conversations was centred on the teachers reflexively finding ways, within the
current scripted and regulated CAPS curriculum framing, to build on Christie’s (2008) invitation to
envisage alternatives, challenge with new ideas, and continually press against the boundaries of the
status quo towards something different, something better.

The Establishment of a Professional Learning Community

The establishment of the PLC for pedagogical adaptation and change emerged out of an Honours
module offered by the university and called Education and Society. The Honours class consisted of
approximately 20 students of whom 15 were full-time teachers working mostly in low-income school
environments; the other five students were postgraduate students preparing to enter the teaching
profession. The Honours class met biweekly for 3 hours over a 6-month period. This format allowed
for an in-depth and engaging discussion on the module focus, which included, among other things,
issues of social justice to inform the teachers’ pedagogical engagement with their students and
teaching contexts. Working within the constraints of the scripted South African CAPS, the module
provided the teachers with an understanding of the complexity of teaching within a diverse schooling
environment and challenged them to develop both conceptual and pragmatic pedagogical approaches
that would enrich their teaching repertoires.

At the completion of the university module, five teachers from the Honours module voluntarily formed
a PLC, facilitated by the author, as part of a research project that was run from the university.2 The
focus of the research was on eliciting teachers’ pedagogical learning and adaptation in accordance with
a socially just teaching orientation within a PLC. The dialogue within the PLC thus centred on the
teachers’ reflexive consideration of pedagogical adaptation and innovation in light of the demands and

2 In terms of the research project, ethical clearance was granted by the university and permission to visit and spend time in
the schools was given by the Western Cape Education Department.
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challenges the teachers faced in the implementation of the CAPS curriculum. The establishment of the
PLC, which met weekly over a 2-year period, was motivated by a desire to continue the conversation
initiated during the Honours class, which had challenged the teachers to expand their pedagogical
repertoires to include a more engaging pedagogical approach that invited all students into productive
interaction with the school knowledge code. The teachers were invited to embark on a voluntary action
research journey facilitated primarily via the PLC discussion that focused on their classroom
pedagogies and student relationships, rather than the measurable outputs of their students.

The exemplifying basis of this article is the deliberations with the teachers from different school
contexts in the weekly PLC meetings, individual interviews with the teachers, and observational school
visits that took place over a 2-year period. To ensure the validity and reliability of the data, that is,
whether the interpretation of the data is a true reflection of the participant’s reality, the PLC meetings
and individual interviews were recorded and transcribed by the author and the emerging themes were
discussed and verified with the PLC participants (Merriam, 2009). During observational school visits,
written notes were recorded by the author and were discussed with the teacher after the lesson, and
the teacher’s notes and observations were added to provide “thick descriptions” (Merriam, 2009, p.
229) of the adapted classroom lesson. The data themes that emerged over the 2-year PLC process were
analysed and discussed with the PLC participants, thus ensuring credibility and trustworthiness of the
research findings (McGregor & Murnane, 2010).

All except one of the teachers had begun their teaching careers during the previous six years, with one
teacher beginning her teaching career on completion of the Honours module. Three of the teachers
(one woman and two men) had completed a 4-year Bachelor of Education programme in intermediate
phase teaching, and two of the teachers (both women) had completed a Post Graduate Certificate in
Education (PGCE) for teaching Grades 10-12. All the teachers were enthusiastic about their teaching
and indicated that their intentions were to remain in teaching and pursue further studies in education.
The teachers gave different reasons for joining the PLC, stating:

| like the platform that the PLC offers me in terms of teachers getting together to learn
and to reflect together and critically examine my teaching. After the Honours class |
wanted to find ways to use what | had learned in my studies, in my teaching. (Primary
school teacher)

The PLC group for me is a place of support and learning as a novice teacher . . . as a
beginner teacher | need to be able to talk about the daily challenges | face . . . and learn
how to do things differently . . . | do not get the opportunity to do so at school. (Primary
school teacher)

The togetherness of this PLC group serves as a foundation for me to learn and move
towards finding solutions instead of being confined by my school situation, especially the
poor situation where | find myself teaching. (Primary school teacher)

| like the idea of sharing together and talking about what | am doing in my teaching,
talking about changes | am making and how hard it is . . . it makes me feel like | am not
working alone . . . at my school | am working in isolation, my colleagues and I, we don’t
talk to each other. (High school teacher)

All the teachers taught in working-class school contexts and described their pedagogy as tightly
scripted by the CAPS and the textbooks prescribed by the DoE—as one teacher noted, “you feel like
you just have to follow the CAPS, you can’t do anything else.” They considered the PLC an opportunity
to reflect on their current teaching and their students’ learning and, building on their learning in the
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Honours module, to find ways in which they could enrich their pedagogy by connecting school
knowledge to their students’ lifeworld knowledge. The recurring issue that all the teachers struggled
with was student disinterest and disengagement in the school learning process. One of the teachers
who taught Grades 10—12 students stated:

At high school level, and at our school, so many of the children are just not interested in
any of their school work, and they don’t do their homework or study and they cause
problems in the class . . . you end up with so many discipline issues. Dealing with this takes
up teaching time . . . it is like a vicious cycle that | can’t get out of. | am tired of fighting to
get the kids to learn.

As part of a research project, | conceptualised the PLC as a vehicle for exploring the participating
teachers’ pedagogical adaptations in light of the scripted CAPS curriculum. | was motivated by a desire
to develop a space for professional learning to expand the teachers’ pedagogical repertoires. As a form
of habitus engagement, the intention of the pedagogical learning that | facilitated via the PLC dialogue
was to actively engage with the firmly established teacher identities, educational practices, and
classroom pedagogical processes.

The importance of PLCs in generating teacher learning and change in South Africa is underscored by a
government document (see Department of Basic Education, 2011) that states that one of its essential
aims is to strengthen teacher professionalism by establishing PLCs within each school by 2016/17. A
further document on the Department of Basic Education (DBE) website, titled “Action Plan to 2019:
Towards the realisation of Schooling 2030,” presents PLCs as a strategic goal for improving “the
professionalism, teaching skills, subject knowledge and computer literacy of teachers throughout their
entire careers” and proffers the establishment of PLCs as a priority for “creat[ing] a stronger enabling
framework for teacher-initiated professional development activities” (DBE, 2015, p. 3, 35). In
discussing the manner in which this can take place, the DBE admits that despite the 2011 document
presenting the importance of teachers forming PLCs for the purpose of professional development, with
exception of certain groups such as the Association for Mathematics Education of South Africa
(AMESA), this initiative has yet “to ‘take off’ across a wide range of schools” (DBE, 2015, p. 35).

Professional Learning Communities

While there is no universal definition of PLCs, as a broad definition PLCs can be described as an
opportunity for teachers to

engage in continual dialogue to examine practice and student performance and to develop
and implement more effective instruction practice . . . teachers learn about, try out and
reflect on new practices in their specific context, sharing their individual knowledge and
expertise. (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009, p. 3)

PLCs are fundamentally about professional and collective teacher learning, with a specific focus on
problematising the learning needs and outcomes of the students they teach (Brodie, 2013; Katz & Earl,
2010; Stoll & Louis, 2007; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008). PLCs provide a unique, flexible, and adaptable
organisational form that enables schools to respond to the particular needs of their school context.

Lieberman (2007), discussing the concepts, practices, and policies found in international literature on
the developing and sustaining of PLCs, stated that PLCs promote the idea of social relationships and a
sense of community to support schools as they find ways to respond to the pace of change and the
difficulty of continually improving their practices. She further noted, discussing the rapid pace of
change, that:
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[w]e are beginning to understand that if we are going to deal with the pressures of
globalisation (changing demographics, changing work structures, technology and the way
people relate to one another), we need new forms for organising people; a new sense of
focus and frame for how we look at the problems of reform and improvement; and
relationships that are supportive and sustained over time. (Lieberman, 2007, p. 199)

PLCs provide a platform for the growth and nourishment of intellectual ideas and an opportunity for
teachers to conceptually and pragmatically find ways to expand their teaching repertoires and refocus
on student learning as central to their pedagogical decisions.

In order to theorise the role of PLCs as a form of habitus engagement in adapting and changing
teachers’ pedagogical practices, | now turn to a discussion on Bourdieu’s thinking tools of habitus, field,
and doxa. These tools allow me to analyse and explore the role that the reflexive and dialogical PLC
process played in shifting or changing the teachers’ pedagogical practices.

Theoretical Considerations: Bourdieu’s Thinking Tools

Bourdieu proffered the concept of habitus as a way of understanding one’s relational interactions and
practices or actions within the social world. Conditioned primarily during childhood, habitus operates
as a system of durable, transposable patterns of sociocultural practices or dispositions, our ways of
“being, seeing, acting and thinking, or a system of long-lasting (rather than permanent) schemes or
schemata or structures of perception, conception and action” (Bourdieu, 2005, p. 43). Bourdieu used
the word system here to specifically convey the manner in which one’s habitus is a product of one’s
history, an outcome of one’s “socialized subjectivity . . . the social embodied” (Bourdieu & Wacquant,
1992, p. 127-8). Reay (2004) described the structuring of one’s habitus as containing multiple layers
that are acquired over time, given the different social contexts or fields that one moves through.

Habitus does not act alone. There exists an iterative relationship between habitus and field in that they
are mutually constitutive of each other and are produced and reproduced through social practice. A
field, such as the field of education of which the school field is a subsection, is not a static entity but
fluid and dynamic. Particular practices within a field, such as a teachers’ pedagogy, should not be seen
only as a product of a teacher’s habitus, but rather as “the product of the relation between the habitus,
on the one hand, and the specific social contexts or ‘fields’” within which individuals act, on the other”
(Thompson, 1991, p. 14). In other words, within the schooling context teachers will adapt to, or
incorporate into their dispositional and corporeal teaching repertoires, the values and imperatives of
the educational fields that they have moved through. | describe these embodied educational
dispositions as the teachers’ pedagogical habitus.

Pedagogical habitus can be conceptualised as a layer of habitus formation, which includes the teachers’
embodied cognitive, dispositional, and corporeal pedagogical practices that, over time, have become
grafted on to their primary habitus. Because one’s habitus is not a preprogrammed automated
response to situations, but rather an internalised unconscious relationship between one’s embodied
dispositions and a social field (Maton, 2008, p. 51), incorporated into a teacher’s pedagogical habitus
are embodied social and cultural messages from the field of education that organises and positions
them as certain types of teachers and which, in turn, structures their teaching practices in particular
ways. For teachers, the underlying practices within the field of schooling have been implicitly
structured within their pedagogical habitus from their own schooling experiences and reinforced
through their training and subsequent teaching experiences. Over time, they have come to enact their
teaching in a particular manner based on their past educational experiences, which they unwittingly
perpetuate and reproduce within their classroom practices. Hence, teachers might enact their
pedagogy in a way that can be seen as complicit and reproductive. Bourdieu described this as doxa,
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which he stated refers to the practice of accepting specific sets of beliefs or practices as inherently true
and necessary without realising that there are alternatives to the status quo (Webb, Schirato, &
Danaher, 2002).

Bourdieu contended that one’s dispositions that are embedded in one’s habitus are preconscious and
are not easily amendable to conscious reflection and modification. One’s dispositions, which are both
a “state of mind” and “state of the body” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 68), are found in the corporeal enactment
of practices that are performed mostly without conscious reflection. Consequently, any substantial or
effective change in the teachers’ practices has to contend with the durability of the teachers’
pedagogical habitus formation over time and the teachers’ relationship with the various social and
educational fields in which they are engaged.

Bourdieu acknowledged the reproductive role that habitus and field play “when social and mental
structures are in agreement and reinforce each other” (Wacquant, 1998, p. 223). However, he offered
the potential for individuals to adapt or change, stating that when individuals face a “confrontation
between disposition and positions, which are not mutually adjusted, but may be at odds, discrepant,
divergent, even in some sense contradictory . . . innovations may appear” and in this manner,
individuals “who are put into question by structures (operating through the positions) are able to
challenge the structures, sometimes to the point of remaking it.” (Bourdieu, 2005, p. 47) The reflexive
PLC conversations, as a form of habitus engagement, were therefore aimed at challenging the
teachers’ habitus field congruence in order to find ways to generate the possibility of pedagogical
adaptation and change.

A Socially Just Approach to Student Learning: The Methodologic of the
Professional Learning Community

In support of a richer notion of classroom teaching and learning, | now turn to a discussion on the
methodologic of the PLC process. In establishing the logic on which the PLC process was established, |
draw on Hattam, Brennan, Zipin, and Comber’s (2009, p. 304) who explained that

[b]y ‘methodo-logic’, we thus do not mean research methods or even methodology, but
rather the logic of an approach for chasing socially just change through research [and
dialogue], including guiding principles that underpin decisions and activities in all points
and dimensions of the project.

For the established PLC project, the methodologic was founded on Fraser’s (1997) conceptualisation
of social justice, which emphasises the need to consider the tension between the redistribution of the
school knowledge code currently encoded in CAPS, recognition of student sociocultural constructions
of identity, and a representation within school knowledge of the lifeworld knowledges that the
students bring with them to school. Engaging with the students’ lifeworld knowledges is founded on
the view that making curricular connections with, and actively engaging, the students’ home
socialisations, interests, and knowledge is one key way of securing students’ intellectual interest in
their schooling (see Fataar, 2012). The conceptual underpinning of the PLC was an attempt to bring all
three dimensions of a social justice approach into a productive relationship with each other so as to
inform the teaching practices of the PLC teachers. This was aimed at providing the PLC participants
with a productive set of conceptual resources that informed their teaching in terms of which they
would be able to intellectually engage all their students in their schooling.

In response to the complexity of the challenge to engage all students in their learning, the PLC drew
on the theoretical framework of the funds of knowledge (FoK) approach (Moll et al., 1992). This
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approach “is based on a simple premise . . . that people are competent and have knowledge, and their
life experiences have given them that knowledge” (Gonzalez & Moll, 2002, p. 625). This framing
acknowledges that students’ FoK are grounded in their involvement and experiences in the worlds they
inhabit beyond the school and values the students’ and their families’ “historically accumulated bodies
of knowledge and skills essential for household functioning and well-being” (Gonzélez, Andrade, Civil,
& Moll, 2001, p. 116). This approach affords teachers a more accurate understanding of the students’
cultural FoK and identity, drawing this into school learning and in so doing validates the students’
lifeworld knowledge and life values. The classroom space becomes a hybrid space where the school
knowledge and the students’ lifeworld knowledge from their homes and communities intersect. This
hybrid school learning becomes a “navigating space” where students gain competence and expertise,
via their lifeworld knowledge and cultural interests, that allows them to begin to achieve success in
the standardised school knowledge requirements.

The point of departure in the PLC process was the view that what is required to enhance the
professional agency of teachers within the current regulative teaching environment, which is framed
by the CAPS, is a far richer notion of pedagogical practice aimed at engaging all students in their
learning. | suggest this type of approach is required in a context such as South Africa where the space
for professional dialogue about ways to enrich the teaching and learning at schools has been eroded
by the scripted pedagogical approach of the CAPS, which requires very little dialogue among teachers
in schools about their actual pedagogies. The PLC was conceptualised as a safe dialogical space where
the participating teachers were able to develop the conceptual capacity and intellectual skills to
develop a social justice approach to their classroom pedagogy. The socially just PLC focus was
motivated by the view that schools should be spaces where “knowledge and talk about pedagogy [are]
... at the core of the professional culture of schools” because it is a focus on pedagogies that engage
all students in their learning that “can make a difference to students’ academic and social outcomes
from schooling” (Lingard, Hayes, & Mills, 2003, p. 399).

I now turn to a discussion on teachers’ shifting and adapting their pedagogical habitus by drawing on
Bourdieu’s thinking tools to discuss teachers’ pedagogical change as a form of habitus engagement
facilitated by the dialogical PLC process.

Working with Bourdieu: Towards a Conceptualisation of Teacher Learning
within a Professional Learning Community

The starting assumption of the PLC is that teachers’ pedagogical adaptations are exceptionally difficult
to shift. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of practice provides us with a way of understanding both the
limits and possibility of the teachers adapting or changing their established teaching dispositions and
educational and classroom practices.

A teachers’ pedagogical habitus, as a “system of [educational] dispositions” (Bourdieu, 2005, p. 43),
structures the manner in which teachers routinely enact their teaching practices. As discussed above,
a teacher’s pedagogical habitus is formed over time in response to the cultural rules and contexts of
the educational fields they have inhabited. As much as teachers’ pedagogical habitus is a product of
their educational history and predisposes them to respond in a particular manner based on the
structures on which their pedagogical habitus was structured, Bourdieu stated that one’s habitus can
also:
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be changed by history, that is by new experiences, education or training. . . . Dispositions
are long-lasting: they tend to perpetuate, to reproduce themselves, but they are not
eternal. They may be changed by historical action orientated by intention and
consciousness and using pedagogic devices. (2005, p. 45)

Bourdieu further noted that when one’s habitus encounters conditions or fields that are different to
those in which they were constructed:

there is a dialectical confrontation between habitus, as structured structure, and objective
structures. In this confrontation, habitus operates as a structuring structure able to
selectively perceive and to transform the objective structure according to its own structure
while, at the same time, being re-structured, transformed in its makeup by the pressure of
the objective structure. (2005, p. 46-7)

What this means for the establishment of a PLC, operating as a social field or objective structure, is
that the logic of the dialogue of the PLC, as a form of habitus engagement, holds the potential to
restructure (or reorientate) the teachers’ pedagogical habitus through their engagement and learning
in the ongoing PLC process. Bourdieu warned that “[a]ny dimension of habitus is very difficult to
change,” but proffered that habitus can be restructured through a “process of awareness and of
pedagogic effort” (2005, p. 45-47).

In considering teachers’ pedagogical adaptation, | therefore suggest that the PLC provides a platform
where teachers, through a process of awareness, are enabled to interrogate the educational structures
that have hitherto structured their pedagogical habitus as a form of doxa. A teacher’s pedagogical
habitus, which is structured by particular educational discourses, beliefs, and assumptions, if not
challenged will continue to inform the underlying logic of her or his teaching practices in a manner that
is taken for granted—what | describe as the teachers’ educational doxa. South African teachers,
situated within the current scripted and regulated curriculum framing, tend to conform and accept the
CAPS as an educational discourse that informs their practices, not necessarily because they believe
that the curriculum framing is in the best interests of their students, but because there does not seem
to be another way. As a result, | posit for the role of a reflexive dialogical PLC process acting as a
pedagogic device or form of habitus engagement that confronts the teachers’ existing pedagogical
structures or educational doxa to facilitate a platform that reorientates or restructures the teachers’
pedagogical habitus to include a socially just teaching orientation.

The 2-year PLC process, which informs the conceptual underpinning of this article, was facilitated
through a process of awareness to bring elements of the conscious and unconscious inculcation of the
teachers’ habitus formation to the surface in order to consider ways in which the teachers could
restructure their pedagogical thinking. This included an awareness of the teachers’ taken-for-granted
ways of teaching that had become embedded in their pedagogical habitus, and which informed their
teaching practices.

During the initial stages of the PLC process, the teachers’ dialogue revealed the manner in which they
had in effect become “stuck” in a particular form of pedagogical doxa that was based on the
implementation of order and discipline as a pedagogical technique, coupled with the need to meet
bureaucratic demands and requirements of the CAPS:
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If | am not very strict and control the class they just take over . . . all my classes are over
40, 42, 43 students . . . so | put up the work and they copy it down . . . | tell them this is
what you need to know . . . sometimes it’s the only way to survive. (Primary school teacher)

There is just so much pressure to get through the assessment standards . . . so it is
discipline, control, teach, and try to get through everything. (Primary school teacher)

| want to engage them, but the kids are used to just coming into the class, writing down
the information from the board and being told what to learn . . . | would love to talk to my
class and link the content they learn in accounting and business studies to their lives so
that they don’t just learn it rote-like for the exams, but the school expects us to just give
them the information and make sure they learn it so they can pass the exams. (High school
teacher)

Combined with the issues of big classes and student ill-discipline, the teachers were constrained by the
need to adhere to school expectations that controlled the pacing and sequencing of knowledge via the
prescribed curriculum and textbooks. Drawing on Bourdieu, | describe this as an adherence to the doxa
of schooling. One conforms and accepts a specific set of educational practices, not necessarily because
one believes them to be best practice, but because one does not believe there to be another way.
Teachers may not even be aware that they are complying with the dominant discourses, but they
accept the schooling status quo because the manner in which schooling is transacted aligns with their
pedagogical habitus expectations, based on the way things are—or always have been. These doxic
pedagogic discourses are often embedded in teachers’ habitus and their practices are consequently
enacted accordingly.

For the first six months of the PLC, the dialogue struggled to move beyond the constraints that the
teachers experienced in their teaching contexts, into productive discussion around the possibility of
an adapted pedagogical process. Wanting to shift the PLC dialogue towards new pedagogical
possibilities, as the facilitator of the process, | recognised that a cognitivist approach, such as the one
| was employing by building on the teachers’ theoretical Honours learning, did not engage the teacher’s
corporeality, their embodiment of the theoretical and conceptual knowledge in the enactment of their
classroom pedagogy. This meant that what the PLC dialogue encountered, instead, was an almost
achromatic engagement with the teachers’ embodied pedagogical habitus and teaching practices,
which was unable to drive sustained pedagogical adaptation and change in their pedagogy.

In response to the inertia that the PLC process was experiencing, as the PLC facilitator, | intervened in
the process and invited the teachers to meet for a 4-hour PLC discussion during the midyear holiday
break. The purpose of this was for the teachers to spend time collaboratively dialoguing about the
design of specific lesson units in order to implement the pedagogical adaptations that the PLC teachers
dialogued about in the PLC but were unable to sustain in their enacted classroom teaching. By the
teachers’ own admission, unless carefully thought through and planned for, sustaining adapted
teaching strategies was very difficult:

Teaching is very demanding between the school’s admin, the pressure for your kids to pass
and getting through all the work. | use the textbook for my lesson plans but this is not
helping me to adapt my teaching to engage the students | have in my class in the way we
have been talking about in the PLC. (High school teacher)

The intervention involved the PLC teachers designing adapted lesson units based on Fraser’s social
justice conceptualisation and the FoK framework. Understanding that the teachers still needed to work
within the pacing and sequencing of the CAPS, the discussion focused on practical ways in which the
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teachers could design lesson units that opened the lesson framing (the way the teachers transmitted
the knowledge to their students) at times to include teacher—student discussions, while closing the
lesson framing down at other times, allowing the students to record the necessary content information
in their books and complete the required written tasks for the CAPS. Discussing the practicalities of the
adapted pedagogical approach with an understanding of the constraints of the teachers’ school
contexts, combined with including the adaptations in their planned lesson units, provided a productive
impetus in the PLC dialogue and pragmatic implementation process, going forward.

Changes were not instantaneous and the teachers continued to struggle with adapting the knowledge
transfer to include student discussion and making connections to their students’ lifeworld knowledges.
However, collaboratively planning specific lesson units to include this approach was instrumental in
the teachers making more sustained changes to their pedagogy:

Today, instead of giving the class the notes | first sat and talked to them about inflation
and money and interest rates and | asked them practical questions about their lives and
saving and we talked about how banks worked . . . it wasn’t in the textbook notes but it is
like the textbooks presume that all the kids have parents who explain this to them ... lam
determined to allocate a portion of every lesson connecting the content that the kids have
to learn to their lives . . . and listen to their stories, find out about their funds of knowledge
like we have been talking about . . . today wasn’t just a transferring of knowledge it was a
real class discussion. (High school teacher)

This week, | let them write about an imaginary legend based on their community . . . some
of them really connected it to their lives and their stories gave me insight into their homes
and communities. The kids enjoyed writing the story and wrote much more than usual,
usually they hate writing tasks. (Primary school teacher)

| tried a geography lesson where | asked the kids to list the reasons that their families had
moved to the city and from their own family stories, they came up with more examples
than the textbook even had. Then | told the kids that the information they had come up
with was the answer to a question in the exam and they were excited. It was a moment
when both me and the kids realised a different way of dealing with school knowledge.
(Primary school teacher)

Following the focused intervention, the teachers began to more consistently imagine and implement
the possibility of lesson units that reached beyond the knowledge encoded in the prescribed textbooks
and workbooks to mobilise and connect the students’ lived knowledge into the school knowledge code.
Over the ongoing 2-year PLC process, through the teachers’ persistence and their willingness to
challenge the educational doxa that had hitherto informed their pedagogical habitus, the teachers
were able to find a more generative way of drawing the dimensions of Fraser’s conceptualisation of
social justice and the FoK approach into their classroom teaching. Through the ongoing PLC
conversations, combined with the positive and enthusiastic feedback the teachers received from their
students when they relaxed their pedagogical frame (the way in which they organised the transfer of
knowledge) to include student participation and a representation of the students’ lifeworld
knowledges in classroom learning, the teachers began to shift and adapt their classroom pedagogies
to include a more generative socially just approach.

Based on the discussion above, | therefore suggest that the possibility of adapting or restructuring a
teacher’s pedagogy is found within the dialectical confrontation provided by the dialogical PLC field (as
an objective structure) engaging with the teachers’ embodied pedagogical habitus (as a structured
structure). In other words, | suggest that the PLC field, as a form of habitus engagement, holds the
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potential to challenge the structures found in teachers’ educational doxa that, over time, has
structured their pedagogical practices in a particular manner. It is thus, in this manner, that teachers
as professional agents of change, can be enabled to challenge the current curriculum discourse to
negotiate a more socially just teaching orientation within their current educational practices.

Conclusion

This article is based on the belief that teachers can become professional agents of pedagogical
adaptation, and that this process is best facilitated as a form of habitus engagement within a
collaborative and dialogical PLC process. The 2-year PLC process that informs the empirical basis of this
article, placed teachers and their pedagogies as central with a focus on a conceptualisation of a social
justice approach to teaching and learning. What the PLC sought to leverage was the understanding of
ways in which the teachers could create a teaching and learning platform that engaged the lifeworld
or socially generated knowledge of students, scaffolding this knowledge into the school knowledge
code to capacitate a richer notion of teaching and learning within the current educational
implementation field.

Situated within the South African CAPS and schooling context, this article discusses the possibility of
instantiating a more meaningful and engaging pedagogy, particularly in schools that service working-
class students. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theoretical tools of habitus, field, and doxa to conceptualise
teachers’ pedagogical adaptation, the article suggests that shifting or changing teachers’ pedagogical
practices must engage with the teachers’ embodied pedagogical habitus because it is here that their
pedagogical dispositions reside as a form of educational doxa. Engaging with the teachers’ pedagogical
habitus, which has been structured over time by the educational fields that they have inhabited,
requires pedagogic effort and a bringing to awareness the structures that inform the teachers’ enacted
pedagogy. | suggest that the dialogical PLC process, as a form of habitus engagement, holds the
potential to challenge the pedagogical structures that reside within the teacher’s teaching dispositions
in order to instantiate a more socially just teaching orientation in the teachers’ classroom pedagogies.

Christie, writing on the challenges of closing the gap between the “two education systems” within
South African schools, argued that as socially just educators, in the face of the apparent determinism
of social structures, we must continually strive towards an

ethics of intellectual rigour [that] challenges students and teachers to build practices of
learning and enquiry as habits and dispositions. . . [This] entails [that we are] continually
pushing the boundaries of what we know, questioning the certainties, and exploring
different worlds of experience. It entails building on existing scholarship, correcting
ourselves when we make mistakes, and working to conceptualise possible [and different]
futures. (2008, p. 212-213)

| suggest that the PLC process provides an enabling environment that eschews the view of teachers as
technicians of the curriculum and places teachers as professionals who are best positioned to work
towards creating schools and classrooms that are productive places of learning for all students.
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Abstract

South Africa continues to struggle with the world’s highest HIV rates, and the country’s
young people are amongst those most severely affected by this epidemic. The education
sector, and especially teachers, are situated to be leaders in the national response and
can provide emotional support as well as information on gender, sexuality, and HIV and
AIDS. This article explores preservice teachers’ experiences two years after participating
in the Youth as Knowledge Producers (YAKP) research intervention, which provided them
with training and practical experience in participatory visual methods for HIV and AIDS
education. The article discusses participants’ reflections on the methods, the continued
influences of YAKP on how they think and approach teaching, and the barriers they
experienced in securing further learning in this area. The research concludes that
preservice teachers can benefit from short-term training in participatory visual methods
for HIV and AIDS education by being exposed to a new pedagogical approach, and
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in relation to the preservice teachers’ HIV and AIDS education.

Keywords: HIV and AIDS, participatory visual methods, preservice teaching, youth as knowledge
producers, teacher education, South Africa

Copyright: © 2016 MacEntee

This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial
License, which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original author and source are credited.

Please reference as:

MacEntee, K. (2016). Two Years Later: Preservice Teachers’ Experiences of Learning to Use
Participatory Visual Methods to Address the South African AIDS Epidemic. Educational Research for
Social Change, 5(2), 81-95. http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2016/v5i2a6

Introduction

South Africa continues to struggle with high rates of HIV and AIDS. The general population has an HIV
prevalence rate of 19% and the annual death rate due to AIDS-related causes is 200,000 (UNAIDS,
2013). Amongst the highest rates globally, 7% of South African youth between the ages of 15 and 24
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years are HIV positive. They also have the lowest rates (14.3%) of national ARV treatment exposure
(Human Sciences Research Council [HSRC], 2014). In the integrated national and provincial strategies
laid out by the Department of Basic Education (DBE), the Department of Higher Education and Training
(DHET), and the South African National AIDS Council (SANAC), teachers are thought to be well
positioned to respond to the physical, emotional, and pedagogical impact of HIV and AIDS on learners’
lives (DBE, 2012; DBE & DHET, 2011; SANAC, 2011). Specific curricular and professional requirements
further outline teachers’ responsibilities to address the intersecting influences of gender inequity, HIV
stigma, and health behaviour (e.g., condom use, alcohol and drug use) on HIV transmission and
prevention (DBE, 2000; 2011a; 2011b). While there are many possible approaches to addressing these
issues, this article reports on the findings of a follow-up study with South African preservice teachers
who were introduced to participatory visual approaches to HIV and AIDS education. Framing the study
theoretically in Mitchell’s (2014) concept of the “afterlife” of research interventions, this study asks:
“What can we learn about HIV and AIDS education through a follow-up study with individuals
previously trained in participatory visual methods?” Taking up the question, this article begins by
describing Youth as Knowledge Producers (YAKP) as the research context and my connection to the
project. This is followed by an outline of my data collection methods. The findings report on preservice
teachers’ reflections on learning participatory visual methods for HIV and AIDS education, how they
have or plan to integrate these methods into their teaching, as well as on challenges they have
experienced in applying a participatory visual approach. The findings are discussed in relation to what
they might contribute to the development of HIV and AIDS teacher education.

Teacher Education and HIV and AIDS

The DBE response to the epidemic is reliant on teachers. This is, however, far from straightforward for
teachers themselves. Teaching about sex and the body in its sexualised form can pose fundamental
challenges to teachers’ identities, and threaten their authority in their classrooms (Baxen, 2010; Baxen
& Breidlid, 2004). In the process of life orientation (LO) teaching, teachers may come into conflict with
the nationally prescribed curriculum—which is rights-based and comprehensive—and their personal
values about sexuality and gender (Ahmed, Flisher, Mathews, Mukoma, & Jansen, 2009; Helleve,
Flisher, Onya, Mukoma, & Klepp, 2009). They may also have difficulties responding to the specific
needs of learners who, for example, are not able-bodied or heterosexual (Chirawu, Hanass-Hancock,
Aderemi, de Reus, & Henken, 2014; Francis, 2012). The emotional component of talking about
relationships, love, illness, and death is often avoided by teachers (Naidoo, 2014). The use of didactic,
teacher-centred methods can undermine the learner-centred approach advocated in the LO
curriculum (Gibbs, Willan, Jama-Shai, Washington, & Jewkes, 2015). The dearth of in-service teacher
education itself remains an issue. Francis and DePalma (2015), for example, found that many teachers
responsible for sexual health education indicated that they have had no training or very minimal
training in HIV and AIDS education content and pedagogy.

Preservice teachers should be acquiring teaching knowledge and skills during a 4-year undergraduate,
or 1-year postgraduate, programme at a higher education institution (HEIl). However, numerous
studies on teacher education conclude that HEls are failing to prepare preservice teachers for the
evolving South African school system impacted by HIV and AIDS (Clark, 2008; James-Traore, Finger,
Daileader Ruland & Stephanie, 2004; Wilmot & Wood, 2012). HEIs in South Africa typically restrict
sexual health education to preservice teachers specialising in LO (UNESCO, 2015), although the Higher
Education HIV/AIDS Programme (HEAIDS, 2010) review of 23 South African HEIs’ teacher education
programmes reported a variety of curriculum approaches, including stand alone modules, targeted
integration, and topic integration into teacher practice.

Baxen, Wood, and Austin (2011) presented a review of epistemic approaches to HIV and AIDS in
teacher education. They concluded that when HIV- and AIDS-related topics are integrated into HEI
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curricula, they are often presented in a fashion that is decontextualised, objectified, and singular in
their conceptualisation of the AIDS epidemic (i.e., HIV and AIDS affects everybody equally). This, they
argued, “does little to enable students to think critically about how they may approach HIV and AIDS
education in their contexts” (p. 8). Rather, it presents the “teacher-as-knowledge-expert” (p. 5), which
can result in teachers being more concerned with their identity as teachers “than with the process and
outcome of the pedagogical act” (p. 5).

Recommendations for improving HEIs” HIV and AIDS teacher education include using context-specific
content embedded in preservice teachers’ lived experiences, employing participatory teaching
methods that are active and engaging, and more experiential learning opportunities (Holderness,
2012; Wilmot & Wood, 2012). Reflexive self-study promotes preservice teachers to examine their
beliefs and actions in relation to the epidemic (Masinga, 2014; Pithouse, Mitchell, & Weber, 2009).
Baxen, Wood, and Austin (2011) advocated that teachers need support in critical engagement with
what HIV and AIDS has to do with different subjects, the crosscutting and intersectional quality of HIV
and AIDS epidemic on South African society as a social issue, and developing an appreciation of topic
integration.

Teacher Education and Participatory Visual Methods

A promising area of research and pedagogy that responds to the criticisms and recommendations
outlined above involves teachers learning participatory visual methods. Pithouse-Morgan et al. (2013)
argued that participatory visual methods are particularly well suited for “pedagogic and research
strategies that aim to reposition teachers’ experiences and voices at the centre of teacher
development in the age of AIDS” (p. 76). Engaging teachers in, for example, collage, drawing,
photography, and video production about their understandings of HIV and AIDS develops their
reflexive understandings of the epidemic (de Lange, Mitchell, Moletsane, Stuart, & Buthelezi, 2006;
Khau, Masinga, & Pithouse, 2008; Pithouse, 2011). Employing participatory visual methods also helps
preservice teachers conceptualise how to integrate HIV- and AIDS-related topics into mathematics
teaching (van Laren, 2008, 2011a, 2011b; 2014). Incorporating different methods into preservice
teachers’ practicum experiences has facilitated connections with learners, especially when working in
under-resourced rural contexts (Khau, De Lange, & Athiemoolam, 2013; Raht, Smith, & MacEntee,
2009; Stuart, Raht, & Smith, 2011). Artistic products resulting from these projects can be shared with
communities to facilitate dialogue and to explore areas of social change (de Lange, 2012).

Several studies, having concluded that research interventions using participatory visual methods make
an immediate impression on teachers’ professional development, wonder about the long-term impact
of the approach. Stuart (2006) asked “how personal engagement with constructing and sharing visual
texts will affect teachers’ abilities to tackle HIV and AIDS in the classroom” (p. 84). Will, as Mitchell and
colleagues predicted (Mitchell, de Lange, & Moletsane, 2014), teachers take the initiative to start
exploring the use of participatory visual methods in their own classrooms? To date, there is no research
that follows up with teachers after this type of project. How do teachers’ experiences of learning this
approach coincide with their subsequent experiences in teacher education? What impressions do they
develop of this approach? What challenges did they experience in learning about this approach? Do
they integrate the methods into their teaching? When, how, and for what purpose? With these
questions in mind, | report on a series of one-on-one photo elicitation interviews with three former
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participants in the project, Youth as Knowledge Producers: Arts-Based Approaches to HIV and AIDS
Prevention and Education in Rural KwaZulu-Natal (YAKP).!

The Research Study

Context

The project, Youth as Knowledge Producers (YAKP), was carried out between 2008 and 2010 through
the Centre for Visual Methodologies for Social Change (CVMSC) at the University of KwaZulu-Natal
(UKZN). The concept, youth as knowledge producers, draws on the work of Lankshear and Knobel
(2006) to refer to young people’s visual media productions as representations of cultural knowledge
and resources for social change. According to the research team (CVMSC, 2010), YAKP had three goals:
(1) to engender a practice of self-study and reflexivity with regards to preservice teachers’ approaches
to HIV education, (2) to provide training for preservice teachers in participatory arts-based
methodologies for HIV education, and (3) to provide opportunities for preservice teachers, as peer
educators, to gain practical experience facilitating these methodologies in different educational
contexts.

In 2008, YAKP recruited 20 HIV peer educators in the university’s faculty of education. In one semester,
the group was trained in collage, drumming, hip-hop, forum theatre, photovoice, and participatory
video as means for reflection and pedagogy. In 2009, the research team organised two opportunities
for the participants to test facilitating their own participatory visual workshops. The first opportunity
consisted of a counselling education class in the faculty of education at UKZN. The second workshop
context was organised at a rural high school in Vulindlela approximately two hours’ drive from UKZN.
For this component, the preservice teachers worked in pairs to carry out participatory visual
workshops with learners. In 2010, YAKP organised a 2-day training workshop on collage method
attended by 2 of the original participants along with 24 new participants. Members of the YAKP
research team invited me, a doctoral student at McGill University in Canada with experience in collage,
to train the preservice teachers in collage method and to support five preservice teachers during a 2-
day workshop conducted with high school learners in Vulindlela. In the week following the workshop,
members of the research team, two of the preservice teachers, and | returned to the rural area and
the learners presented their collages during school assemblies and at a community event organised
for World AIDS Day (MacEntee, 2011).

Research process: A visual approach to studying the afterlife of training in participatory visual
methodologies in teacher education

| collected the data reported on in this article when | returned to UKZN in 2012 to conduct a follow-up
study on YAKP.2 Over the course of 3 months, | consulted preservice teachers, learners, school
principals, and members of the research team. In this article, | refer only to the data related directly to
the preservice teachers. With university ethical approval, | located seven former YAKP preservice
teacher participants,® three of whom volunteered to participate in the follow up study (one man and
two women, all using pseudonyms). David was involved with YAKP from 2008 to 2010. He attended
most, if not all, of the YAKP trainings. He cofacilitated the intervention of counselling students at UKZN
in 2009, and the collage workshop with learners in 2010. At the time of the follow-up interview, David

1 YAKP (2007-2009, Project leader: Jean Stuart) was funded by the South African National Research Foundation (NRF). It also
forms two of the sub study areas of the NRF Niche Area grant, Every Voice Counts Project (2007-2012, Project leader:
Naydene de Lange).

2 The follow-up study was funded by the Social Science and Humanities Council of Canada, Joseph-Armand Bombardier
Doctoral Scholarship.

3 YAKP was unable to provide me with a list of former YAKP preservice teachers and recruitment was done through word of
mouth in my network of current and former UKZN students. Four individuals who | contacted could not participate in the
study, stating they were too busy with work and family responsibilities.
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was a graduate of UKZN'’s teacher education programme, and was pursuing his master’s degree in the
same faculty. He was also teaching an Oppression and Diversity module to undergraduate students.
Sarah and Monique joined YAKP in 2010. They attended the collage training and cofacilitated the
collage workshop. At the time of the follow up study, Sarah was still a preservice teacher in her third
of four years in the UKZN Bachelors in Education programme, specialising in languages (English and
Afrikaans). Monique was also still a preservice teacher in the final term of the same faculty specialising
in drama and sports sciences.

| met with the participants at UKZN for one-on-one interviews. Each interview took a little over two
hours. Along with open-ended questions, | incorporated photo elicitation into the interview process.
Qualitative interviews are a well-established method in the social sciences, during which researchers
and participants are engaged in the mutual construction of knowledge about a given subject or topic
(Gubrium & Holstein, 2002). A narrative interview strategy was used to foreground the participants’
reflections. This included asking them to relate a chronology of their involvement with YAKP, starting
with how they got involved in YAKP, then moving to discuss what happened at the trainings and
workshops, and then what has happened in their teaching or education since YAKP. A sense of the
YAKP events from the perspective of the participants emerged as a result of this process. From here, |
followed up with questions that asked participants to describe the significance of these events. Other
questions enquired more directly about theories of teaching and learning about HIV and AIDS:

e Describe the best way to teach young people about HIV and AIDS.
e Tell me in your own words, what is “youth as knowledge producer”?

e Describe the benefits or risks involved with taking a participatory visual approach to
HIV and AIDS education.

The responses were audio recorded and later transcribed for analysis.

Additionally, | used the photo elicitation method, which engages participants in responding to
photographs during the interview process (Banks, 2001; Harper, 1986). In the context of the follow-up
interviews, | used the photographs as “a kind of memory bookend, a starting point from which to
evaluate changes” (Harper, 2002 p. 18). It is important to link photographs to the intentions of the
research (Lapenta, 2011) while keeping in mind that participants and researchers may differ in what
they find “visually arresting” about given photographs (Orellana, 1999, p. 75). | selected 20 images
from an archive of 220 photographs, taken either by members of the YAKP research team or by me, of
the 2010 collage training workshop. For the purpose of the elicitation activity, | selected images to give
a sense of the range of different YAKP activities and people involved in the project at the time.* | chose
a mixture of candid and posed photographs of different YAKP participants (e.g., learners, preservice
teachers, facilitators, and researchers) engaged in different YAKP activities (e.g., making collages,
working in small groups, looking at collages, and presenting their collages to the larger group). | also
included pictures of the collage that the participant made during the training and workshop events.
The photographs were displayed on my laptop. This allowed the participants to zoom in on different
aspects of the image for closer inspection. For Sarah and Monique’s interviews, the photo elicitation
activity was used at the start of the meetings. However, since David had been involved with YAKP two
years prior to when the photographs were taken, the interview began with questions about past events

4 | did not have access to photographs from events in 2008—2009 therefore, the participants’ responses were limited to the
2010 activities.
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and turned to the photographs once David’s chronology had reached his remembrance of events in
2010.

Findings
| worked with transcriptions of the audio-recorded interviews. Given that | was only working with three

participants and had spent considerable time with each one, | drew on what might be described as a
close reading of the transcripts rather than a systematic analysis.

Teachers’ experiences of YAKP trainings in comparison with other experiences in HIV and AIDS
education

During the visual interview process, the participants discussed participatory visual methods and HIV
and AIDS education in relation to their experiences with YAKP and within the larger HEI context.
Although HIV and AIDS interventions have a strong presence on the university campus, the participants
described a paucity of HIV and AIDS interventions in teacher education. Sarah explained:

There are a lot of initiatives that happen around campus. Like for instance counselling and
testing, you know, you get a lot of that happening around. There’s a lot of awareness even
through the emails that we get sent. But | mean in teaching itself, no! (p. 24)

The participatory visual approach differed from the didactic approach to teacher education they were
used to. Sarah was “used to people who come and stand in front of you and just talk talk talk talk.” (p.
14). Monique remembered:

Collage and HIV, at first | didn’t understand how the two came together. | was just like, ok,
what are we doing here, please Katie? And then once we got into it and we saw that art
can be, like | don’t know, used in a way to explain HIV and AIDS it. . . . It opened my mind
to, ok, there is not just one way of learning about HIV and AIDS. (p. 4)

Having enjoyed the trainings Monique, like the other two participants, was motivated to get more
involved in YAKP and was amongst the first of the preservice teachers to volunteer for the collage
workshop in the rural area. During the follow up interview, Sarah stated the training “encouraged me
to go and find out more” (p. 9) about HIV and AIDS through independent research. For David, YAKP
was “amazing. There was no lecture. | was constructing meaning” (p. 17). He recounted: “We were
told about arts-based methodologies and | was automatically drawn to it because I’'m interested in
how do we communicate this message in a way that would engage people” (p. 16). Of course, not all
the preservice teachers participating in YAKP felt the same way. Describing one of her friends who also
attended the 2010 collage training, Monique said, “it was as though she walked away from it with
nothing” (p. 13).

Preservice teachers’ impression of participatory visual approach to HIV and AIDS education

The preservice teachers appreciated the participatory visual approach to HIV and AIDS education.
David exclaimed, “It's exciting. It's fun!” (p. 13). Taking a didactic approach of asking learners
questions, Monique felt “the learners were giving me answers that | wanted to hear” (p. 7). At the
same time, it was difficult for the beginning teacher to let the learners take the lead: “I thought, urgh,
I’'m not getting through to this one, because he was so quiet” (p. 7). With some patience, however,
Monique was pleased with the outcome: “But after a while, | won’t even lie, the way he opened up
and spoke [about his collage], it really amazed me” (p. 8). The methods were associated with creating
opportunities for the teachers to connect more genuinely, and often on a personal level, with learners.
Sarah reflected on her memory of such an interaction with one learner:
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The girl in my collage making group, she was like, “at home a relative or somebody who’s
actually got the disease, and it’s a bit difficult living with that person. You can’t eat from
the same plate. You can’t share the same spoon.” You know, stuff like that. It was really
hectic. And because, personally, I’d also gone through something like that, you know, | was
able to really give her some constructive advice as to the fact that you won’t get
contaminated by the disease just by sharing the same plate, the same spoon. (p. 6)

Sarah appreciated being able to draw on her own experiences and respond with helpful information
to the learner’s difficult situation. But not all the interactions between learners and preservice teachers
during the workshop went as smoothly. During the photo elicitation interview, Monique reflected on
one such moment with clarity, identifying first how her perspective of children changed as a result of
the interaction, and then admitting the discomfort that was involved during this process:

The pictures that he chose, were mainly like money, jewellery, stuff like that. And | was
like, why did you choose these things? And he was like, you know, girls or boys are fools
for these things when they don’t have them. So they would do practically anything to get
these things [referring to transactional sex]. | actually remember these pictures out of
everyone that was sitting there, because that was something that | wasn’t aware of . . . It
also made me look at the lens that children—and | say children because they are still in
school, their minds are still young—and you think that they are innocent but really they do
understand what is happening around them. So that was something that was really
shocking for me. (p. 5)

What the learner said about transactional sex in the rural context was unexpected by Monique and
made her reassess her perceptions about children and their understandings of the epidemic. She
continued in the interview to reflect on this interaction with the boy:

| think at that point in time when | came across this stuff | was more shocked than
anything. | won’t even lie to you . . . | had no response to what he was saying . . . because
where | come from was very different . . . small things don’t amuse us, like clothes and
stuff. We get these things, so there is nothing that would draw me towards wanting that,
or giving something from myself in order to get that. (p. 5)

Monique admits to having struggled to respond to the learner’s collage in the moment because it
differed so much from her own experiences growing up. Therefore, the participants appreciated how
the participatory visual methods seemed to encourage the learners to open up and talk genuinely
about the epidemic. However, the participants also struggled at times to respond to the learners’
concerns when they differed from the preservice teachers’ own experiences.

Challenges with learning about participatory visual approaches to HIV and AIDS

The YAKP process was reported to be effective; however, long gaps between events disrupted the
participants’ sense of momentum and they would have liked more opportunities to familiarise
themselves with facilitating the methods. David was frustrated when he stated, “Sometimes because
new people were coming in, we had to start all over again” (p. 24) and “How is this project moving
from events and coming into a movement?” (p. 14). The participant identified areas where they would
appreciate more training. David felt certain methods required more training than others did.
Compared to collage and photovoice, he struggled with the technical aspects of participatory video: “I
have to practice that a few times. | think that we could have had more training in that, so we would
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remember it for the rest of our lives” (p. 19). Sarah wanted help integrating participatory visual
approaches into her language teaching. She wondered:

How can you teach literature in a critical way? What makes learners think about some of
the real issues that are affecting them in their lives and also in terms of the bigger picture
in terms of the world as well? | mean, that’s a really difficult one. (p. 16)

External factors made it difficult for participants to independently continue to integrate participatory
visual methods and HIV and AIDS topics into their subsequent learning and practicum experiences. A
teacher at Sarah’s practicum school made fun of her experimenting with student-centred methods and
she felt held back as a so-called training teacher on practicum:

It puts us at a disadvantage because when we go to the school we’ve always got to be
aware of the fact that | have a mentor and | must do everything by the standards this
mentor follows. Otherwise, if | don’t do that, then my marks or whatever they are, they
stand in jeopardy. So there is not a lot that we can do! Especially when we begin talking
about big stuff. (p. 24)

The “big stuff,” as Sarah called it, is HIV and AIDS and issues relating to sex. David described “a strangle-
hold on schools” (p. 29) that focused on curriculum content and exams: “Maybe that is something to
consider, preparing students for the challenges that come from being agents for social change” (p. 29).

Teachers who have had training in participatory visual methods integrate these methods into their
teaching: A reality or not?

The participants have, or plan to, integrate aspects of the participatory visual approach into their
teaching practice. Sarah was committed, when she graduates, to explore creative approaches to
education: “Now I'm like, empowered whenever | teach to use creative methods that get learners
interested” (p. 17). However, she was less certain that she would be able to find a way to integrate HIV
and AIDS topics. Monigque was excited to graduate and start teaching her own drama classes, in which
she planned on integrating HIV- and AIDS-related topics. David, the only participant who was actively
teaching at the time of the interviews, described having used collage and forum theatre in his teaching
on diversity, however, he had not tackled the topic, HIV and AIDS, directly. Still, he was adamant that
comprehensive HIV and AIDS education should remain a priority in South African teaching:

| feel [HIV and AIDS education] is important because this is Southern Africa, there is a high
level of HIV/AIDS and teenage pregnancy, and maybe you want to step in and say, “It’s
like that in Canada, too” but | seriously doubt that. So people are practicing unsafe sex. So
it is absolutely necessary for us to talk about it. (p. 21)

The participants maintained an interest and displayed motivation to integrate the principles of
participatory creative approaches. Two of the three participants (Monique and David) also described
a commitment, if not in practice then in principle, to addressing HIV- and AIDS-related topics into their
teaching. However, since YAKP none of the participants had used participatory visual methods to
address HIV and AIDS in their respective teaching experiences.
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Implications of the Study of Afterlife for HIV and AIDS Teacher Education
Curriculum

This follow-up study with YAKP was exploratory. The interview process engaged three former YAKP
participants in reflecting on their experiences of learning to use participatory visual methods. |
interpreted their reflections by using time as a “mark of influence” (Mitchell, 2014, p. 39). In the
process of remembering certain events, the participants were not so much recalling the events in
2008-2010, as they were interpreting them from a situated perspective in 2012, and imbuing them
with significance as they related to the progression of their lives. Thus, 2 more years, 10 years, and 20
years later, the same process of recalling and ascribing significance may result in very different
understandings, not just of events but of participatory visual methods and HIV and AIDS education as
well. This process would reflect changes in the participants’ lives, their subsequent professional
experiences, as well as changes in the discourses of HIV and AIDS teaching and teacher education.
Mitchell (2014) concluded, “What is critical here are the questions that emerge when we do this kind
of work and the reminder of the ways in which the work is never really done” (p. 42). With three
participants, the research findings are not generalisable. They tended towards positive review of the
project and participatory visual methods, although some criticisms are also noted. This may be due to
response bias, and the participants' perspectives reported here would be strengthened if compared
with the perspectives of participants who dropped out or had more negative impressions of YAKP. As
the first study of its kind exploring the longitudinal impact of this type of HIV and AIDS teacher
education, the findings point towards various areas for future research and development in HIV and
AIDS teacher education.

One area to consider is countering AIDS fatigue. Shefer, Strebel, & Jacobs (2012) described a culture
of AIDS fatigue on university campuses, with students feeling removed and unmotivated to engage in
any HIV- and AIDS-related learning. Mitchell and Smith (2003) explained AIDS fatigue as the result of
prevention approaches that are disconnected from the lives of young people. The participants |
interviewed were overwhelmingly appreciative of the participatory visual approach because it
presented new and interesting ways for them, as young people, to construct knowledge about HIV and
AIDS. The participants’ interest in learning more about the topic as they emerged from the trainings—
exemplified in their volunteering to facilitate the YAKP workshops and, in Sarah’s case, seek out more
information on HIV and AIDS—suggests participatory visual methods are “attention-grabbing” and
may have particular value in the earlier stages of teacher education to encourage long-term
engagement (Jonker, 2012, p. 94). However, it is also noted that participatory visual methods do not
speak to all teachers, as was the case for Monique’s friend, and a diversity of approaches is needed.
There is much that still needs to be explored with regards to engaging preservice teachers in HIV and
AIDS education. For instance, when and under what circumstances do participatory visual approaches
work to engage preservice teachers, and when might another approach be more successful? What
motivates preservice teachers to voluntarily attend interventions such as YAKP? How might
participatory visual methods be presented alongside other approaches to HIV and AIDS education?

A second area of concern links to pedagogy. The participants were struck by the contributions of
participatory visual methods to the pedagogies of HIV and AIDS teaching—how they engaged learners
and created opportunities for teachers to connect with learners about their lived experiences. The
participants’ memories of working with learners resemble the types of collaborative reflexive self-
study described and advocated by Pithouse-Morgan et al. (2013) in their work with teachers, while at
the same time reflect the personal and emotionally charged interactions that teachers can experience
when addressing HIV and AIDS in schools (Baxen, 2010). Arguably, expecting the unexpected is a critical
lesson preservice teachers need to learn, especially as it relates to learner-centred sexual health
education. However, further research is needed in order to better understand if exposure to the
emotional labour of HIV and AIDS education prepares teachers to respond constructively to similar
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experiences in their future practice. Involving learners in teacher education like this also raises some
ethical concerns, such as how to prepare teachers to negotiate individuals’ rights to HIV and AIDS
disclosure (Holderness, 2012), and the need to adequately prepare teachers to respond constructively
to the myriad and potentially contentious issues that learners might raise through the art making
process (Stuart, 2010). Therefore, moving ahead with this approach to teacher education, what kinds
of preparations are needed to mediate the risks to learners and teachers during these interactions?

Finally, what about the methods themselves, and the context for testing them out? Not all
participatory visual methods are equal and some methods, especially those that require specialised
technology, might require more training than others. A further area for exploration might consider
tactics that teachers could use to incorporate participatory visual methods while working among
colleagues who are resistant to new or alternative pedagogies. This type of initiative would need to be
sensitive to the power inequality between mentor and apprentice so that practicum grades are not
put in jeopardy. Khau, de Lange, and Athiemoolam’s (2013) strategy, which paired pre- and in-service
teachers to explore the methods together to learn and integrate participatory visual methods, shows
some promise in this regard. At the same time, there may be time sensitivities. As a research
intervention, YAKP was unable to provide ongoing activities and trainings after 2010 and the
participants felt that the sense of momentum that the project established was reduced over time.
These challenges were accentuated by the broader HEI context that was reported to provide limited
opportunities for further engagement with the topic to preservice teachers who were pursuing
specialisations in areas other than LO. HIV and AIDS is not prioritised as a learning area amongst the
majority of teacher educators and the topic of integration can seem overwhelming in a curriculum that
is already overloaded (HEAIDS, 2010; Holderness, 2012). Following up on their YAKP experiences,
participants expressed interest in creative participatory methods and their value in HIV and AIDS
education, but they struggled to articulate exactly how they might address HIV and AIDS in their
teaching. With the exception of, for example Linda van Laren’s (2008; 2011a; 2011b; 2014) work with
preservice mathematics teachers, there is a paucity of research exploring how teacher educators might
integrate HIV and AIDS education into non-LO curriculum areas. How are HIV and AIDS research
intervention findings disseminated and integrated into HEI curriculum development? While it is
beyond the scope of this article, there is a clear need to study, for example, the HEAIDS community of
practice in HIV and AIDS education, which came out of the HEAIDS (2010) study.

Conclusion

Addressing teachers’ challenges with HIV and AIDS education continues to confound those responsible
for the national response to HIV and AIDS. The DBE plans a national rollout of scripted lessons for LO,
Grades 7-9 (Jansen, 2015). This decision was based on a report by Douglas Kirby that advocates for
curricula that tell teachers “what to do and say” and describes “each activity, the materials needed for
the activity, how to complete the activity, how long it would take for the particular facts or pieces of
information to be presented, the particular points to emphasise, etc.” (as cited in Wood & Rolleri,
2014, p. 526). Adams Tucker, George, Reardon, and Panday (2016) predicted that these teacher-
centred activities, developed and tested in Gauteng, will improve “disparities in the quality of LO
teachings and improve standardization” (p. 350). Scripted lessons could not be further from YAKP’s
intentions in exploring participatory visual methods as student-centred and context-responsive
pedagogies for HIV and AIDS. The YAKP follow-up study described a process of becoming an HIV and
AIDS educator that requires more than learning what to do or say in order to complete an activity.
Following up with former YAKP participants who were trained in participatory visual methods draws
attention to the lack of HIV and AIDS education for these non-LO preservice teachers, as well as the
ways that participatory visual methods can help overcome challenges of AIDS fatigue and HIV stigma
in teacher education. The results suggest that experiential education in facilitating participatory visual
approaches in a supportive context such as YAKP can allow preservice teachers a space to explore the
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benefits and challenges of taking such an approach. However, they require ongoing support in the
technicalities of the methods as well as learning how to respond to different issues that learners might
raise. It is unclear whether or not this support is within the capacity of a single, short-term research
intervention. Challenges of curriculum integration for the preservice teachers, and at the HEI level for
teacher educators, was a significant barrier to the participants’ HIV and AIDS education. Nevertheless,
having learned about these techniques, they endeavoured to apply aspects of the methods (e.g., the
emphasis on learner-centred, critical pedagogies that speak to learners’ lives) and they expressed the
importance of HIV and AIDS education. Structural barriers in the teacher education programme, such
as the influence of mentor teachers who may be less amenable to the inclusion of alternative
pedagogies or HIV-topic integration, may impede preservice teachers’ ability to apply these methods
directly for HIV and AIDS education. In this regard, the 2-year afterlife of YAKP was mixed, with
preservice teachers being influenced by some of the intervention’s pedagogical ideals but practically
limited in their ongoing application, especially as they relate to the integration of HIV and AIDS topics
into their teaching practice.

Future research is needed in order to follow up with more practising teachers in order to develop a
more generalisable understanding of the influences of research intervention over time on teachers’
use of participatory visual methods in HIV and AIDS education. Returning to Mitchell’s (2014) idea of
the study of the afterlife of interventions, there is a sense that this work can (and should) just go on
and on if we are to deepen an understanding of impact. It is with this sentiment in mind that | have
raised several questions in the discussion of my findings. While it is not possible to answer these
questions here, | conclude by pointing towards possible connections and answers that may be explored
in the vast body of literature on preservice or initial teacher education. This includes discussions on
the translation of educational theory into pedagogical practice or, as Britzman (1991) highlighted, the
problematic “practice makes practice” nature of what can be accomplished in a 4-year Bachelor of
Education programme. There are insights to be found in the literature that interrogates everything
from teachers’ childhood experiences of school (Allender & Allender, 2006; Mitchell & Weber, 1999),
to the idea of the practicum itself; from types of mentoring available to preservice teachers through
associate teachers, to support for associate teachers (Kosnik, 2009). Michael Connelly and Jean
Clandinin’s (1984) concept of personal practical knowledge is particularly relevant to the questions and
issues raised in the interviews. Personal practical knowledge “allows us to talk about teachers as
knowledgeable and knowing persons” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988, p. 25) who draw on professional
and personal landscapes of knowledge in order to sustain their teaching practices (Schaefer, Downey,
& Clandinin, 2014). It is by contextualising the educational process in teachers’ past experiences, their
present understandings, and their future practice, that HIV and AIDS teaching will be developed.
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Abstract

| am a practising jewellery designer and artist who lectures at a university of technology
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Background

| am a practising jewellery designer and artist who lectures at a university of technology in Durban,
South Africa. One of my lecturing duties is to teach my students how to design and manufacture
jewellery—not only conventional jewellery that can be sold in commercial jewellery shops, but
contemporary jewellery that engages with a “diverse range of contemporary social, environmental,
technical or artistic trends” (Quickenden, 2000, p. 1). Developing unique contemporary South African
jewellery could play a part in the long-term growth of the jewellery industry and contribute to social
change by creating an awareness of, and cultivating an appreciation of, local and indigenous resources.
| feel that this can be achieved if we, as designers, were to draw on our personal and private lives and
then incorporate these influences in our creative design process. | want to encourage this personalised
approach to the creative process by formulating briefs that include a private or personal aspect with
my students in the jewellery design studio.

The objective of my research, therefore, is to gain an understanding of my own creative design process
in relation to the development of contemporary South African jewellery, and to explore the
pedagogical implications inherent in this understanding. | use autoethnography to examine my
creative process because it affords me the use of “personal experience to examine and/or critique
cultural experience” (Holman Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013, p. 7), particularly as designing jewellery
necessitates an awareness of the various roles that it can play within one’s culture: those of portable
wealth, indicator of status, and spiritual mediation (Metcalf, 1989).

Initially, | attempted to catalogue all the creative design objects in my office, but it became a quagmire
that immobilised me because there were too many leads to follow and the underlying network became
too dense. So, | decided to focus on one of the objects highlighted in an exhibition: the cameo prints.

Creativity and Why It Is Important

Creativity is the ability to produce outcomes that are original and appropriate (Plucker, Beghetto, &
Dow, 2004, p. 91) and can be assessed in terms of the 4P model as proposed by Rhodes (1961), where
he suggests that one can evaluate creativity by examining the nature of the product, the personality
of the person, the nature of the processes employed, and the relationship to the environment (press).

Of interest to me, are the role of play and the impact of serendipity on the creative process. The
importance of play, regarding creativity, was emphasised by Winnicott (1989) when he stressed that
“it is in play, and only in play, that the person is able to be creative and to find herself” (as cited in
Creme, 2003, p. 273). For the purpose of this article, | define play as a series of connected events that
provide pleasure (Eberle, 2014) and revolve around “non-serious” (Huizenga, 1970, p. 5) exploration
which is “goal-directed and rule-bound” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 71)

Serendipity is the act of finding interesting or valuable things by chance. It is a type of creativity that
results from “synchronicities, fortuitous accidents . . . and fruitful detours” (Bleakley, 2004, p. 472).
Johnson (2010) referred to this phenomenon as a “happy accident” and what makes it happy is the
fact that the discovery is personally meaningful (p. 109). To recognise the significance of the new
discovery appears to require a tolerance of ambiguity (Bleakley, 2004).

| am approaching creativity from a little-c (everyday) point of view, as opposed to a big-C (legendary)
point of view (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2010). This means that | explore seemingly insignificant, but
personal, everyday experiences that can be used as a resource in the creative design process. This is in
reaction against how | was taught to design creatively, where there seemed to be an inordinate
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emphasis on Eurocentric visual references that | did not relate to, accompanied by a rigidly imposed
design process with apparently no room for serendipity or play.

Skiba, Tan, Sternberg, and Grigorenko, (2010) recommended a little-c approach when addressing
creativity in the classroom. Several researchers support the development of general (little-c) creativity,
seeing it as our “birth right [and] survival capacity” (Richards, 2010, p. 228), “the province of every
human being . . . to enhance the process of their lives” (Piirto, 2010, p. 166), and seeing it as “vital for
individuals’ well-being and for the well-being of our world” (Fairweather, & Cramond, 2010, p. 115).
Furthermore, Torrance emphasised that teachers can contribute to the development of creative
behaviour and must “build the blocks of creativity” (as cited in Baldwin, 2010, p. 86).

Exhibition of My Creative Design Process

The Transformative Education/al Studies (TES) project,! of which | am a member, organised an
exhibition that encouraged participants to display the results of their self-study and autoethnographic
research by using artefacts as opposed to written texts. The exhibition was titled “The Inward I,” with
the aim of sharing the research with each other and with the larger academic community in Durban.

To uncover the aspects of self that are significant within the creative design process, | participated in
the exhibition and focused on how lecturers could make self-reflexive research into their own
educational practices more visible. For the exhibition, | produced a poster (see Image 1) that showed
images of my workspace, and of the objects | was producing at that stage. | then analysed the poster
and an object on the poster.

Exhibitions of this nature can be seen as a method that is used by “arts-inspired scholars” to try
“seducing onlookers into encounters with their work” (Barone 2008, p. 489). In this case, the seduction
was done by using shwe-shwe? covered display boards, uniformly designed posters, and a variety of
creative artefacts displayed in conjunction with the poster.

Having an exhibition can be an intensely reflexive exercise, as is made apparent by Reinikainen and
Dahlkvist (2016) when they detailed the process of curating their exhibition. During curation, one has
to select the appropriate artefacts and decide how to display them—all contingent on the aim, which
is not always clear from the start. | have found the curation of an exhibition to be the same as the
process of writing in that, similar to Hampl (1996) who writes to find out what she knows, | find out
what | want to show in the process of exhibiting. | find that | become more aware of my context as
creative designer when | see what | have available for showing.

1TESis a collaborative project that involves about 40 participants from a range of diverse academic and professional contexts.
The group meets twice a year for inter-institutional workshops. Smaller groups meet weekly or monthly at various
participating universities. The main research question that guides the self-study activities revolves around transforming one’s
educational practice. The project supports and investigates the collaborative self-reflexive activities of the project members
(Harrison, Pithouse-Morgan, Conolly, & Meyiwa, 2012).

2 Shwe-shwe (see the background of the display board in Image 1) is a printed cotton fabric that is available from textile
shops in Durban. It was traditionally used by Sotho and Xhosa women, but is now widely used by all cultural groups.
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Image 1: My Poster “The Pedagogical Implications of an Awareness of Self in Creative Practice: A
Self-Study” (photo courtesy L. Scott, 2013)

Mitchell (2015b) makes it clear that exhibitions can be a useful tool for facilitating social change.
Although this exhibition had social change as one of its aims, | participated because | was trying to
make sense of my own creative practice and initially saw it as an opportunity for reflection. | wanted
to see what | was doing. | decided to examine the artefacts that are displayed on my office walls
because my office is also my design studio and workshop. | therefore produced a poster (Image 2) that
showed some of the objects | had produced within the environment they were created.
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Image 2: Photos of My Office as Part of the Exhibition (photo courtesy L. Scott, 2013)

This section of my poster shows the formal arrangement of the photos that depict my office as a

creative space. It also shows a pair of cameo print earrings at the bottom. The following sets of images
(Images 3 and 4) are the photos that were used in the poster.

Image 3: My Office (author’s photos, 2013)
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Image 4: Close-Up Photos of Creative Artefacts on My Office Walls (author’s photos, 2013)

The photos | decided to display were taken in my office. These showed jumbled masses of objects
pinned to a notice board on one side, stacks of books and papers on my desk with some ceramic work
in progress, to the side, and a range of prints, postcards, and drawings on the wall behind my computer.
| decided to highlight the latest projects that | was busy with: the ceramics on my desk and the foil
prints on the wall behind my computer.

The top three photos (Image 3) are oriented in a landscape format and show a type of panoramic view
of my office. The lower photo shows the desk where most of my creative work happens. From this
desk, the objects would migrate to the office walls. The two portrait-format photos (Image 4) show
close-up views of art works. The two earring prints at the bottom of Image 2 can also be seen in the
photo on the left. | paid careful attention to the layout of the photos and earrings, making sure that it
was a visually pleasing arrangement.

| wanted to show the messiness of my creative space, but also show that there is some underlying
structure—an order that might not be visible, but of which | was aware. When Lapum, Ruttonsha,
Church, Yau, & David (2012) had an exhibition to show the intricacies of the journey a patient follows
before and after surgery, they decided to use a labyrinth-like formation, because it “is symbolic of [the]
patients’ transition” (p. 108). To show the underlying organised structure of my seemingly messy
creative space, | decided to use a formal, symmetrical, layout with a space created in the centre at the
bottom for displaying a pair of earring prints. The content of the photos was chaotic—not the
arrangement; and the focus, the product of the messiness, was presented as the focal point. The layout
of my poster signified the underlying order of my creative process as the labyrinth, above, signified the
notion of transition.
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Methodology

This is a qualitative study in a transformative paradigm (Mertens, 2009), using an autoethnographic
methodology to explore the aspects of self that play a role in my creative practice.

Ellis (2004) and Holman Jones (2005) provided a very clear definition of what autoethnography is:
“Autoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically
analyze. .. personal experience...in order to understand cultural experience” (as cited in Ellis, Adams,
& Bochner, 2011). The diverse nature of our educational settings leads to unexpected outcomes, and
Mitchell (2015a) recommended an autoethnographic approach for university educators who seek to
“locate and make sense of our experiences” (p. 10), with the aim of contributing to social change.

Autoethnographic self-interview and multivocality

When | tried to explore the creative artefact, | did not know how to proceed. To overcome the writer’s
block, | attempted to start writing by focusing on initial observations and rememberings. After | had
jotted these down, | started responding to these prompts.

Reflecting on my responses, | realised | had adopted two distinctly different voices: that of an
autoethnographic interviewer, and that of an autoethnographic informant. | had, in fact, conducted a
semi-structured interview with myself. This relates to Anderson and Glass-Coffin’s (2013) definition of
an autoethnographic self-interview as “involv[ing] dialogue between one’s past and present selves”
(p. 69), and is similar to Mizzi’s (2010) notion of multivocality, which states that there are “plural and
sometimes contradictory narrative voices located within the researcher” that would “expand the ways
we can perceive and inquire into an encounter” (p. M3).

My self-interview was different from the types of self-interviews that Keightly, Pickering, and Allet
(2012), Singh (2012), and Meskin, Singh, and van der Walt (2014) conducted. Keightly et al. (2012) had
a group of research participants who were given questions and audio recording devices so that the
participants could interview themselves. The benefit was that the interviews could be paused and
resumed as required or determined by conditions.

Singh (2012) examined her own life story as educator and used a set of prepared questions to keep
her focused on what Webster and Mertova (2007) called “critical events” (as cited in Singh, 2012, p.
86). She deliberately selected “people, events and places” she felt contributed to the development of
her “educational persona” (p. 86), and then responded to these questions in writing.

Meskin et al. (2014) wished to examine their own professional practice. To do this they drew up a list
of predetermined questions, which were reviewed by a critical friend, to have asked of themselves by
this critical friend. They therefore named their method a reciprocal self-interview (RSI).

Riggins (1994) classified the content of responses that an interviewer obtains from an informant in two
ways: referencing (denotative) or mapping (connotative). Referencing responses are the kind where
the information provided concerns “the history, aesthetic or customary uses of an object” (p. 109),
whereas mapping responses indicate the extent to which objects are representations of the social
world, the ideology, of the informant. My responses started as denotative and then became more
personal and connotative. Not all the responses became connotative but where they did, | became
aware of nuances and influences that were not apparent on the first inspection or reflection. This is
similar to the first—second draft writing that Hampl (1996) does, where the first draft is a remembering
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and the second draft is a re-remembering of the same memory (Strong-Wilson, Mitchell, Allnutt, &
Pithouse-Morgan, 2013), except that my drafts are combined—with impressions and feelings added
to the second draft as they arise.

Analysis

| analysed my self-interview by treating it as a narrative (Riessman, 2008). On examining the narrative
for patterns that make sense (Bernard, 2011), | realised that the information | had provided could be
divided into the two categories that Riggins (1994) used when analysing material artefacts, that is,
referencing (denotative) and mapping (connotative). The prompts used by me as autoethnographic
interviewer self were denotative and the responses by me as the autoethnographic informant self
were connotative. On coding the responses, | noticed areas where the connotative information
revealed aspects of the self and other areas that caused insights and realisations—sometimes with
pedagogical implications. | also became aware of more voices that could be called on to comment.
These are voices that show my playful self, my consumerist self, my stereotypical male self, and my
lecturer self, to name some of them.

The autoethnographic interviewer self’s denotative prompts that | developed, and that are responded
to in the next section, are as follows:

e Where linitially encountered gold foil or leaf
e Embossing

e The champagne and chocolate wrapper foil
e The red string

e The handmade paper

e The message, and its origin.

The aspects of self that were revealed are discussed under Discoveries at the end of the article, and
the insights are noted within text boxes below the responses that evoked them. This is a method of
noting that | have used before (de Beer, 2016), and which helped to show the meta-narrative as it
unfolded.

Trustworthiness

In autoethnography, issues of reliability and validity are linked (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011).
According to Ellis, Adams, and Bochner, reliability is contingent on credibility; | have, therefore,
outlined the process | followed exactly as | experienced it. By making my processes of writing and
interrogation of the writing visible in the way that | do, | believe that | adhere to Mishler’s (1990) point
of view regarding the validity of inquiry-guided research. He insisted that the “visibility of the work”
(p. 429) increases the trustworthiness. I've done this by including images of the objects | examined,
and images of the examples | referred to, where available. Some of these images, being artworks, have
their dates of origin inscribed on them. To promote trustworthiness further, | have stated the
relationship between my creative design work and my occupation.
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The Cameo Print Earrings: Responding to the Prompts

Image 5 shows one of a pair of earrings that is displayed as a print. It is a small sheet of handmade
cotton paper that has been folded in half, with a rectangle of gold-coloured foil folded over it. It has
an image of a classical cameo profile stamped onto it in silver metallic foil, with an embossed fleur-de-
lis medal top, above it. To be worn as an earring, it can be suspended from the red thread tied through
a grommet that has been inserted near the top in the middle.

Image 5: Cameo Print as an Earring (author’s photo, 2016)

| present my autoethnographic informant-self’s connotative responses to each of the prompts:

Where | initially encountered gold foil or leaf

The first time | saw gold leaf work in real life, | was amazed. It was a print that was done by my lecturer
at that time, Dieter Dill, and | happened across it at an exhibition in George. | couldn't understand how
it was done, and | think that was part of the magic of the experience.

Is that not the type of magic that we try to put into our creative works? |
sometimes deliberately do not share the magic with my students because | want
them to be amazed. | like it when one can do something really simple, but it
looks amazing, and other people then want it.

Do | detect a trace of capitalism here?
(Consumer self?)

When | researched how gold leaf was done, it turned out to be a laborious technique that needed a
lot of preparation and careful work. | did try it over the years but never really succeeded. | then saw
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the technique a few years later and it reignited the flame . . . | tried gold paint and various other
techniques to imitate it but still did not manage.

When | recently went to Haesloop, a supplier of fashion accessories, | saw, incidentally
(serendipitously), that they sold rolls of metallic foils for hot stamping. This is the contemporary
technique used to stamp gold lettering on the spine of leather-bound books. When | enquired, they
said it was applied using heat, about 100 degrees centigrade. | was given some samples to try out and
| experimented that evening, using an electric clothes iron. | remember it was a metallic blue foil | tried
first, and | was stunned by the beauty of the foil print (I think it was a bit like the magic | mentioned
earlier). | just made some crosses and dragonfly shapes (Image 6), and it worked well enough for me
trealise that | had encountered a new vein of creative work to mine.

“Just” implies that | do lots of test pieces to try new ideas. Sometimes they work
and sometimes they don’t, but at least | know whether the idea should be
pursued. It also implies that | was in a playful mindset, freewheeling and
brainstorming.

| (Playful self?) |

Image 6: Blue Metallic Foil Test Piece (author’s photo, 2016)

Embossing

| first embossed a print when | was an undergraduate student at Stellenbosch in 1984. One of the
modules | did was printmaking and | was taught traditional printmaking, such as hard and soft ground
etching. A project | had to do then was called boksvolberge [box full of mountains]. | initially tried to
depict mountains by drawing them, but gave up because the paper was too small to depict a mountain,
or so | thought.
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The mountains in the Western Cape are often seen as silhouettes in the distance, and it was this aspect
| was fascinated by—the way that mountains are seen as layers of ever diminishing, overlapping, and
pale blue-grey shapes. | tried to capture this by cutting out the shape of a mountain and then
embossing the background into the paper, which raised the profile of the mountain in relief (see Image
7—and note the date in the signature: ‘84).

Image 7: Boksvolberge (author’s photo, 2016)

/ \

Because an embossing is done without colour, one has to see the print in the type of light that will
show the relief; it therefore becomes quite subtle and like the faint silhouettes that one sees on the
horizon. When embossing is done on handmade paper, it is even more effective because the difference
between the rough, natural texture of the paper is contrasted with the smooth, pressed surface of the
embossed area.

| find myself drawn to faint silhouettes on the horizon, as if there are unknown
lands that need to be explored and this staring at them is the first step of the
exploration. | also have a fascination with the silhouettes that | see when |
drive home at the end of the day when the light is fading and the horizon
flattens out into a delicate intricate outline, waiting to be embossed.

The notion of unknown lands first surfaced in my
chapter in Academic Autoethnographies (de Beer,
2016). This notion of exploration is tied up with
fantasy, adventure, and play. (Playful self?)

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2016, 5(2)



107

Champagne and chocolate wrapper foil

At a staff exhibition in 2009, | saw two artworks by a colleague that made quite an impression on me.
The works were rather large (700 mm x 700 mm) and used curly burglar bar designs as the main motif.
What intrigued me were the backgrounds—one was metallic silver and the other metallic gold. The
silver turned out to be the silver foil from cigarette boxes and the other was gold foil from champagne
bottles.

As soon as | recognised the origin of the foil, | realised that | had a source of such gold foil at home
because we regularly opened a bottle of champagne and simply threw the foil away; this was an
opportunity to turn a routine into a ritual. Every time | opened a bottle of champagne, | was generating
raw materials for creative practice. | started keeping the foils religiously (ritually?) and also kept the
bit of foil that had the little red tab one uses to tear the foil open, because | realised that the red tab
had its own aesthetic possibilities. The piece of foil that is torn off sometimes, serendipitously,
resembles a human figure, and the red tip at the bottom could be seen to allude to blood and the
notion of opening, of tearing open. Image 8 shows one such torn-off tab used in an embossing.

Image 8: Champagne Foil Used in an Embossing (author’s photo, 2016)
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| did make some prints where | combined the metallic foils with the champagne foil, but the
champagne foil started looking a bit insipid to me. It was as if it was 9-carat gold compared to 18-carat.
It did not have the lusciousness of pure gold; it looked watered down.

| Was | becoming blasé?

At more or less the same time as the champagne routine, there was a chocolate routine. It was
customary to have a small piece of chocolate for dessert in front of the television, after a small whiskey
and before bedtime. | was given a box of Ferrero Rocher chocolates one Christmas at about that time,
and noticed the beautiful gold-coloured foil. It looked like 18-carat gold compared to the champagne
foils (luscious!). | applied the hot stamping metallic foil on top of this chocolate wrapper and it was
beautiful! The chocolate wrappers were now removed and stored very carefully to keep them intact
and, for a while, the chocolate opening routine had a ritualistic feel to it.

| realised that | was drawn to a particular shade of gold, and also to particular
shades of blue—green and red. | teach painting and colour theory and have not
seen it as an opportunity to allow the students to express their individuality.
Maybe | could get the students to identify the colours they are drawn to, the
ones that they think are special, and then try to mix the pigments to depict their
chosen colour.

Are there other things | can get the students to identify? What are
the things that | am busy identifying for myself? Forms? Motifs?
(Lecturer self?)

Red string

The red string | use is embroidery cotton and initially, to me, this particular shade of red only had the
connotation of blood. It acquired another connotation when an ex-student of mine, who is Hindu, sent
me my first Lakshmi string in 2001. A Lakshmi string is the red string that Hindus tie around their wrists
as a sign of devotion to Lakshmi, the Hindu goddess of wealth, fortune, and prosperity. | receive one
of these strings every year and am assured that it has been blessed by the local Hindu priest. When |
use red string now, it has a psychological richness that | do not try to explain, | just feel that it is
significant.

If called on | would try to explain, but it just gives me a full feeling when I think of
it. Like a lump in my chest.

Handmade paper

| like the idea of making one's own paper. It is a material that we take for granted and discard very
easily. | am sure that, were we to make our own paper, we would be more careful with it. One can buy
handmade paper, and it is usually a bit thicker than mass-produced commercial paper and the colour
is also creamier because it has not been bleached. The kind of handmade paper | use is made for
watercolour painting or printmaking, and it is made from cotton, often recycled cotton cloth. It is
available with a smooth or a rough texture, and | prefer the rough texture.

| discovered that there is a paper making unit in my department and have been given some sheets of
handmade paper. | have also made a few sheets of my own, which | used for the cameo print earring
that is explored here. Handmade paper is recognised by the edge, which is kind of ragged and known
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as a deckle edge. The deckle is the frame that traps the paper fibres on top of the sieve. It looks almost
like a torn edge, and has convinced me to tear my paper to size rather than cut it. See Image 9 for a
comparison of the deckle edge with the torn edge. The deckle edge is on the left and the torn edge on
the right.

Image 9: A Deckle Edge (left) Compared With (right) a Torn Edge (author’s photo, 2016)

| now arrive at the size of my prints by tearing the large sheets of handmade paper in half, and in half
again, until they are about A6 in size. A6 is an A4 sheet of paper divided into quarters, or folded in half
twice. | think it is because as a jeweller, | make relatively small things—things that fit inside my cupped
hands—that | feel comfortable with such small prints. Even when inspecting a large object or print, |
always inspect it closely and notice all the surface textures and details, looking for traces of how it was
made.

A friend recently gave me a stack of handmade paper that had belonged to his late father, a well-
known artist. I've realised that the significance of the materials | use can extend beyond how they are
produced to where they come from or are found, and could add to the story of the work that | produce.

And | want to tell stories (adult play?). But | do not always have the
patience . .. a living contradiction?

| And what must the stories be about?! |

The message, and its origin

The cameo print earrings | show here are part of a series of prints called "Medals for Women." Being
in a relationship with a woman, | have become acutely aware of the trials and tribulations women have
to go through, often without any acknowledgement. | wanted to demonstrate my awareness of, and
involvement in, this issue without laying claim to the right to bestow these awards.

“Medals for Women” are not actually medals, they are a manifestation and acknowledgement of my
awareness. | use many traditional heraldic devices and motifs to make these prints look like medals,
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particularly the ribbons from which the medals hang, the bar at the top, and the connection between
the medal and the ribbon. | found that the fleur-de-lis motif could be interpreted in various subversive
ways: it could be a lily but also a spear.

The fact that | use a classical cameo profile probably refers to the stereotypical roles of women. | did
make a personalised profile of my partner, but felt that it was too personal, as if | was bestowing a
medal on her. It could too easily be interpreted as me being patronising, so | kept the profile
anonymous.

The cameo profile, and its surrounding pieces (Image 11), that | do use for the embossing was obtained
from a colleague’s scrap box. She had cut it out but was not going to use it, so | rescued it before it was
disposed of. Another happy accident.

| wonder whether using the traditional cameo profile refers to (denotes?) a,
or my, stereotypical perception of women. (Stereotypical male self?)

These two prints were done in the format of earrings. They allude to being wearable in terms of their
size and the fact that there is a connection and a loop at the top. A further suggestion of them being
earrings is the fact that they are a pair, not identical, but there is a definite relationship between them:
they are opposites, in a way. One does have to examine the prints a bit closer to notice this, but they
are inverted: in one print, the face is silver and in the other print the space surrounding the face is
silver (see Image 10, cropped from the original display image, which explains the lack of crispness). It
does refer to the act of perception. Are we aware of a thing or of the space around the thing? Are
people defined by what we see when we look at them, or by what surrounds them?

Image 10: The Inverted Earrings (photo courtesy L. Scott, 2013)

| recognised this dilemma of whether one perceives the object or what surrounds
it when | was doing the embossings of the cameo. | had the offcuts from when
the profile was cut out, all the bits of metal from around the profile. When |
positioned them to emboss the profile, they were out of alignment and | then
noticed that one could still discern the face, even though slightly distorted (Image
11). It made me realise that it was the surroundings that defined the inside. Doing
several prints where | was deliberately careless when arranging the sections
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(Playful self?), | realised that one has a lot of latitude when trying to show an
image. It is as if the mind’s eye does not need a lot of information to come to a
conclusion that is quite close to the “truth.”

Image 11: “One Can Still Discern the Face” (author’s photo, 2016)
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Discoveries

Having identified various aspects of self that play a role in my creative design process, and considering
these in relation to how | perceive my creative design process to unfold, | realised that the process is
not linear, serendipity can be harnessed, play is important, and personal experiences can be useful as
references for the creative design process.

The creative process is not linear

Sawyer (2010, p. 182) confirmed that “creativity takes place over time” and is not limited to the
moment of inspiration. When | trace some of the developments in the creative design process of the
cameo print, | notice that, in some cases, a number of years have gone by since the first encounter
with a phenomenon, such as a new material or process, and when it was actually implemented. The
most significant example here would be the long association | have with gold leaf. | first noticed it as a
student at an exhibition in which my lecturer was participating in about 1985, and have had
intermittent encounters with it and its stimulants since then. The most recent incident occurred when
| serendipitously discovered it at a supplier of fashion accessories and started using it in my “Medals
for Women” range of prints.

Another element that shows the iterative cyclical nature of the creative design process is my use of
the red string. Over the years, it has become more significant to me due to the nature of my
interpersonal relationship with an ex-student, and the way | used it in other works of art.

Serendipity allows the creative process to flow

Mitchell (2016) discussed autoethnography as a wide-angle lens with which we, as university
educators, can examine the world through ourselves. She touched on how serendipity affords us an
opportunity to examine just what it is we value and what our preconceptions are. My own
preconceived ideas about how the world ought to be, how the design process should work, and what
it actually means to be creative have been exposed in several instances where serendipitous
discoveries and encounters allowed my creative process to flow and then result in unexpected but
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desirable outcomes. The gold foil and chocolate wrappers are examples of how my creative process
progressed after these fortuitous discoveries provided new connections, or solutions, for design
problems that | had been incubating subconsciously.

| realise now that the same quagmire (my seemingly chaotic office) that hampered my analysis can be
seen as an environment that is conducive to serendipitous discoveries taking place.

Elements of play are requirements of the creative process

There are several instances where | recognise aspects of play entering my creative process. The aspects
that | particularly notice are curiosity, discovery, delight in exploring, development of seemingly
unrelated skills, and feelings of contentment after a bout of such playful activity. This playfulness is
most apparent when | produce a number of prototypes by just trying new techniques or when | stare
at the horizon, daydreaming and wondering what adventures might be there. Richards (2010)
emphasised the importance of play and describes it as the “one way that we truly—and delightfully—
learn” (p. 220). | also recognise elements of play when | think divergently and tolerate ambiguity, which
are both requirements of the creative process (Torrance, as cited in Sternberg, 2006, p. 87).

Personal experience provides resources and impetus for the creative process

Lowes showed the importance and relevance of personal experience within the creative process in his
model of “well” and “will.” The well is described as a “dedicated form of gathering and coagulation of
life experience,” and the will as “the re-ordering of this often chaotic material” (as cited in Bleakley,
2004, p. 470).

The personal experiences that are prominent in this autoethnography, and that fill my own well are
my interpersonal relationships, the materials | encounter, and my physical environment. The will or
reordering processes | employ have been developed over the last 30 years and it is unfair to expect my
students to be as fluent in their reordering (or design processes) when they have barely left school.

Pedagogical Implications

The discoveries | made regarding my own creative design process all have implications for the
adjustment of my pedagogical practice.

The creative process is not linear

| have become more mindful that | should not assess my students’ creative outputs based on work that
is produced over a relatively short period of time. They will probably only produce their notable work
a few years after they have left the department. Several researchers claim that it takes at least 10
years, or 10,000 hours, of practice before one can be truly creative (Baer & Garrett, 2010). If | could
get my students to document and reflect on their creative work over an extended period of time, it
might make the development of their creativity more evident and encourage their willingness to
explore and venture into new and uncertain areas.

Serendipity plays an important role in the creative process

It is possible to create environments that are conducive for serendipity to take place. This would entail
providing numerous influences, both visual and conceptual, for new connections to be made. The
visual influences could take the form of images and objects, and the conceptual influences could be
provided by encouraging dialogue in the form of reflections and conversations.
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| often notice serendipitous occurrences in the work my students do. These usually take the form of
accidents or mistakes where the outcome is not what they had in mind or, more often, not what they
think | had in mind. It could be useful to have conversations regarding their mistakes as part of the
assessments that are done.

Elements of play are requirements of the creative process

In a jewellery design programme, the emphasis is on the establishment of a product, a piece of
jewellery. By moving the emphasis of the creative design process away from the product, a space might
open for play to be encouraged. This could be done by focusing on the design process that precedes
the making of the final object—the stage where a number of potentially useful ideas are generated,
based on personally meaningful resources, and the prototypes are produced.

The format in which ideas and prototypes are developed could range from loose pencil drawings, to
water colour sketches, to paper cut outs, to 3-dimensional wire “drawings,” to ceramic models, and
rough “jewels” made from copper and brass. These are all approaches that would decrease the anxiety
that accompanies working in expensive precious metals.

Playful engagement in this phase would result in numerous connections that could lead to
serendipitous discoveries at a later stage. It would also lead to diverse solutions to the same problem,
particularly if it is done collaboratively.

Personal experience provides resources and impetus for the creative process

| have realised that | could encourage my students to “gather and coagulate” (Lowes, as cited in
Bleakley, 2004, p. 470) more deliberately. The gathering would be a matter of using journals, in various
forms, to document the various influences that surround them. Examples of such influences could be
images of artefacts that are in their personal spaces, and visual or written documentation of
experiences such as celebrations and excursions. Coagulation would constitute the use and
manipulation of such gathered material in the execution of a specified project brief.

Conclusion

This exploration was aimed at gaining an understanding of my creative design process so that | can
facilitate the development of my students’ creativity in the jewellery design class. The methodology |
employed facilitated such an investigation, where | used my various autoethnographic voices to gain
access to the deeper layers of significance that manifest via my creative artefacts. | realise that
autoethnography is a most suitable methodology to use when trying to uncover the various aspects
and influences that contribute to my creative design process, particularly when | employ self-
interviews and “multivocality” (Mizzi, 2010) to identify and isolate the various selves at work.

The pedagogical implications that | have identified, while apparently simple, like “keep a journal,” are
much more complex than they seem, as | have already started discovering. | think | have slowly realised
that | am able to create my own meaning by engaging with the world around me with a sense of
curiosity. There are interesting and useful things all round us, if we can just acknowledge them. Once
they are acknowledged they become part of our mental library and we can draw on them as required.
That is what | sense when | look at my office walls—all the seemingly mundane things that become
interesting when used in a different context.

As Mitchell (2015a, p.11) highlighted, autoethnographic research by university educators can
contribute to social change by making visible “the richness of the diversity of our classrooms” as an
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vital resource for “identifying the moments of learning (about ourselves and our students).” | think
that my students often underestimate the value of their personal histories and stories as far as using
these as references to draw on when working on projects in design class, or when solving problems
creatively. What | mean is, | think everybody has within them interesting ways of doing and seeing
things that would facilitate their being creative in a useful way. It is just that we can be so overwhelmed
by the world, and its hegemonies, that we can feel inadequate. | want to encourage my students to
use their innate curiosity and to engage creatively with the world around them using their own
personal experiences as a foundation and reference for creative work. This could involve using local
and indigenous resources that are personally significant, rather than colonial or Eurocentric
references.
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Abstract

Early-career academics (ECAs) experience challenges with their integration into higher
education institutions due to what is considered inadequate (or lack of) provision for
effective professional development. In this article, we present our journey through a
collective arts-based self-study project as ECAs guided by three seasoned academics:
Kathleen Pithouse-Morgan, Daisy Pillay, and Inbanathan Naicker. We share our personal
experiences and challenges faced as ECAs at the University of KwaZulu-Natal; to achieve
this, we used a social constructivist lens to collectively engage in conversations as we
constructed new understandings of ourselves and experiences as ECAs. We show how,
through the research, we learned to form and position our learning and growth within the
changing university setting. We adopted a collective arts-based, self-study approach to
explore our experiences and what we felt needed to happen to provide meaningful
development for the newly appointed as we journey through the unclear grounds of
university life. We make visible how we as ECAs feel overwhelmed when entering higher
education institutions because of the need to balance research, teaching, and other
demands of academic life. We find a strong need for collaborative engagement between
ECAs and experienced academics. In addition, establishment of a healthy working
environment and policy specific to addressing the needs of ECAs would assist in providing
clear support as ECAs transition into experienced academics. Finally, we demonstrate how
we took our findings forward, and describe both the resistance and support we
experienced.
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Introduction

Since 1994, the South African higher education sector has faced significant changes and challenges in
its attempt to build an education system appropriate for a democratic society (Department of Higher
Education and Training [DHET], 2013). Some key changes include the merger and integration process
that occurred between 2002 and 2005, resulting in 46 universities and technikons merging to form a
total of 23 (now 26) universities (Harrison, Pithouse-Morgan, Conolly, & Meyiwa, 2012) as well as the
establishment of the DHET in 2009.

A key challenge faced by the sector in its transformation process is the attraction and development of
new and inexperienced academics (Balfour & Lenta, 2009; DHET, 2013). Flowing from this challenge,
the DHET (2013, 2015) established, as one of its key priorities, the expansion of the academic
profession and development of early-career academics (ECAs) through mentorship and support.
Through this priority, DHET hopes to respond to the National Planning Commission’s (2013) National
Development Plan (NDP) 2030, which indicates that an estimated 4,000 academics from South African
higher education institutions (HEIs) will retire by the year 2018. This requires focused strategies for
creation of the next generation of researchers.

To align itself with the priorities of DHET and the NDP and to address the challenge of retiring seasoned
academics, our university has embarked on a process of employing ECAs. As stated earlier, attracting
these academics is a challenge—but a further pressing challenge is their development and nurturing
into productive researchers (Balfour & Lenta, 2009). In this article, we demonstrate through the
literature that there are different meanings of what it means to be an ECA but research on how to
address the challenge of developing and nurturing ECAs, especially within the South African context,
appears to be at the periphery. To address this research gap, we share in this article our personal
experiences and challenges that we face as ECAs in a research-intensive university. The article shows
how, through a collective arts-based self-study project, we learned to form and position our learning
and growth within the changing university setting.

The article begins with conceptualising ECAs and justifying the need for prioritising their professional
learning and development. After the conceptualisation of ECAs, we explain the nature and purpose of
the collective arts-based self-study project though which we explored our experiences as ECAs. We use
a social constructivist lens for understanding our experiences, and how we learn and position our
growth within a transforming university environment. We then explain the methodology informing our
research, and our experiences are thereafter presented in the form of data presentation and
interpretation.
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To conclude we offer some lessons for other ECAs and university communities about how professional
learning and development of ECAs can be understood and enhanced, given that they contribute to the
future performance of all HEIs and knowledge production in the country.

The Context of ECAs and Professional Learning and Development for ECAs

The professional development and support needed by ECAs has become an attractive phenomenon in
local and international scholarly conversations (Geber, 2009; Geber & Nyanjom, 2009; Hopwood &
Stocks, 2009; Price, Coffey, & Nethery, 2015; Remmik, Karm, Haamer, & Lepp, 2011; Thomas,
McNaught, Wong, & Li, 2011). To fully understand the needs of ECAs, however, it is first necessary to
identify who constitutes an ECA. In this regard, Price et al. (2015) argued that there is no agreed
definition of what characterises an ECA, and they regard this as one of the major challenges for
institutions trying to provide support to ECAs. In this article, we draw on Hemmings’ (2012) definition,
which states that ECAs are those academics who are within their first five years as members of staff in
HEls under a sessional, part-time, or full-time load. We also draw from Price et al. (2015), who
explained ECAs as an inclusive concept towards understanding the characteristics and identities of
those who have limited experience in academia. These definitions illuminate the varying nature of
contractual arrangements under which ECAs can be employed (Price et al., 2015). In the case of our
project, many of the ECA project participants were appointed as developmental lecturers! because
they are still pursuing their doctoral studies.

Once an ECA is identified, it becomes possible to identify her or his professional development and
support needs. The dominant discourse in this regard focuses on the transition that occurs when ECAs
take jobs as lecturers or postdoctoral students, and the kind of professional development and support
they require (Remmik et al., 2011). Other conversations have examined the experiences of ECAs and
the implications for their professional development (Thomas et al., 2011).

In our view, the position taken by different institutions in understanding ECAs determines the kind of
professional development and support that is considered desirable for them. While there seem to be
different perspectives on the needs of ECAs, there is a common understanding that many ECAs lack
research networks and remain poorly informed about the structures and culture of academic
institutions (Geber, 2009; Hemmings & Kay, 2010). Resonating with Hemmings and Kay (2010), Laudel
and Glaser (2008) stressed that ECAs continue to be the most defenceless group in universities because
they more easily experience anxiety compared to experienced scholars; they experience job insecurity,
workload pressures, and professional isolation (Price et al., 2015). This possibly also resonates from
“the pressure to publish and increased demands for accountability” (Pithouse-Morgan, Naicker, Pillay,
Masinga & Hlao, 2016, p. 3).

While ECAs have to deal with this cocktail of dilemmas, it is commonly known that ECAs are invaluable
future academic assets of HEIs because many experienced academics are at their exit stage (Warhurst,
2008). If we are to address some or all of these issues, we argue that institutions must provide
professional development that is also informed by “early-career colleagues’ stories of experience”
(Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2016, p. 4). In South Africa, professional support and development for ECAs
has been advocated on the basis that it is a tool to fast-track the transformation agenda in HEIs (Balfour
& Lenta, 2009) and the creation of the next generation of academics.

1 Guided by the NDP, our university embarked on a process of creating a new generation of academics. To create this pool,
the relaxation of rules and requirements for a person to be employed as a lecturer was implemented. People with a master’s
degree or doctorate, but with no experience in higher education, were employed and these academics are called
developmental lecturers.
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The Project and Its Purpose

In light of this need to provide professional development to ECAs, three senior academics, Kathleen
Pithouse-Morgan, Daisy Pillay and Inbanathan Naicker from the School of Education at a South African
research-intensive university (University of KwaZulu-Natal), in collaboration with the university’s
Teaching and Learning Office (UTLO) initiated the New Scholarship in Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education Project. The purpose of the project was twofold. The first objective was for ECAs from a
wide range of disciplines within the university to be involved in collective arts-based self-study
research, reflecting on their personal experiences and challenges. The second objective was to assist
these ECAs in shaping and organising their learning, and developing their agency—both individually
and collaboratively—as they journey to become seasoned academics. Hence, the purpose of this
article is to highlight the personal experiences and challenges that the ECAs shared within the project
and to demonstrate how, through the project, these ECAs developed and learned to form and arrange
their own scholarship and growth within the institution.

Project participants and activities.

As mentioned, ECAs who participated in the project came from diverse disciplines within the university
and were all within their first five years of appointment. The invitation to participate in the project was
issued to all 198 ECAs within the university through the UTLO office, using the human resource
database (Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2016). Eventually 16 ECAs participated. Four workshops were held
in the project, one being led by Anastasia P. Samaras, an international scholar in self-study research
(Samaras, 2011). It was within this series of workshops that we were introduced to the concept of arts-
based self-study, which allowed us space to engage with different forms of data production practices
to address the objectives of the project. The workshops were supported by an online classroom hosted
on Edmodo (www.Edmodo.com), where continuous communication and discussions were held, which
went beyond the boundaries of the workshops. This facilitated an online platform for ECAs and the
mentors (the three senior academics from the School of Education) to strengthen the discussion and
sharing of information.

The project culminated in a seminar in May 2015 at which we reported our findings to the wider
university community and made recommendations. A further presentation was made in September
2015 at the university’s annual Teaching and Learning in Higher Education Conference, which focused
on re-imagining higher education policy and practice. Table 1 provides a summary of the project
activities.
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Table 1: Summary of Project Activities

Date Activity Data generated
27 June 2014 Introduction of project to participants N/A
24-25 July 2014 Workshop with international scholar, N/A
Professor Anastasia P. Samaras
22 September 2014 Workshop on artefacts Written reflections on own
artefacts
8-9 December 2014 Data production workshop Development of collages, concept

maps, and pantoum poems

31 March 2015 Preparation workshop for the UTLO seminar  Discussion of findings and
recommendations

Development of tanka poem

28 May 2015 UTLO seminar An audio recording of the seminar
as well as audience questions and
responses

21 September 2015 9th Teaching and Learning Conference Audio recording of the conference

presentation as well as audience
questions and responses

Ethical considerations

Given the collaborative self-study nature of the research project, it was of paramount importance to
protect the rights of the participants (Samaras, 2011). These rights include issues of respect,
confidentiality, and the right to withdraw from the research at any time. In the project’s first meeting,
the three seasoned academics clarified the intentions of the project. Following the governing rules of
ethics? in research of the institution, we signed letters of informed consent. Also, as participants who
are also researchers in our own right, we understood what was being asked of us and we gave our
commitment and consent to the process. Multiple opportunities for all participants to ask questions
and clarify the roles, purposes, and outcomes of the research were constantly provided by the
mentors.

Theoretical stance of the project

In our collective endeavour, we embraced a social constructivist lens to facilitate our journey as ECAs
as we shared our personal experiences and challenges. This allowed us to form a learning environment
that permitted a rich inquiry-based dialogue among us as ECAs (Taylor, 2014). We grappled intensely
with matters that were significant to us (Philpott & Batty, 2009) as we engaged in a social interaction
process that promoted collaborative engagement (Powell & Kalima, 2009). In this way, we got an
opportunity to coconstruct meaningful knowledge about ourselves as ECAs that would propel us to
become future veteran academics (Taylor, 2014). In the process, we gained deeper insights into our
understanding of our workspace through verbal communication that prompted us to interrogate,
challenge, and negotiate as we responded to our sense of agency (Philpott & Batty, 2009).

Social constructivism permitted us to view ourselves as self-motivated professionals experiencing
constant reconstruction (Taylor, 2014). Through communication, we engrossed ourselves in an
interchange as we critically thought about what it was we were learning about ourselves and the
institution in which we are employed. Social constructivism, through its nature of promoting

2 The ethical clearance number for the project: HSS/1116/013.
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interaction amongst individuals in a group, allowed us to use innovative ways of promoting our
thinking (Philpott & Batty, 2009). In our professional learning, we gained a deeper understanding of
our experiences when we created arts-based resources related to our learning of who we are as ECAs
(Polly, 2011).

We wanted to acquire knowledge through a constructive process where we endeavoured to organise
and reorganise our practices in the light of prevailing structures that exist in our institution (Bodner,
Klobuchar, & Geelan, 2001). In organising and reorganising we created our understanding of how we
need to develop as early academics (Richardson, 1997). We jointly took accountability to acquire new
approaches or tactics to increase our efficacy in our work (Hord, 2009).

Methodological Approach

To facilitate our venture in understanding our collective experiences and our professional
development support needs, we used a collective arts-based self-study research approach. A collective
self-study approach allowed for an engagement in an interactive examination of experiences and the
issues of policy and practice in a cooperative research process (Samaras, 2011). Arts-based research
allowed for systematic use of the artistic process to understand, engage in critical enquiry, exchange
ideas, stimulate self-reflexivity, and examine diverse and collected experiences in professional
development (Weber, 2014). Also, arts-based research allowed for creative analytic practices that are
both scientific (in the sense of being true to a world known through empirical research) and artistic—
in the sense of expressing what has been learned through evocative writing and visual art forms
(Richardson & St Pierre, 2005). The images and works of art created allowed access to different levels
of consciousness and many conversations with the self and others, thereby communicating a holistic
picture of “what is” or the authenticity of the experience (Prosser & Loxley, 2008). In other words,
through arts-based research we were allowed opportunities for new ways of seeing, understanding,
and connecting. Thus, the arts-based texts we created were used to invite collaborative interpretative
responses.

In a full-day workshop session, we worked in four groups that consisted of four participants in each as
we followed a structured process of creating collages. From these collages, we then drew up concept
maps that we used as “graphical tools for organizing and representing knowledge” (Novak & Cafias,
2008, p. 1). Finally, based on words and phrases found in the concept maps, we derived pantoum
poems that expressed our feelings. The tanka poem was then developed together as a way of making
collective meaning and suggestions for change from the set of collages, concept maps, and pantoum
poems.

The rationale for these elements within our structure is now explained and then followed by the data
generation and interpretation.

Collages

Our first artwork was the creation of a collage because it provided “different ways of knowing and
understanding” the phenomenon (Mannay, 2010, p. 98-99). Collage making is a “creative arts-based
method in which separate images are cut from magazines, news articles and/or books and glued
together to create a new image” (Raht, Smith, & MacEntee, 2009, p. 229). This “process of using
fragments of found images or materials and gluing them to a flat surface [is done] to portray [the]
phenomena” (Butler-Kisber & Poldma, 2010, p. 2). As explained by Threadgold (2003), these images
represent feelings and experiences of the participants. The collage making process encouraged active
participation, critical engagement, and reflexivity, and the end products were a holistic portrayal of
the needs and experiences of ECAs as suggested by van Schalkwyk (2010).
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By combining collage making with written modes of expression we were able to create concept maps
from our collages.

Concept maps

Concept maps are graphical tools that organise, connect, and force the researcher to blend information
between important sets of concepts (Kilic & Cakmak, 2013). As explained by van Schalkwyk (2010),
concept maps assist in taking images and pictures from the collages created and making accurate
meaning of them through methodical classification. They provide a means of viewing the construction
of knowledge and an effective way to access that knowledge (Williams, 1998). The concept maps
assisted us to concentrate on making meaning of what we were experiencing. We were able to see our
meaning as well as connections that we deliberated on across concepts or bodies of knowledge (Daley,
2004). We were able to transcribe meanings made through our different collages into concept maps
about ECAs’ experiences of professional learning and development.

From our concept maps, we then composed pantoum poems—the equivalent literary arts-based
versions of our visual concept maps—as we further made meaning of our collective self-study process.

Poems

We extracted words and phrases from our concept maps to create a special type of poetic narrative
called a pantoum poem, which is of French-Malaysian origin (Furman, Lietz, & Langer, 2006). A
pantoum poem is a verse form consisting of 4-line stanzas with a set pattern of repeated lines. Via the
repeated lines of the pantoum poem we brought to the fore our experiences of professional
development and the collaborative engagement. Furman et al. (2006) also noted that generating data
through the arts stimulates an emotional response from the researcher and develops “personal
understanding of the ‘subject’ of the data” (p. 25).

We also used the format of a tanka poem to capture our lived experiences, and what we would like to
see happening with our integration into the institution and our professional development. The basic
structure of a tanka poem is 5-7-5-7-7, indicating the number of syllables in each line (Furman et al.,
2006). We followed this structure in the creation of our tanka poem, which enabled us to express our
ideas and feelings collectively in just a few words. We elected to use a tanka poem because of its short
construction, which allowed us to express our strong feelings and our authentic voice as ECAs (Furman,
et al., 2006); it permitted an “effective way to express [those] inner feelings and thoughts” (Kanayama,
2003, p. 276). Also, the tanka has progressed in modern literature as a form of social engagement tool,
which we utilised as we aimed to bring our plight as ECAs to the public platform (Breckenridge, 2016).
This condensed poetic form captured our lived experiences and what we would like to see happen with
our integration into the institution, as well with as our professional learning and development. We
followed this structure in the creation of our tanka poem, using few words to enable us to express our
feelings.

The sense-making process, which was our analysis process, took the form of discussions. After each
creation, we engaged in a full plenary discussion of the meanings of each created artwork. As these
meanings were made our “aim was to invite participants to further express and make meaning of their
lived experiences as early-career academics as well as to reflect on the collective poetry-making
process” (Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2016, p. 9).
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Data Generation Process and Interpretation

In generating data, we used the different art forms discussed above: collages, concept maps, and
poems. Using the arts to generate data encouraged us to connect with each other and also stimulated
a dialogue about our experiences as ECAs. As one of the ECAs reflected:

The process taught me how to work collectively towards a common goal. It also taught me
a new and creative method of research, which is very practical and useful in our everyday
lives. Finally, it taught me to appreciate the small things in life, which we often neglect—
often a small artefact or piece of artwork/poetry can bring back interesting memories and
cause you to be far more creative than you imagined. (Participant Alastair, 2014)

Collages

To create the collages within a 1-hour time frame, we sat in four groups consisting of four participants
and collectively looked through magazines, newspaper articles, and catalogues for pictures and words
as suggested by Khanare (2009). The intention of this exercise was to choose pictures or images that
best captured our experiences and needs for our professional development. In the collages, we
included pictures that stood out in one way or another, and that represented high and low points in
our lives as ECAs within the university. We had to position ourselves, our encounters, and experiences
in the collages. The self was important and central to our methodology (Samaras, 2011). Each chosen
image told a story about our personal experiences and professional developmental needs, as well as
the kinds of sustainable support we needed for our trajectory to becoming established academics. We
also cut out words and sentences that added to what we aimed to articulate through our collages. As
a group, we had to look at images gathered by each member of the group and collectively make choices
based on which best spoke to what we wished to express about our experiences. We then collectively
created the group collage as we negotiated and debated over construction of the collage:

When we created the collages, we had no boundaries as we approached the collages on
equal footing. | believe the collage making process allowed us to reflect on what we
required from our employer—a collegial and cordial working relationship—as we
negotiated how the collages would eventually look. (Participant Lungile, 2014)

Four collages were produced within the negotiated process—an example is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Example of a Collage Constructed by ECAs
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What emerged from our four collages spoke to our feelings and views of our standing within the
institution. The collages also made visible what we regarded as imperative to our professional
development. Drawing from our collage in Figure 1, the phrase “New kid on the block” signifies the
common feeling we had as ECAs of being overwhelmed. We felt misplaced and not sure how to fit in.
The feeling of inadequacy, anxiety, of being thrown in the deep end, was instigated by the fact that we
were expected to teach, supervise postgraduate students, publish, and (for some ECAs) complete
doctoral studies. The image of people holding hands with a caption, “Stand strong” in this collage,
indicates what we viewed as the positive leap of the project towards effective development for us as
ECAs. We identified that ECAs needed to work collaboratively and form supportive relationships
amongst themselves, and partnerships with senior or experienced lecturers and professors.

We realised that we could not sustain our growth and development within the institution
independently. Our collaborative venture would assist us to “Shape your life,” as depicted in one of
the collages created. This signified that as ECAs we also understood the significant role that we had to
play as we took responsibility for our development and identified that we had the capacity to effect
change. A sense of urgency was created amongst us as participants to actively participate in our own
professional development.

Concept maps

After the creation of the collages the groups transcribed the meanings made from different collages
into concept maps. The concept maps assisted in “compiling an inventory of denotations for the collage
by listing the constituent elements systematically and cataloguing the literal meanings of the images
and pictures posted on the collage” (van Schalkwyk, 2010, p. 683). The main images from the collages
taken and numbered consecutively in the concept maps and sets of related concepts were grouped
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together. This allowed us to represent an understanding of relationships between important sets of
concepts. For example, the collage in Figure 1—the picture of people holding hands—is captured by
the transcription “Getting connected” (Number 2 of the concept map in Figure 2). This is grouped with
related concepts such as team building, bringing together different ideas, and togetherness.

Figure 2: Concept Map Based on Collage Portrayed in Figure 1
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In our concept map in Figure 2, “making life warmer,” “informal mentoring,” and “sharing” depict how
ECAs can be inducted in a nurturing environment so that the transition is positive and helpful. When
we expressed making life warmer we meant making provisions such as mutual meeting spaces for ECAs
and other academics so that they do not feel isolated and neglected. By informal mentoring, we
expressed a need for an open door policy from our seasoned academics that would allow ECAs to
approach them. While working with the seasoned academics there would be sharing of knowledge and
skills to further develop the ECAs.

Poems

We then embarked on an artistic representation of our collective findings and our senior mentors
introduced us to poems as an arts-based research medium (see Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2016). The

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2016, 5(2)



127

artistic representation we felt was in keeping with our methodology and allowed us to present our
work in an “evocative and trustworthy manner” (Furman et al., 2006, p. 26). We developed one
pantoum poem from each concept map. We elected to create a pantoum poem because of its nature
of repeated lines—because we wanted to create a lingering effect of the dilemma we found ourselves
in as ECAs (Furman et al., 2006). An example of a pantoum poem is shown in Figure 3. This poem,
which we titled “Designed to make a difference,” successfully captured the plight of the ECAs in the
project. To illustrate, Line 1 of Stanza 1 reads “Help!! Stress, work overload, feeling lost,” and this line,
repeated in Stanza 3, Line 4, evoked emotions felt by the ECAs. This line symbolises the emotions of
feeling helpless, lost, unsupported, and overwhelmed by the amount of work expected of us as ECAs.

Figure 3: The Pantoum Poem, “Designed to Make a Difference”
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Next, all project participants worked together to develop the tanka poem shown in Figure 4. In the
second line of the tanka poem we expressed what we observed when we looked at professional
development of ECAs within the university. The university in which we are all employed runs an
induction programme comprising four modules for its entire academic staff, including newly appointed
academics. However, through the tanka poem we expressed our view that although the programme
met some of our needs, it did not address all of our needs. We felt that it seemed to focus on cognitive
aspects and ignore the affective aspects of our work and lives as ECAs. In composing the tanka poem,
we were also able to assert our view that the existing university policies do not address our needs. For
example, we highlighted policies such as the “’one size fits all” prescribed individual performance
targets, especially in terms of research publications, as a source of continuing stress and contributing
to a lack of collegiality among academics (Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2016).
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Figure 4: The Collective Construction of a Tanka Poem, “Issues of Concern”
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ECAs’ Collective Learning and Growth From the Arts-Based Self-Study Process

As discussed, the various types of data provided different lenses through which to understand and
express our feelings. As explained in the methodology section, we decided to use the tanka poem
because of its short structure, which permitted us to express our strong feelings and our true voice as
ECAs (Furman et al., 2006). Based on the tanka poem in Figure 4 above, the five overall themes that
we identified were feeling overwhelmed, professional development, collaborative engagement,
(un)healthy working conditions, and (lack of) policy for ECAs. These five themes are now further
explored.

Feeling overwhelmed

This theme was strongly highlighted in the collages. Our general feeling was that, in the university, we
were required to instantly start juggling teaching workloads, writing publications, research activities,
acquiring funding for projects, and attaining doctoral degrees all at the same time (see Pithouse-
Morgan et al., 2016). Such pressures placed us as early academics under strain and without any form
of formal mentorship programme, which left us feeling lost and isolated (Price et al., 2015). There is a
sense of vulnerability and uncertainty that ECAs encounter when joining academia as impending failure
seems inevitable. Noted scholars such as Laudel and Glaser (2008, p. 388) asserted that ECAs
“constitute the most vulnerable group in the system” and are therefore the first to suffer from the
stress that has befallen this system. Furthermore, those scholars emphasised that the vulnerability
that ECAs encounter stems from ECAs being uninformed about the structures and culture of academic
institutions.
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Professional development

The NDP has made creation of the next generation of researchers a priority for South Africa. The
professional development of those entering HEIs as academics is therefore a necessity if this is to be
realised.

Studies have shown that perhaps the most effective form of supporting ECAs’ professional
development and learning is mentoring, because it helps to reduce feeling of isolation and increase
confidence and professional growth (Carey & Weissman, 2010; Detsky & Baerlocher, 2007), thus
reducing the feeling of being overwhelmed. The poems and collages we constructed collectively
depicted the shared feeling that outside of the project, we had not generally experienced mentoring
that could lead to us being developed professionally. It is also crucial to note that the University of
KwaZulu-Natal Transformation Charter (n.d.) states unequivocally that “mentorship and professional
development programmes that develop staff to their full potential” (p. 2) will be devised. However,
our experiences as ECAs point to the need for focused mentorship and professional development
initiatives.

Collaborative engagement

This reflects what we thought could be the turning point. It conveys our view that we need to establish
links with experienced lecturers and professors. Through our engagement, we realised that as ECAs
we showed agency in that we saw ourselves as part of the solution towards our development. Through
social constructivism as our theoretic frame, the collaboration between us and our mentors in the
project demonstrated that learning by, and growth of, ECAs can only happen in a space where ECAs
are actively involved in deliberations aimed at their development and professional support, and where
seasoned academics provide continuous support through opening space for critical reflection by ECAs
(see Powell & Kalina, 2009). Again, in line with social constructivism, the process also allowed us the
space for critical reflection, which facilitated our agency as ECAs as embedded in the collective arts-
based methods that we used in this project (Taylor, 2014). This is also found in Samaras’s (2011)
argument that the collaborative arts-based self-study approach is interactive and aimed at
improvement, and its outcomes demand immediate action.

Healthy working conditions

Establishing healthy working conditions is critical in successfully integrating ECAs into the higher
education environment. We identified four trends in this regard, namely, a collegial, invitational,
appreciative work climate; the cultivation of good ideas, care, love, and hope; for the “tools of the
trade” and guidance to be readily available; and finally, for the creation of a nurturing space to think
and to voice. We felt that incorporating these trends within higher education institutions would
significantly benefit ECAs and provide a sound working environment for the next generation of
academics. Considering the work climate, the benefits of a positive working environment and its
impact on organisational performance, employee satisfaction, and employee effectiveness are well
documented in the literature and span studies from 1985 by Schneider and Bowen to more recent
studies by Kozlowski and ligen (2006). Regarding the second trend of good ideas, care, love, and hope,
George (1990) found that the overall feelings within an organisation affect how individuals feel about
that organisation. Specifically, positive emotions can reduce absenteeism, intention to quit, and
conflict while increasing cooperation and job performance (Barsade, 2002; George & Brief, 1992;
Jinnett & Alexander, 1999). Tools of the trade refer to both the practical know-how as well as other
basic resources for research projects. In addition to mentorship and other forms of guidance, Bazeley
et al. (1996) noted the importance of making available resources such as start-up funding so that
research work can actually proceed. Finally, the fourth trend of a nurturing space to think and to voice
relates strongly to the previous three points and is the outcome of a collegial work climate and an
institution where care, love, and hope prevail. Given our feelings of being overwhelmed, it is important
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that ECAs are provided with time and space in order to develop themselves as academics (Bazeley et
al., 1996).

Policy for ECAs

Portrayed in the tanka poem, the need for a policy that will consider ECAs in a holistic way is
emphasised. From our voices as ECAs, it is clear that unhealthy conditions emanated from the pressure
imposed on ECAs to publish and supervise postgraduate students without proper guidance and
mentoring. For some ECAs, further pressure was imposed by the number of students they are teaching
in their undergraduate lecture rooms. The search for solutions made us realise the need for an early-
career policy, which we think will allow the university to have a focused initiative aimed at creating a
conducive space for ECAs’ learning and growth.

The ECAs policy would aim at a holistic approach and take into consideration that ECAs should be
treated “unlike.” Unlike treatment, to us, meant that the university required specific policies that speak
to issues of ECAs separate from the general policies governing academics. The policies should be
grounded on how ECAs will be supported in the form of mentoring and fair and manageable workloads,
thus ensuring that they are able to cope with their work demands. Our reflections indicated that when
it comes to workload and performance management, the university does not consider that there are
ECAs and experienced academics and these groups cannot be treated alike.

Another element of policy we thought was important was to look at what will be the benefits of those
involved in developing ECAs. Currently, we realised that those who are committed in mentoring and
supporting ECAs do it out of their own interest, and their work is hardly acknowledged and rewarded
by the institution. Based on the value of mentoring (Debowski, 2012), we believe that mentoring of
ECAs by experienced academics is important (Hemmings & Hill, 2009). Hence the need for an early-
career academics policy, which we thought would allow the university to have a focused initiative
aimed at creating a conducive space for ECAs’ learning and growth.

Going Public and Moving Forward

In order to stimulate change beyond ourselves, and make the ECA experience more conducive in
addressing the needs of the South Africa higher education sector, we as ECAs concluded that our lived
experiences and encounters needed to be visible. As such, we needed to go public and engage with
both the university population and the higher education sector as a whole. To this end, we first held a
university seminar to engage with the university population. This was later followed by a conference
presentation, which was attended by various stakeholders in the higher education sector.

The university seminar

Our first step in going public was to hold a seminar to which relevant university management and
stakeholders were invited. In this seminar, we raised some issues such as an unhealthy working
environment, the need for mentoring, the dearth of resources, and the need for an ECA policy because
we felt the current policies do not accommodate the needs of ECAs. We concluded that it is a necessity
that ECAs should not be treated like the senior academic staff in their early years of employment. While
we argued that there is a need for collaboration and teamwork amongst the ECAs themselves, we also
pointed out that senior staff should take part in this collaboration to engender success, as opposed to
a sink-or-swim approach adopted by some senior academics (Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2016).

Responding to our seminar presentation, senior scholars present raised a number of questions, which
included the following: “Have you identified role models, not just within your school or discipline but
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across the university staff?” Moreover, “Do you have a voice and platform to raise all these issues such
that the school or college management will hear you and make a difference?” We responded to these
questions by clarifying that as ECAs, through our individual efforts, we have attempted to make
connections with senior staff, and that many of us have met with dismissive responses. As one of the
ECAs shared in the seminar: “Upon my arrival in the institution, it felt as if someone threw a bucket
full of ice water. Academics responding with stony looks which spoke volumes.” However, there were
also some positive stories that we shared. For example, one ECA said: “In my discipline, senior
colleagues provided a working environment which was conducive for learning and growth.” The ECA
indicated that “through ‘corridor dialogues’ colleagues guided me such that | was able to learn the
tools for trade in academia.” However, we still maintained that, possibly because of lack of recognition
of their informal mentoring of new staff, many senior academics did not appear keen to assist us.

A concern raised by senior academics was that professional and academic growth is not only an
outside—in process. We acknowledged this concern and further clarified that in our project we also
came to the conclusion that although it is imperative for the institution to provide an effective outside—
in process of development, through the project ECAs also learned to be active role players in their own
agency—collectively and individually.

Furthermore, the reaction of some senior scholars was that ECAs should be cautious of perpetuating
a “victim syndrome.” They maintained that ECAs should not undermine themselves and their capacity
for systemic change, arguing that ECAs need to be innovative in solving their own problems. We
responded that we do have a voice, but often lack the space to voice our experiences and views.

The conference presentation.

Following the seminar presentation, we presented our study on a more general platform in order to
engage with the South African higher education sector as a whole. Specifically, we presented at a
university teaching and learning conference with the main theme of Re-imagining higher education
policy implementation: Can policy learn from practice? Through our conference presentation, we
explored how responsive and innovative pedagogies in academic staff development could help to
reimagine higher education policy and practice. The intention was to demonstrate how policy can learn
from collective arts-based practices that could allow ECAs to spearhead their own personal and
professional development.

Participating in the conference was a significant highlight of the project. Feedback from the audience
ranged from questions about our arts-based methods, to those about lessons from our practical
experiences. There was consensus that arts-based research methods have a place in contemporary
research spaces and as a teaching and learning strategy in our lecture rooms. We agreed that arts-
based methods can enable us to inject creativity into our knowledge production as well as our teaching
and our professional learning and development.

Conclusion

Through the arts-based collective self-study research project, we as ECAs demonstrated that there is
a need for institutions to explore more innovative ways of developing ECAs. The arts-based methods
used in this study promoted effective collaborative means to explore issues of concerns for ECAs. This
was made imperative by the need to meet the DHET need to respond to the National Development
Plan of creating the next generation of researchers, and also to meet the demanding task of ECAs’
growth and advancement into industrious researchers (Balfour & Lenta, 2009). They address what had
been expressed in this work by ECAs as we shared our personal experiences and challenges, showing
how we felt overwhelmed when entering HEI—trying to balance research, teaching, and other
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demands of academic life. In addressing these issues a social constructivist approach was used, as we
collectively became self-motivated professionals seeking solutions to our plight as ECAs.

The arts-based methods also assisted us to identify a strong need for collaborative engagement
between ECAs and experienced academics. We took a leading role in our professional learning and
development, which also helped us realise that there are senior academics who are willing to offer
mentorship to us. Moving forward, there is a need to form coordinated university communities of
practice to facilitate the engagement, learning, development, and promotion of ECAs (Cox, 2013;
Remmik et al., 2011). Networking will bring with it the added advantages of confidence building and a
sense of belonging to the institution.

To address the challenge of the lack of literature that addresses the development and nurturing of
ECAs, we were able to demonstrate what could be achieved by exploring inventive methods such as
the collective arts-based self-study. It allowed for our personal engagement as we formed part of the
research process through sharing our stories to look for solutions rather than having solutions imposed
on us.

We view this process as the foundation for influencing the future development of ECAs. We identified
the need to expand on this project and explore collaboration across all South African institutions, using
arts-based methods, as ECAs bring their own unique stories of experience. This prompts a further
exploration of incorporating narrative enquiry to make sense of the stories of becoming and being
academics within a transforming university landscape (Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2016), allowing the
voices of the ECAs—through their stories—to be part of the solution finding space, as the development
of early-career academics is prioritised by all institutions.
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Abstract

From 1999 to 2002, the centrally funded Community—Higher Education Service
Partnership (CHESP) aimed to drive community engagement in several South African
universities. It intended to develop socially accountable models of meaningful student
engagement in communities. This led to community-based service learning (CBSL) being
embedded into a number of psychology modules for over a decade (progressing from
undergraduate to postgraduate levels of study) at the University of KwaZulu-Natal
(UKZN), Pietermaritzburg campus. CBSL resonated with many psychology students’
motivations to make contributions to socially disadvantaged groups. Evaluation of such
initiatives in the South African context are necessary, to assess their contributions and the
challenges posed. Three levels of student experience in CBSL modules were considered,
using qualitative methodology in order to understand the value of the modules and to
draw lessons for deepening the connection between higher education and its social and
community contexts. Data about their experiences were collected from focus groups of
UKZN students and an interview with the undergraduate-level tutor. The students
reported the value of seeing how psychological theory can be applied, and of the ability
to “give something back” to communities. In addition, they learned to work in respectful
and participatory ways, enhancing their ability to problem-solve. The findings illustrate
progressive shifts in students’ understandings of the applications of psychology and its
potential role; they also evidence the growth in students’ critique and social awareness.
Recommendations are made for integrating and enhancing local community engagement,
and highlight important considerations when students, community partners, and faculty
staff interact in community-based initiatives.

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2016, 5(2)


mailto:J.Akhurst@ru.ac.za

137

Keywords: Community-based, service learning, curricular integration, community engagement in
higher education, reflective learning

Copyright: © 2016 Akhurst, Solomon, Mitchell & Van der Riet

This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial
License, which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original author and source are credited.

Please reference as:

Akhurst, J., Solomon, V., Mitchell, C. & Van der Riet, M. (2016). Embedding Community-Based
Service Learning into Psychology Degrees at UKZN, South Africa. Educational Research for Social
Change, 5(2), 136-152. http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2016/v5i2a9

Introduction

McGovern and Brewer (2013) referred to “a three-legged stool of faculty activity: teaching,
scholarship, and service” (p. 507). As a result of democratisation, South African universities have been
tasked with providing “service” through participating in key communities in their environments,
providing tuition that facilitates students’ community engagement, and fostering the principles of
democratic citizenship (Council of Higher Education [CHE], 2006). Community engagement in South
African higher education has thus evolved from being one of three elements alongside teaching and
research, to being integrated into teaching and research activities (Lazarus, Erasmus, Hendricks,
Nduna, & Slamat, 2008). This article aims to contribute to the South African literature in which there
is limited evidence of the ways in which the three strands of activity are integrated and operationalised
in the teaching of psychology.

The integration of community engagement with teaching and research has been challenging in the
South African context. Proponents of integration argue that this engagement should be a scholarly
activity, that is, the scholarship of engagement (Boyer, 1990); others (for example, Butin, 2007) argue
that the integration of community engagement activities into mainstream higher education practices
serves to dilute the disruption these activities may bring to standard university business. Community
engagement activities may disrupt the knowledges promoted in universities by drawing on local
knowledge, cultural understandings, and practices, which may conflict with the (mostly) Western
models students are taught. Community engagement has resource implications for higher education
institutions, especially when a separate office is created with staffing and resource costs. Thus, when
activities are integrated into curricula, there are reduced needs for separate funding and additional
support because many of these are absorbed into existing teaching-related structures, and students
may also help with picking up some of the associated costs such as travel.

Many students are motivated to study psychology because they would like to help others (Bromnick &
Horowitz, 2013; Goedeke & Gibson, 2011). This is evidenced by the substantial numbers who do
voluntary community-based work, prompted by their sensitivity to issues of social justice. This
potentially links with preparation for employment because the “third sector” (e.g., non-profit-making
organisations, charities, and social enterprises) provides a potential career destination for graduates
of psychology. In most undergraduate and honours-level psychology curricula, however, there are
limited opportunities for students to experience “psychology in action”—and in the current context of
resounding calls to decolonise the curriculum (Mbembe, 2015), the challenge for psychology is to move
from predominantly Westernised approaches to more transformational knowledge creation and
engagement. In addition, given calls for universities to promote social responsibility, psychology
students need to understand the relevance of their studies to societal and global issues (Trapp &
Akhurst, 2011). For these intersecting reasons, it is important to consider integrating community-based
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service learning (CBSL, more commonly termed service learning in the USA) into the curriculum to
meet these needs and better prepare students for their roles as citizens.

Drawing on constructivist approaches to understanding the links between thought and language
(Deeley, 2015), service learning has its theoretical origins in Dewey’s philosophy of education for
democracy (as cited in Hatcher, 1997) and Boyer’s (1990) scholarship of engagement. Service learning
has become popular because it is a pedagogy that engages both students and faculty in their
communities in ways that are intended to be educationally meaningful to all those involved (Bringle &
Duffy, 1998). There are various different forms of service learning globally, and in many settings it has
been “re-territorialised” (Le Grange, 2007) to ensure a better fit with the context.

Service learning, on the whole, aims to promote the transformation of student perspectives and
practices (Felten & Clayton, 2011). This transformation is thought to take place as the real-world
experiences challenge students’ preconceptions, and reflection activities assist them to develop new
understandings. A critical service learning approach requires students to move beyond reflection to
take action by exposing power imbalances and social inequities (Rhoads, 1997); it also requires
students to use academic inputs and apply these to their service in a larger context—in order to
consider the structural causes that compel their service (Mitchell, 2008).

The important features of CBSL are, therefore, experiential education in a community setting where
students actively reflect on their community-based experiences in the light of their course content,
making links between their work and course material to societal needs, thus enhancing their civic
responsibilities (Hatcher & Bringle, 1997). The CBSL term is used in the context of this article because
it foregrounds the community-based partnerships that are essential to this work.

The positive impact of such experiences on students’ learning are reported across academic, civic,
personal, social, ethical, and occupational domains (Tharp, 2012). Perry and Katula (2001) noted that
community-based experiential learning may play a powerful role in developing students’ awareness of
their civic responsibilities, highlighting contextual issues (social, political, economic, and historical) that
impact on people’s well-being. In addition, through relationship building, students engage in the
realities of community members’ daily lives—encouraging them to consider more deeply the impact
of environmental conditions and the “impress of power” (Smail, 2008).

Drawing on work in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, Mitchell and Humphries (2007) provided evidence of
the ways that CBSL challenges students’ ideas, creating a sense of disequilibrium that can motivate
them to search for explanations. Much of the US-based literature thus emphasises the importance of
accompanying CBSL with structured opportunities to reflect systematically, drawing on the concepts,
theories, and models learned in psychology. This reflecting process is based on experiences, makes
links to theory, and in this discursive interaction, tests the relevance of theory in real-world contexts.
Reflection is therefore emphasised as an important aspect of course delivery (Eyler, Giles, & Schmiede,
1996) that needs to be well integrated in order to provide opportunities for the sort of
transformational learning described by Mezirow (2003).

The work to be reported in this article evolved from some of the authors’ earlier involvement (1999—
2002) in a South African programme to promote higher education institutions’ community
engagement. The Community—Higher Education Service Partnership (CHESP) was a 3-way partnership
(Mouton & Wildschut, 2005) developed to promote the reconstruction of South African civil society
through “the development of socially accountable models for higher education, research, community
service and development” (Lazarus, 1999, p. 2). Through CHESP, universities were encouraged to
design activities and projects to enable students to work with community partners in order to generate
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new ideas and research evidence, to engage in knowledge exchange, and to influence policy and
practice relevant to societal issues.

In the psychology department at the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) Pietermaritzburg (PMB)
campus, the original project partnered academics with a peri-urban school and the local circuit of the
provincial education department to provide assistance to educators providing lifeskills lessons, and
opportunities for learners to be listened to when encountering personal difficulties. CBSL was
subsequently expanded and integrated into the psychology curriculum to work in a number of schools
linked to an educators’ cooperative that aimed to provide psychological assistance, and resulted in the
associated CBSL being embedded into some psychology modules.

This article focuses on the ways in which the students experienced the embedded nature of CBSL, and
their progressive learnings at different levels of study. It aims to draw from the students’ rich accounts
to make recommendations on ways that such activities might contribute to the advancement of
community-engaged psychology teaching in South Africa. For an additional perspective, the authors
also investigated the experiences of the tutor who facilitated critical reflection sessions with the
undergraduate students. The research question that we endeavoured to answer (from the students’
perspectives at various levels, and that of the undergraduate tutor) was: “How was CBSL experienced
and how did it impact on students’ learning, their understandings of psychology, and the promotion
of social change?”

Design of the UKZN community-based work placement.

At UKZN (PMB) up until 2014, psychology students were afforded the opportunity to participate in
service learning at various points in their programmes. The three levels at which CBSL was incorporated
are shown in the figure below.

Figure 1: CBSL Incorporated at Three Programme Levels

Third-year capstone module in service learning

Honours service learning course

Master's students' community project

In the final undergraduate year, students were able to elect to participate in a third-year capstone
CBSL module that aimed to synthesise meaningfully various aspects of their learning over the course
of their psychology degree. In this course, students provided lifeskills lessons at local schools (hosted
by a community partnership with the educators’ cooperative, Sizabantwana [Helping children],
Mitchell & Jonker, 2013). The students reflected on their experiences from the perspective of
psychological theory, and critiqued theory in the light of their experiences. Students worked in pairs
with a mentor contact in the school, visiting their placement every week over a 10-week period, and
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were encouraged to see their roles as development practitioners within a community of practice that
evolved with their peers in the module.

Students who proceeded to an honours degree could then elect to do a further CBSL module requiring
students to conduct psycho-educational workshops at various sites in the city. This module was
facilitated by master’s students at a more advanced level. The honours students’ learning could be
further complemented by other modules, for example, social or community psychology. The master’s
students were in their first year training as applied psychologists and, within their coursework element,
they were involved in CBSL by working with both the community of honours students and by
negotiating with community-based partners about the work of the honours students. The master’s
students also facilitated the honours students’ reflection on their experiences in small groups, then in
turn, they reflected on their own engagement and learning, in seminars and in their final reports.

To complete their module requirements, students reported these experiences in a variety of ways. All
levels of students participated in group activities with their peers in a course-related setting. In
addition, the third-year and honours students were required to keep and submit learning journals as
formative tools to help them track their learning through the course over time. These were used to
promote the development of critical thinking and reflection skills, facilitated through submissions to
the tutors or master’s students (in the case of the honours students) for feedback. This learning journal
became a conversation between the student and the facilitator. This encouraged them to consider
their skill development and increased understanding of the theories they had covered and seen come
to life or challenged in their placement (e.g., they could choose theories related to motivation, social
learning, social psychology, or developmental practice).

All levels of students were required to write a reflective report, as an examination equivalent, providing
a summative opportunity for students to formally reflect on their learning. In addition, at the third-
year level, students were required to do a presentation about their experiences, with the community
partners being invited to attend and give their own feedback about what it was like to host the
students.

Methodology

Research design

A qualitative, interpretive approach was chosen for this study because the experiences of the students
and the tutor were paramount (Terre Blanche, Kelly, & Durrheim, 2006). This approach allowed a rich
understanding of the students’ experiences, and thick descriptions were sought to answer the research
questions. Data were collected from two focus group interviews with students: one with master’s
students (n = 6) and the other with honours students who had completed the third-year module the
previous semester (n = 12). Students were recruited by requesting volunteers during their honours and
master’s lectures. In addition, an individual interview was conducted with a tutor from the previous
year’s third-year module.

The students were allocated pseudonyms so that confidentiality was ensured. There was no direct
benefit to the students through their participation and there was no risk of them suffering negative
consequences as a result of the research, because the interviews were conducted by one of the
researchers who is external to the university. The other authors do not know who volunteered to
participate. The research received ethical approval from the Humanities and Social Science Research
Ethics Committee in May 2012 (UKZN: HSS/0235/012). The study protocol ensured all requirements
for informed consent for participation, for audio recording of participation, anonymity, and
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confidentiality were met. In addition, the right to withdraw without consequence was met and
participation was voluntary without the use of incentives.

After negotiation with students for their permission to use these data, the interviews focused on
questions related to students’ motivations for choosing the modules and their experiences of CBSL.
Thematic analysis and constant comparative methods were used to analyse these data (Braun &
Clarke, 2006); this involved coding the transcribed data into themes, with members of the research
team separately extracting key findings. These were then cross-checked and synthesised in order to
develop findings about the benefits and challenges for students and the nature of their learning.
Dependability and confirmability were ensured by keeping a detailed record of the data collection
methods and analysis. The trustworthiness of the study (Babbie & Mouton, 2005) was enhanced by
the researchers comparing and discussing the themes, as noted above.

Findings

Experience of undergraduate community-based service learning module: Students

The first part of the findings is selected from the data collected from the honours students’
retrospective accounts of their learning in the undergraduate course. Students’ verbatim words are
quoted with the relevant focus group transcription line in brackets as (FG x).

Giving back in psychology

Students described their experiences as being helpful both to themselves and others, stating that “the
whole point of psychology” is to promote “better mental health of the public” (FG 15 & 16) and
emphasising, “you’re not being a psychologist for yourself” (FG 17). They valued the opportunity to
give “some of the things they’re not getting from their teachers” (FG 24). Thus, giving at the same time
as providing some form of service enabled students to share their knowledge and provide something
from their “advantageous positions as university students” (FG 17).

Reasons for choosing the module

A number of subthemes emerged from the data, including “an opportunity for doing something
different” (FG 30), to apply their knowledge in a community setting, but also as a “break from” (FG 31)
the predominance of theoretical courses in their programme because the module was seen as more
practical. Some self-interest was evident in choosing the module because it had no examination
attached, but students acknowledged the value of the alternative assessments, including the learning
they gained from doing presentations. They recognised the importance of the experiences for
enhancing their CVs, because they perceived this as being an advantage to those wanting to be
selected into postgraduate study programmes. Students also spoke of it potentially enhancing their
career prospects, for example, helping them to choose teaching (or not), to gain some exposure to
counselling, and to develop their creativity and spontaneity along with enhancing their patience and
self-confidence.

Contributions in the schools

An element that was emphasised by a number of students was their concern for the “kids” with whom
they had interacted. They recognised that school learners were often reluctant to talk to their
educators for various reasons, but that they seemed more willing to talk to the students. The students
saw their closeness to the learners’ age group as being helpful, because “we’ve all faced similar things”
(FG 97), and that they were able to provide “things they’re not getting from their teachers” (FG 24).
Students thus recognised that they provided a complementary contribution to the educators’ input.
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Facing realities

The students, however, emphasised the challenges of the reality of the work. They saw it as “more
than” presenting a lesson but being “a support network . . . kids trusted us” (FG 163), and that they
needed to help the children to get along. Some found it “rewarding” (FG 189) but found that some of
the topics that they needed to deal with were difficult, for example, those related to alcohol and drugs;
sexuality, rape, and abuse; violence, including corporal punishment; and intercultural relations, racism,
bullying, and teasing.

The value of learning to apply psychological theory in real life

The student focus groups concurred that their experiences had enhanced deeper insights into the
applications of psychological theory. They noted a sense of the impact of being able to give something
back to communities. In addition, they reported learning to work in a respectful and participatory way,
and that this had improved their abilities to problem-solve when confronted with difficult issues in the
community settings.

Experience of undergraduate community-based service learning module: Tutor

In the second part of these findings, the above students’ accounts are juxtaposed against those of their
tutor, who had taken on the role as a replacement lecturer for the third author at the time of the
students’ experiences as reported.

Purpose of the service learning

The tutor reported that he perceived the purpose of the module as “a real-world opportunity for
students to connect theory with practice whilst giving back something to the community . . . and in
turn then benefiting from having this kind of practical experience.” He noted that the ideal was to go
into the community “to forge a new community of practice and hopefully that these new practices will
emerge or unfold through this equal collaboration.” This highlights the extension of community of
practice ideas beyond the class group. He then noted problems of potentially imposing theory, rather
than it emerging organically from the field. Furthermore, in the reflection sessions, students needed
to outline the theory “that they think might be useful to explain something but then, finding it quite
difficult to grapple with the so-what? and now-what? questions” that required them to consider the
implications of the theories discussed.

The tutor commented on the importance of CBSL for the students to be giving back to communities in
contrast to extractive research approaches, and that the undergraduate students taking on a
development practitioner role was an appropriate way to enable this. He had seen that the students
felt some nervousness and anxiety going into the schools, but were also “eager to get out there and
teach these lessons.”

Difficulties in the partnership relationship

A limitation of the approach was that in the partnerships with schools, the students had taken on roles
more akin to teacher assistants, leading to “the sense from a lot of them that they felt like they weren’t
really making a difference in the community because they could not actually establish a community of
practice” with the learners in such “a short space of time.” He felt that a teacher role led to a continued
power asymmetry, rather than promoting collaborative work with the learners.

Some of the students experienced having their agency constrained by what the educators required of
them; in some schools, learner discipline was difficult for the students, demotivating some of them.
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This highlighted the tensions involved in negotiating the students’ role. In some settings, the educators
(those who were not the nominated school mentors that had negotiated with the tutor) had not
understood the purpose of the students’ engagement, thus undermined them by reportedly saying,
“they’re just student teachers they don’t really know what they’re talking about so don’t worry about
them.” These difficulties do not emerge to the same extent from the students’ focus group text,
perhaps emphasising the tutor’s role to troubleshoot in instances where such disjunctures between
students’ and educators’ perceptions occurred.

Facing realities

The tutor expanded further on the students’ comments about the challenges posed by psychosocial
problems that they encountered and the difficult topics that students were expected to cover in some
lessons. The reflective meetings each week, and possibilities of consultations with the tutor were thus
important provisions for students needing to deal with “all kinds of concerning things that were put in
guestion boxes like reports of abuse or suicidal ideation.” For some educators, the students’
willingness to assist was helpful:

in terms of the educators not having to negotiate those things in class but maybe having
younger or authentic voices coming into the classroom to talk about drugs or alcohol,
abuse or sex or whatever it might be . . . that would have more meaningful impact.

A number of educators reported in their evaluation reports and at the end of course poster symposia,
that they saw the students’ presence as a benefit to them and to the learners.

Perceived benefits for the students

The tutor emphasised three aspects: (i) the value of having done structured community service,
enhancing the possibility of selection into postgraduate studies; (ii) that the course promoted a greater
interest “in critical social theory and social change in development issues and in practice,” and that he
could see the carry forward of this in their honours studies when “the same sort of ideas that were
starting to mature then have now come into a fruition and they refer back to the course frequently”;
and (iii) that it clearly promoted the students’ critical thinking, because they are encouraged to
question far more than in other courses.

Broadening and sustaining the experience

Finally, the tutor raised the question of expanding the sites of undergraduate students’ experience
beyond the schools’ partnership. Whilst he acknowledged that this might pose additional logistical
difficulties, he thought that if:

there was some way they could get involved at like, a community centre, where there are
already structures in place to deal with psychosocial issues and there might be a counsellor
on site or experienced people at hand, that this might lead to a better community-based
experience.

He also noted the challenge of sustainability of projects when students are only involved for a
semester, stating that it is “impossible to establish a community of practice . . . in such a short space
of time, so . . . realistically, it is a sort of service to the school and then a service back to the university.”
Thus, these students’ experiences were perhaps more in the realm of service learning than the more
complex, community-based learning.
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Experience of postgraduate community-based service learning module

The final part of these findings incorporates elements of the learning experiences as described by the
focus group of masters’ students, with participants identified as (P x), where students were in the final
stage of the process as envisaged in Figure 1. All had experienced previous CBSL in their undergraduate
or honours years (and half of the group had gone through the whole process from undergraduate
through honours to master’s activities, facilitating the honours students’ engagement); in addition,
two thirds of this group had also had prior volunteering experiences. In their accounts of the different
elements of CBSL, the development of their skills is evident—from working on the life orientation
lessons in their first more structured undergraduate exposure, through more open-ended mentoring
with some developing their own rights-based programmes for delivery during their honours course, to
their more facilitative and partnership building roles and networking activities at master’s level. It was
clear from their accounts that the building of one set of activities on another in subsequent years of
study provided for growth in their skills and for taking on greater levels of responsibility as they
progressed.

Challenges to theory

In their facilitation of less experienced students’ learning, they noted that

theory doesn’t always apply and it doesn’t always work . . . you can go and apply theory
and realise that the world isn’t, it isn’t based on theory . . . people are social creatures . . .
so seeing the real aspect of psychology rather than the stuff that we are being taught to
know how to know people and to know how to change people and make them better. (P
5)

The students emphasised the way that CBSL played a role in Africanising their curriculum: “So when
you want to be a psychologist in South Africa . . . you need to know what is actually practically
happening . . . then you realise that the theoretical and the practical sometimes clash” (P1). For
example, one reflected that in the honours year, “we need to understand that people often behave in
collective ways, they don’t always behave in individual ways, so in our African culture, that is a large
part of how people often make their decisions” (P 2).

They spoke of briefing their assigned groups of students to challenge notions, emphasising the need
for being flexible and adaptive in response to contextual demands: “A lot of people leave their
undergrad degrees, especially, thinking that they can go out there and change the world and they are
just going apply these things that they have learnt and it's going to work perfectly” (P2). They drew
from their own insights, for example,

| mean before that [honours course] | had nothing, | just thought that | wanted to help
people and if you want to help people, you've just got to be Oprah instead. But | want to
do more than help people . . . | want to make impact. (P 6)

The importance of collaborative relationships

Their insights enabled them to learn how to form relationships, to feel deeper levels of respect and to
work more collaboratively in problem solving, gaining awareness of their “own shortcomings” (P 4).
For example, the experience

changed me as well . . . just because we are psychologists, we kind of have this idea that,
we are “superior” and the service learning | have done have kind of cut me off at the knees,
and made me realise that | am not better than anyone else. (P 5)
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The students thus learned to be more open-ended in negotiations of activities, relinquishing their
control as they related to the perspectives of community members:

This has taught me that you can’t function in isolation and we have had to go with what
they want, even if we think we know better because that is what the community needs or
feels they need or want. So you’ve got to be able to change and deal with people in a calm
way. (P 3)

Problematising community and privilege

The master’s students provided more nuanced discussions of the notions of community, for example,
confronting honours students’ ideas that “community is owned, it is impoverished, people don’t have
money there” (P 6). They also noted the challenges of building more authentic and collaborative
partnerships with community groups: “There was this expectation that because we come from the
university, so there's that whole . . . we have this power thing. Things that they need, there’s more of
‘just give us what you can give us and we will take it’”” (P 3). Their accounts illustrated the way in which
they had confronted their notions of privilege and learned to build more authentic relationships with
diverse people. Two examples are: “You don’t know what it is like for other people. . .. But when you
getin there ... you just form relationships with them and you start breaking down these boundaries”
(P 5), and “From all my service learning modules | have learned something about myself, and about
other people and the world. | didn’t just go in there and ‘save the poor children’ (P 2).

Ideas about charity are thus challenged and the master’s students changed their views of community
needs, recognising the reciprocity of changes in themselves and the people with whom they interacted.
One noted:

You start learning different things, you start seeing things in a different way. . . . But you
actually go into a small community . . . and you learn, and they learn and you have a big
impact on them, on the individuals, just by being there sometimes. (P 1)

They thus noted that being there could send a message of solidarity while they also gave a number of
examples where their work had led to changed circumstances for others.

The value of a systemic, sustainable perspective

In addition, such experiences enabled much deeper understandings of the systems at work and the
complex dynamics related to resources and the complexities of political influence, as in “l knew that
politics affects everything, but not to such an extent as | realised” (P 3). The students valued a more
systemic view, “which works from the intrapersonal, interpersonal, organisational, community and
policy. ... And that often animpactin one of these categories. . . leads to flow downwards or upwards”
(P 6). Thus, the interconnectedness of different influences on contexts and ways to work towards
greater social cohesion were noted as important considerations. They also described the challenges of
finding ways to enable the continuation of their work and promoting sustainability of programmes in
contexts of limited resources.

Combined reflexive practice

Finally, the master’s students noted the important role played by the reflexive activities and the impact
of group discussions on deepening their learning. Some examples are:

You end up thinking about things differently. (P 5)
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You draw on other people's ideas and opinions, like you would in a community . . . it’s a
collaborative effort. (P 2)

You work in a group: these are my weaknesses, these are strengths, how can we help each
other? And complement each other? . .. You're more effective like in a group.” (P 6)

It’s group work, because that's how it actually is in the real world, when you’re in an NGO
or whatever. .. (P2)

Thus, the exposure to different people’s realities and in-depth discussions about positioning, along
with a growing awareness of the ethics of building authentic partnerships with enhanced awareness
characterise the students’ accounts. This form of learning was thus contrasted with traditional learning
of individual-based psychology, and was reported to be more meaningful and better suited to the
context in which the students will seek to work.

Discussion and conclusion

The findings demonstrate that CBSL enhances the quality of learning both within and beyond the
related psychology modules. CBSL supports students’ desires to become involved in community-based
applications of their discipline, and their aspirations to make some sort of difference through their
engagement. Mitchell and Humphries (2007) noted the potential of such engagement for developing
participatory research in and with communities, enabling both students and community members to
benefit in many ways from such experiences. With regard to the students’ experiences, however, the
potential emotional impact of this process must be noted in their references to the difficult topics that
learners wanted them to address. This underlines the importance of having various support structures
in place, ranging from group and tutorial reflective discussions to opportunities for individualised
assistance. It is likely though, that the nature of the support needed will have resource implications in
an integrated model to be discussed further below.

CBSL provides rich ways of enabling students to see the relevance of the skills gained through study
and the theoretical applications of psychology in everyday contexts. Students develop a greater
awareness of the potential role of psychology in addressing contextual and contemporary issues,
thereby potentially contributing to their “psychological literacy” (Trapp & Akhurst, 2011). It would
appear that extending the evidence base and understanding of the impact of these activities through
longer-term studies in South Africa is now required in order to gain a richer sense of the effects on
students’ career planning, career-related thinking, and employability.

This study provided the opportunity to explore a layered approach to CBSL, where the experiences of
students across their undergraduate and postgraduate CBSL courses, and one staff member, could be
described. The findings appear to indicate a hierarchical progression of the kinds of learning and
transformation that takes place as the students continue with their studies.
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Figure 2: CBSL Experiences at Three Programme Levels
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Figure 2 provides a summary of the trends in the students’ experiences and transformation. At the
undergraduate level, the students are eager for real-world experiences and the opportunity to serve
(give back) in communities. Their experiences relate to the challenges of this and their difficulties with
the application and critique of psychological theory. At the honours level, the students appear to have
a deeper understanding of the contextual issues that relate to their community experience, and start
to value the importance of teamwork in dealing with reality. By the master’s level, students display a
much more nuanced understanding of community-based learning. They appear to use meta-
perspectives to reflect on their own privilege and positioning in the work. They question the relevance
of theory and speak of the need to Africanise the curriculum.

This layered approach also serves to demonstrate students’ different understandings of community
and communities of practice over time, where they seem to move from a focus on an internal
community of practice (within the class) to one that is more inclusive—drawing on reciprocal
relationships with communities. Thus students seem to move from a position of being sensitised by
their undergraduate experiences, to being conscientised by their master’s year of study. Individual
students may achieve this level of awareness at different stages, and some may not have benefitted
at all (and thus may not have volunteered for the focus groups). In addition, as students progress
through their studies, they are exposed to a variety of courses that may add to their conscientisation.
It therefore cannot be claimed that this is solely due to the CBSL experience. However, the CBSL
experience seems to be the place where this new awareness is put into practice.

Given the usefulness of these kinds of programmes, there are important considerations related to
institutional commitment to this type of learning. As noted earlier, the integration of community
engagement activities into “business as usual” may serve to lessen their value in disrupting hegemonic
practices in the university. Gelmon, Sherman, Gaudet, Mitchell, and Trotter (2004) highlighted the
importance of institutional support for such initiatives, rather than merely the lip service of official
statements. In the students’ accounts above, the impact of such transformative learning experiences
is evidenced. It is clear that such initiatives have the potential to go some way to challenging the
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colonial forms of disciplinary knowledge that have dominated thus far, and CBSL may play animportant
role in the calls to Africanise the psychology curriculum. The challenge will be for university systems
themselves to be transformed (in particular, the forms of reward and divisions of labour) to become
more open to authentic partnership building through each step of collaborating on such programmes,
and for resources to be directed more actively to support these more resource-intensive modes of
learning and working.

Mitchell and Rautenbach (2005) cautioned against programmes that benefit mainly university
students, and where the community partners are not accorded the same power as university staff. A
notable limitation of this research, to this point, is that it has taken the perspective of students and
staff members without also adequately including the voices of the community partners. Designing and
implementing CBSL programmes requires great sensitivity to, and respect for, the work of partners to
guard against cultural voyeurism (Dirr & Jaffe, 2012) and the exploitation of the goodwill and
hospitality of people. Future research on community partners’ perspectives on the usefulness of
students’ engagements is therefore vital.

To conclude, CBSL presents as a potentially transformative strategy to more deeply connect training in
psychology with its social and community context. Structural integration within the tertiary institution,
political and resource commitment from within, and a programmed progression of CBSL through
undergraduate to postgraduate levels are needed to ensure its value as a contributor to students’
development. The voices of community partners need to be heard in order to reciprocally inform CBSL
initiatives and curricula—to shift CBSL from community-located and hosted to become genuine
partnerships. Such partnerships then have greater potential to connect with the ideals of social justice
rather than meeting more minimalist goals of simply enriching individual students’ tertiary learning
experience.
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Abstract

The growth of international research and development partnerships in education has
raised significant challenges regarding the conceptualisation, dissemination, and
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Introduction

The growth of international collaborative development and research programmes owes much to a
greater focus on transcultural research, funding in this regard, and the concern of universities to
extend their international visibility (Rigby & Edler, 2005). It has also raised significant challenges and
concerns regarding the conceptualisation and dissemination of international educational research, its
sustainability, and the development of collaborative partnerships that transcend international
borders. Furthermore, as those of us who have been closely involved in the development of
international educational research and development projects have learned, developing sustainable
international partnerships has been difficult, and has often been fraught with issues. These issues are
not only related to processes of funding, knowledge production, and who the ultimate beneficiaries of
the research will be, but also to partnership relationships as well as transcultural communication and
intercultural learning.

In this article, | focus on revisiting my field notes and personal reflections from a reflexive diary
(ethnographic account), that | kept during an international project in education in Palestine that came
to an end in 2014, in order to explore aspects that could possibly have influenced the development of
sustainable international partnerships in education that brought about change. The purpose is to
analyse my own reflections during the project and after it came to an end and, by connecting the
personal to the cultural in this way, possibly contribute to further development of knowledge in this
field.

The project in Palestine cannot be characterised as a research project as such, but rather as an
externally funded knowledge exchange project in education, with a strong emphasis on evaluation
research in order to monitor progress and evaluate the impact of the project. As this project came to
a close, it generated new projects and influenced the development of revised policies on teacher
education. The dynamic relationship between international collaborative projects in higher education
and the nature, scale, sustainability, and quality of our collaboration in bringing about educational
change in this project has also become clearer. |, therefore, increasingly realised that the role that
quality of collaboration played within this project, including the willingness of individuals and collective
team groups to transcend international sociocultural boundaries, cannot be underestimated. The
challenging path that this partnership followed enabled the greater international project team, as well
as the Palestinian project team, to accomplish much more than we would have been able to achieve
as individual researchers or as consultants at individual universities. Furthermore, my personal belief
in the integral connection between the quality of human relationships in complex international
educational research settings and the validity of processes in projects aimed at bringing about social
change was confirmed.

Brief Description of the International Project in Education

The main objective of this knowledge exchange project was to improve the quality and relevance of
the teaching practice component of teacher education programmes for primary school-aged pupils in
Grades 1-4 in Palestine (West Bank and Gaza). In pursuance of this objective, the World Bank funded
a Teacher Education Improvement Project (TEIP) in 2010, for which an international cross-faculty,
cross-university team successfully bid to act as international consultants. Notification of the contract
was received in March 2011, and the project came to a close in 2014. Strategic planning to achieve the
overall goal of this project within a period of about 36 months was informed by a coherent body of
knowledge derived from international research and practice in teacher education, whole-school
improvement, and continuing professional development. The approach of the international
consultants in the period 2011 to 2014 in assisting, supporting, and advising the four participating
universities in the West Bank and Gaza, as well as colleagues in the Ministry of Education and Higher
Education in Ramallah, was from the outset framed within a transparent and participatory,
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collaborative partnership approach, based on recognition of the equality of all partners and
development of respectful professional relationships (Engelbrecht, 2007; see Mertens, 2009). The
complex geopolitical demands of the project led to the decision to use a mixed-methods research
design within a pragmatist research paradigm to monitor progress and to, ultimately, evaluate the
impact of the intervention. Due to the more complex, multicomponent nature of the project, there
was a need to achieve an in-depth understanding of how our Palestinian partners interpreted their
experiences in the project and, specifically, their context-specific perspectives and interpretations of
progress during the project (see Merriam, 2009). A conscious decision was therefore taken to place
greater emphasis on qualitative data collection methods, with the result that qualitative data had a
greater weighting in all stages of evaluation of the impact of the intervention (Engelbrecht, Wilson, &
Mahon, 2014).

The international consultancy team consisted of four members. Each member in the team had a
specific area of expertise relevant to the development of the project, and outcomes and roles in the
project were, therefore, formulated accordingly: expertise in mentoring, teaching practicum, and
pedagogy, as well as international expertise in teacher education programmes in higher education,
and monitoring and evaluation research in complex community contexts, and one of the members
could speak Arabic. In the West Bank and Gaza, our project partners consisted of academics at four
universities, Grades 1-4 classroom teachers in 50 schools, and the Palestinian Department of
Education in Ramallah under the indirect leadership of the Minister of Education. We collaborated
closely both with a small group in the Ministry of Education and with the academics at the four
universities who were all regarded as having expertise in initial teacher education programmes, while
collaboration with the Grades 1-4 classroom teachers was less intense and was mediated mainly by
the academics at the universities concerned.

Conceptual Framework for International Research Collaboration and
Partnerships

As mentioned earlier, the growth of collaborative research owes much to the provision of funding from
governments and international aid organisations, as well as the recognition within universities of the
potential of international collaborative partnerships that enable partners in different countries to
support each other by combining and capitalising on their complementary strengths and capabilities.

Collaboration has generally been defined as a process that enables individuals and organisations to
combine their human and material resources in order to accomplish outcomes that they are unable to
achieve on their own. However, generalisations about collaborative research are not easy due to
considerable complexities and variety in approaches in diverse contexts. Collaborative research can
nevertheless be defined as building multisectoral networks that link researchers with complementary
assets and knowledge across institutions and countries with the express purpose of utilising research
as a strategy for collaborative problem solving in a specific field of study (Beaver, 2004; Chan, 2002;
Rigby & Edler, 2005). Research partnerships have been an increasingly dominant concept in the
literature, signifying the attainment of greater equality in collaborative team efforts in development
and research projects and the way this can enhance sustainability (Glasbergen, Biermann, & Mol,
2007). Partnerships within research collaboration can therefore be represented as a core principle or
an attitudinal stance based on recognition of the equality of all partners—not only in the project team,
but also in ongoing relationships in the communities in which these projects take place (Engelbrecht,
2007; Mertens, 2009).

However, structuring the discussion on the nature, significance, and internal dynamics of collaboration
within either a development or a research project calls for a conceptual framework within which to
comment on interaction and project processes because, without such a framework, this article would
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simply take the form of a simple description of the sequence of events without identifying their
relevance (Jeffrey, 2003). Although there is a variety of approaches to conceptualise the functioning
of research partnerships (e.g., Hodgson & Standish, 2006; Jeffrey, 2003; Rigby & Edler, 2005), Lasker,
Weiss, and Miller (2001) emphasised that there is a need to conceptualise and evaluate the optimal
outcome of partnership functioning that captures the mechanism that makes research collaboration
especially effective. They identified synergy (the power to combine the perspectives, resources, and
skills of a group of people) as the optimal outcome of partnership functioning that gives collaboration
its unique advantage. The synergy that a collaborative partnership achieves, according to Lasker et al.
(2001), is reflected in the way partners think about the partnership’s goals, strategic planning and
evaluation, the types of actions carried out, and particularly the relationship between the partnership
and the broader community. Determinants of partnership synergy include resources, partners’
characteristics (including relationships between partners), specific partnership characteristics, and the
external environment.

For the purposes of this article, sustainable collaboration will be discussed within this conceptual
framework, which also guided the analysis and interpretation of findings. With reference to this project
and the relevant determinants of partnership synergy, resources should include available basic
resources (e.g., financial and in kind resources such as computers and books) and, beyond these basic
resources, a broad array of skills and expertise are needed to engage partners, support the
collaboration process, and manage the project as a whole. In order to sustain the development of this
specific project and the envisaged collaboration, adequate funding was provided by a World Bank
grant, and strategic thinking about the implementation of the project focused on bringing a broad
array of skills and expertise together—not only with reference to the focus of the project, but also to
include colleagues with experience in community relationships and communication, information
technology, knowledge of Arabic and the cultural and political history of Palestine. Because partners
are the source of most partnership characteristics (their skills with reference, for example, to
connections and credibility), we focused on actions related to the identification, recruitment, and
active engagement of partners—not only within the international consultancy team but also within
the wider project team—with a specific range of perspectives in the overall project that could stimulate
and develop responsive ways of thinking about initial teacher education programmes in complex
settings, and who could collaboratively develop and implement comprehensive actions in this regard.
The development of meaningful relationships therefore played a major role not only during the
planning stage of the project but also in the subsequent phases of the project (Engelbrecht et al., 2014;
Lasker et al., 2001).

My Personal Research Journey
Research design and methodology

In this article, | use analytical autoethnography as the methodological approach because it allows me
to blend personal narrative and research in a variety of ways, for example, extending my initial analysis
of the dynamics of collaborative partnerships by combining it with my own experiences as well as my
reflections after the project came to a close. My research design is therefore exploratory in nature and
should be treated as a work in progress, forming the development of a means of further knowing and
the discovery of examining self—other relationships (see Richards, 2012; Tomaselli, 2015).

According to Anderson (2006), key features of analytical autoethnography include the following:

e The researcher is a complete member in the social world under study,

e Sustained analytical reflexivity that involves an awareness of reciprocal influence
between the ethnographer and the setting and informants is used,
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e The researcher is visible in the text of the group she or he is studying,
e There is dialogue and engagement with informants beyond the self and, finally,

e There is a commitment to an analytical analysis.

However, it needs to be noted that in this project, the researcher played a dual role as a group member:
| played the role of project leader and was, therefore, placed in a position of power and privilege.
Hence, the necessity of recognising myself in the process and being continually and consciously aware
of relevant diversity divides in conversations and behaviours while, at the same time, engaging in these
conversations and behaviours (see Mertens, 2009; Tomaselli, 2015). By choosing this qualitative
methodology, | chose to make explicit use of my own positionality, involvement, and experiences as
an integral part of the project in an effort not only to build critical self-reflexivity, but also to enable
me to develop a lived recognition of the research process and all research partners. It is therefore
important to note that within the more analytical autoethnographical design of this article,
assumptions about reality (ontology) are that multiple realities are shaped by social, political, cultural,
economic, gender, ability/disability and other values, and that knowledge (epistemology) is socially
and historically constructed and situated (see Mertens, 2009).

Description of myself as a researcher

Acknowledgement that there is no value free interaction between human beings, and that knowledge
of the self is a requirement for doing any type of valid research and evaluation work, is necessary. The
importance of this “self-in-dynamic-context” learning and development journey, as described by
Symonette (2004), became clear to me during this research journey and previous research journeys,
and | regard the journey as a continuing one. The result is that the deepening awareness and
knowledge as “self-as-instrument” and “lifelong learning project” has become an integral part of me
as a researcher—and as a person. Furthermore, as a South African, my own research approach in the
past 25 years has developed during the country’s times of conflict and social change (binary opposites
of self and other) as well as in recent times, globally, in developing, as well as so-called established,
democracies (see Mertens, 2009).

Being the only South African in the international project team also made me aware of the fact that
cultural realities and interpretations of events, not only within the umbrella collaborative team
(colleagues from Palestine as well as the United Kingdom) but also within the United Kingdom/South
African group, might be variable, changing, and in some instances even contradictory. As a result, |
was, from the outset, aware at a deeper reflective level of the role of reciprocal influence between
myself as ethnographer, and my setting, and project partners, including both United Kingdom and
Palestinian partners, and the need for sustained self-conscious introspection in order to understand
both myself and my colleagues better (see Anderson, 2006).

Ethical considerations

Formal approval for the research was provided by the donor organisation, the Palestinian government,
relevant universities in Palestine, and the relevant university in the United Kingdom where the project
was registered. Taking note of recent debates on researching ethically across cultures (e.g., Robinson-
Pant & Singal, 2013), collaborative reflexive analysis during discussions within the international
consultancy team as well as with project partners continuously highlighted the need to recognise and
react to issues of power and possible unequal and unethically positioning of all participants (as
discussed in the findings).
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Major data sources

Primary sources of data included my extensive field notes as well as a personal reflexive diary, which |
kept during the project and which after completion of the project, enabled me to develop a deeper
understanding of my own actions and perceptions as well as those of my colleagues in the project.
Field notes included, for example, detailed notes of project meetings (including discussions that
focused on reflections of our own interpretations as “outsiders” of our actions in the field), which were
held at the end of every day during field visits.

Other data collection methods used, for the purposes of this article, included the following:

e A literature review about collaboration in research and the development of
international research partnerships, and

e Minutes of meetings held over a period of five years.

Data analysis

As mentioned earlier, a characteristic of analytical autoethnography is not simply to document
personal experience, but to use empirical data to gain insight into broader sets of social phenomena
and, in this instance, into sustainable international collaborative partnerships. Essentially using an
inductive qualitative content analysis after completion of the project, | searched for insights not only
into emerging themes specifically based on the conceptual framework for partnership dynamics
adopted for this study (see Lasker et al., 2001), but also into what other themes emerged throughout
the analysis (see Merriam, 2009) with the assistance of analytical autoethnography.

The key features of analytical autoethnography assisted in the data analysis in the following ways
(Anderson, 2006). Being a complete member researcher played a major role in the data analysis
because the necessity of mentally and physically documenting my own activities could divert my
attention at times from the other participants, and | needed to be aware of this challenge.
Furthermore, my own understandings, both as a member and as a researcher, needed to emerge not
from detached discovery but from engaged dialogue that reflected my own awareness of reciprocal
influence between myself, project settings, and perceptions. My reflexive notes clearly indicate at
times the stress involved in self-conscious introspection, and the need to develop a better
understanding both of myself and all my partners. As a result, the findings tend to reveal myself as an
active researcher in the text who grapples at times with relevant issues related to collaborative
membership and participation in the project. | therefore had to remind myself of the potential for self-
absorption and to not lose sight of the importance of dialogue with others. With specific reference to
the overall focus of this article (synergy in the development of sustainable collaborative partnerships),
the defining characteristic of the data analysis has been to gain insight into a broader set of data
transcending practices—using multiple data collection strategies directed towards refinement and
extension of our existing knowledge of the development of international collaborative research
partnerships.

Trustworthiness

Using my personal journals and field notes as the primary instruments for data collection and analysis
enabled me to expand my understanding of the process of the project, with a specific emphasis on the
transcending of international research borders, as well as developing research partnerships. However,
being aware that my own biases, or subjectivities, can have an impact on the trustworthiness of my
analysis, | have used member checks (done by members of the research project team) as well as peer
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review as strategies to check the congruence between emerging findings and tentative interpretations
(see Merriam, 2009).

Findings

Using Lasker et al.’s (2001) conceptual framework, the following themes were identified: partners’
characteristics and the relationships between partners; overall partnership characteristics; and the
role of the external environment, with a strong emphasis on the complexity in the development of
culturally competent work. The key features of analytical autoethnography (being a member
researcher, using analytical reflexivity, narrative visibility of myself, dialogue with informants other
than the self, and commitment to theoretical analysis) furthermore assisted in the analysis and
findings.

Partner characteristics and the relationships between partners

Lasker et al., (2001) pointed out that partners’ characteristics and relationships influence professional
interpersonal relationships in a complex way, and that heterogeneity and level of involvement of
partners are important. Heterogeneity, in terms of both gender and culture, played a major role in the
development of relationships between participants in this project. The international project team
consisted of three British citizens (two women and one man) and one female South African (who was
also the project leader). Our Palestinian partners were all Arabic-speaking, and were working in the
Ministry of Education in Ramallah, four universities in the West Bank and Gaza (academics and student
teachers), and as teachers (mostly female) in Grades 1-4 classrooms (50 schools). Within and between
these groups were various levels of involvement and connections to political decision makers,
government agencies, and the external funder of the project, with some partners having the influence
and the ability to bring people together for meetings and other project activities. Both minutes of
meetings, observations described in field notes during initial workshops, as well as my reflexive diary
indicated that, initially, the different groups in Palestine became polarised into two main factions—the
group in the Ministry of Education, and the group of academics—with an underlying feeling of
scepticism, bordering at times on suspicion, from the group of academics in particular, regarding the
development and sustainable implementation of an alternative approach to the traditional approach
in teacher practicum in initial teacher education programmes. Because these dynamics had serious
implications for the development of strong working relationships among partners and the resultant
achievement of high levels of synergy and the successful completion of the project, developing
relationships of trust and negotiating power structures was a complex process that involved multiple
nuanced layers of power (see Robinson-Pant & Singal, 2013). My analysis of my field notes and my
reflexive diary indicates that learning to negotiate these power hierarchies within the relevant
structures as well as stimulating and supporting new locally relevant responsive ways of thinking about
solutions, and copartnering implementation of new and comprehensive actions, initially proved to be
difficult. My personal reflective notes as well as minutes of meetings and extensive field notes indicate
that the two risks listed below were identified.

Language as a critical issue

With regard to the issue of language, the following is a quotation that | recorded in my reflexive diary:

As evaluators we must realise that there is much more to how a language functions in a
culture and that the mere translation of certain concepts or measures will not fully capture
the experience of the participants [. . . ] if an evaluator is not fully aware of a particular
culture and how their linguistic patterns shape the behavioural patterns of the individual
from that culture, then the evaluator cannot make logical assessments about the impact
of a certain intervention. (Guzman, as cited in Mertens, 2009, pp. 238—239)
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A major challenge to the development of partnerships was that the language of the evaluators (English)
was different from the language of the respondents (Arabic), and it was necessary to rely heavily on
collaboration with Arabic-speaking colleagues. Because many of the participants in the project did not
speak English, open-ended questions were translated and most of the interviews were conducted in
Arabic. Two Arabic-speaking colleagues in the United Kingdom played an integral role in translating
interviews into English.

As a result, as the main data analyst in the evaluation and also an English second language speaker, |
needed to be careful in my interpretation of the data and specific concepts, and | needed to
acknowledge that my interpretation should be based on a thorough understanding of the culture that
informed production of the data. It became, for example, increasingly clear to all of us that there are
a number of cultural and linguistic ambiguities and differences between Arabic and English with regard
to concepts and terms. An example that illustrates this well is the term mentor. As Kanan and Baker
(2002) pointed out, there is no exact Arabic equivalent for the term mentor (Field notes: “What is this
thing called mentoring, | do not understand it all!” [Participant from a university in the West Bank,
initial workshop on mentoring in teacher education programmes in Ramallah]). As a result, minutes of
meetings and field notes of initial discussions on the important role that mentors, and the
development of mentoring skills, played in this project focused more on the characteristics and roles
of mentors within the project so as to develop a shared understanding of the term that fitted within
the existing cultural and social mores within the community. The development of a collective and
comprehensive set of reference terms therefore formed an integral part of the project process.

Cultural competence and sensitivity

A quotation that | referred to frequently in my reflexive diary, especially on days during field trips that
were particularly challenging, was the following: “Cultural competence is not a static state. It is a
journey in which the researcher/evaluator develops increased understanding through self-reflection
and interaction with members of the community, of the reality of differential access to power and
privilege” (Mertens, 2009, p. 90).

Regarding our understanding of the cultures involved (including the differences in home language),
programme facilitators and project participants needed to demonstrate cultural sophistication in all
aspects of their work in the project. In order to illustrate multicultural validity—not only in the
codevelopment of an effective teaching practicum framework for the Palestinian context but also in
data collection for progress and impact evaluation, analysis of the data, and discussion of the results—
members of the international project team therefore increasingly focused on the development of
positive interpersonal connections including trustworthy communication with reference to language
differences (as mentioned earlier) as well as conceptualisation and facilitation of culturally congruent
change as far as possible in the development of teacher education practices. My extensive reflexive
diary indicates, for example, that the international consultancy team shared our own confusion
regarding issues related to what could be regarded as culturally congruent change with one another,
and acknowledged the need to find support in developing our own understanding in an ethical manner.
My diary has the following comment after an initial project meeting:

I need to meet as a matter of urgency with my colleague JS (a Palestinian colleague in the
United Kingdom and not connected to the project at all) to discuss our first impressions of
what we perceive as our own lack of in-depth understanding of what could possibly be
regarded as culturally congruent change and power differentials in the Palestinian
context.
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We therefore continuously endeavoured to make appropriate cultural assumptions, in collaboration
with our Palestinian colleagues, in the design and implementation of the initial teacher education
programme, as well as the monitoring of progress in its implementation.

Cultural competence and sensitivity also form an essential part of collaborative partnerships that are
characterised by trust, respect, communication, and a shared vision, and my field notes and journals
clearly indicate that at times all the participants struggled to achieve trust and transparency. Not only
cultural differences, but also personality differences, contributed to this process and understanding
the power differentials in Palestinian society, with specific reference to formal structures within the
education system and gender, also created challenges at times. It was vital that the researchers knew
themselves; with specific reference to myself, knowing myself in relation to my colleagues and
partners, and my increasing self-awareness of my own willingness (and reluctance at times) to
acknowledge the potential of miscommunication, as well as imbalances of power and privilege related
to culture, cannot be emphasised enough. | therefore had to develop the analytical strategies to
recognise and acknowledge, as well as change, long-standing habits—which before then, | was
unaware could be regarded as challenging. For example, taking notes during meetings was initially
regarded by some participants as an invasion of their privacy, and after becoming aware of this
challenge and using dialogue with other participants as a way to address this challenge, | had to
acknowledge the differing assumptions of colleagues that privacy in interviews and discussions is not
only associated with physical space but, particularly within the unique geopolitical setting of this
project, with a sense of security. | also increasingly realised that, especially at stressful moments during
workshops and general discussions, | tend to focus more on process rather than on emotions.
Interestingly, | also unconsciously found emotional release by at times changing the language | was
writing my field notes in, from English to Afrikaans (my home language), and in this way | voiced my
own stress during stressful discussions. Becoming aware of the fact that | wrote in Afrikaans during
stressful moments enabled me over time to immediately recognise conflicting values and beliefs
between individual partners, and to find a balance between reflection and action when needed so as
to manage chaos and maintain order. Instances when such balance was required were, for example,
during heated exchanges in Arabic between Palestinian colleagues at workshops or in meetings. The
role that my United Kingdom project partners played—particularly their willingness to collaborate with
me in gaining the trust of our Palestinian colleagues, self-reflect during our discussion sessions at the
end of every day during our site visits, and openly discuss our own personal challenges, particularly
regarding our ability to be flexible in strategic planning issues—enabled us to build rapport between
the four of us. This rapport, based on the willingness to critically self-reflect, cultural competence, and
sensitivity, contributed to partnership synergy and the sustainability of the project (e.g., the new
teacher education curriculum will now be implemented in all Palestinian universities, and we were
invited to do a follow-up project). It also contributed to our ability to synthesise creative ideas, and to
deal with personal and professional differences in various project settings in a constructive manner,
without exercising premature closure for the purpose of maintaining peace. In this way, we could
demonstrate our sensitivity for different values and expectations.

Partnership characteristics

Certain attributes of the partnership as a whole are, according to Lasker et al. (2001), likely to have a
strong influence on the development of partnership synergy. The following attributes of the
partnership at micro, mesa, and macro levels within this project as a whole, had a strong influence on
the level of partnership synergy: leadership, including leadership styles at all system levels;
administration of the project process at project level; management of deadlines; and overall
governance were particularly relevant in this regard. One of the key challenges was the modelling of
my own leadership style, which could be defined as more participatory, in contrast to the more
authoritarian leadership style at various partnership levels in the context of our project
implementation. This more participatory leadership style of mine was initially regarded by some of our
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Palestinian partners as not assertive enough. Furthermore, there was an expectation that the
international team would provide the “answers” and materials, which is characteristic of countries that
rely heavily on donor funding; the result is that research in this area indicates that ownership of the
process, as well as sustainability of interventions, is regarded as negligible (see Srivastava, De Boer, &
Pijl, 2015). An analysis of minutes of meetings, field notes, and my reflexive diary therefore indicate
that development of a participatory partnership approach was initially challenging and that, as a result,
we had to extend our participation by a further year. An example from the minutes of a meeting with
Government officials in Ramallah: “It was pointed out by M (a high ranking official) that the
international consultancy team is in general regarded as knowing more about teacher education and
therefore should provide very strong guidance and leadership at all times.” Developing collaborative
partnerships based on sustainable equitable relationships in which sociocultural and power differences
were acknowledged demanded participation and a shared vision at every stage of the project (see
Heron & Reason, 2006). Dedicated and focused working sessions during which all participants were
encouraged to articulate their reservations, collectively search for solutions to challenges, and develop
a shared vision—as well as respect for the limitations of own and others’ understandings—played a
critical role (see Jeffrey, 2003). Development in this respect was demonstrated after 18 months when
the answer to the initial question, of what the expected outcomes of the project for Palestinian
education should be, changed from an emphasis by Palestinian colleagues on “you teach us what we
should do” to “we as a group are developing a new approach to initial teacher education practicum in
the Palestinian context.”

External factors

As mentioned in the discussion of the conceptual framework for this project, the ability of a
partnership to flourish can be influenced not only by internal challenges as discussed above, but also
by factors in the external environment that are beyond the ability of the partnership to control (Lasker
et al., 2001). The complex geopolitical context (the West Bank and Gaza) within which this study took
place, frequently complicated implementation of the project, and had an impact on progress as well
as on the emotional and physical well-being of all team members in the project. A comment in field
notes during a face-to-face meeting with partners in Ramallah:

We all look stressed and some of our team members come across as really tired but it is
positive to note that all express their enthusiasm for the project despite difficulties today
in travelling to project meeting due to security constraints at the moment within these
parts of the West Bank.

One of the most challenging contextual issues that the project team members in Gaza and the
international project team therefore had to contend with was the fractured political geography of
Palestine, as well as the security implications of the Occupation. Restrictions on mobility periodically
influenced progress in the project. For instance, the international project team did not receive
permission from the Israeli authorities to enter Gaza during some of their field and site visits, and
partners from Gaza were, at all times, not allowed to travel to the West Bank. Participation in
workshops and discussions as well as interviews was, therefore, at times limited to videoconferencing
or Skype, which was frequently affected by poor connections or electricity blackouts. Comment in
reflexive diary:

We are all totally exhausted tonight, both mentally and physically, after a long day trying
to discuss project development with colleagues in Gaza via video links; there were at least
three interruptions due to power failures on the Gaza side.
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As a result, we had to arrange for one face-to-face meeting with the project team in Gaza to take place
in Cairo. We also arranged for two visits by members of the global Palestinian project team to visit the
United Kingdom for collaborative workshops and school visits. We were never sure how many of our
colleagues would actually attend these meetings in the United Kingdom because of the way visas for
Palestinians were granted. My notes continually emphasised that | as an individual, as well as a group
member and the project leader, had to take care not to get involved in complex political issues, and
that our point of departure as international consultants was a focus on the development of quality
education for all.

Discussion

A collaborative partnership’s level of synergy is reflected in the extent to which energy is maximised
and every partner is engaged in and committed to the vision of the project they are involved in (Lasker
etal., 2001). As highlighted by Mertens (2009), cultural competence and resultant trusting professional
relationships in the development of international partnerships across cultures are critical dispositions,
which are related not only to an individual partner’s ability to accurately represent reality in culturally
complex communities, but also to a commitment to collaborative partnership synergy. My analysis of
the data including my own reflective notes made after completion of the project, clearly indicate that
over time the notion of a core group of British, South African, and Palestinian partners, journeying
together in a spirit of reciprocity with a shared vision regarding quality education, affected the
accountability of both the international project team and our Palestinian colleagues in terms of the
outcomes in this project. The most salient benefit of the development of cultural competence
therefore was the growth of effective, trusting, professional collaborative relationships, and a
culturally responsive approach to evaluation of the project, which was perceived as legitimate by the
community involved in the project. Despite the fact that other systemic factors that influence the
development of sustainable collaborative international partnerships (for example, complex external
geopolitical issues) did figure in our project, responsive partner and partnership relationships—as
factors contributing to the dynamics of these culturally responsive partnerships—provided the integral
connection between the quality of these relationships and the sustainability of project results in order
to bring about change in the teacher practicum in initial teacher education programmes.

The following played a major role. Mertens (2009) pointed out that people need to feel that they are
receiving as much valuable energy as they are giving. Determining reciprocity in international
education project partnerships is therefore a complex matter because partners’ ideas about equity
and fair exchange usually involve diverse beliefs about what is right and what is wrong—and they are
influenced by trust. Interpersonal (transactional) trust components, such as trust of character
(contractual trust), competence trust, and communication trust (trust of disclosure and maintaining
confidentiality) form an integral part in the development of reciprocal participatory and collaborative
development and research partnerships. It is therefore critical that one be aware of the consequences
of making promises that one possibly cannot keep, as well as of systemic power differentials involved.
Atransparent collaborative partner and partnership relationship ethic forms the core and ethical issues
regarding, for example, who decides the agenda, who has the power in the partnership relationship,
how the partnerships will be formed, how they can work fairly, and who owns the data need to be
discussed from the outset. The need for genuine respect for complex contexts, practices, and
paradigms of thinking, as an integral part of cultural competence in the development of willingness
among all the partners to engage in and build the partnership, cannot be overemphasised (Mertens,
2009).

As my reflective journey after completion of the project indicates, searching for common ground in
the development of culturally competent partnerships in order to transcend international research
borders is challenging and, as | hope was illustrated earlier, it involves acknowledgement of the
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complexity of the community within which one is working. Tensions and the potential for conflict arise
when the process of taking ownership of a project like the one discussed in this article proves to be a
challenge. As is illustrated in the findings, giving explicit attention to valuing differences, and effective
and purposeful conflict resolution and mediation are therefore important strategies in the
development of successful collaborative partnerships where ownership is taken by the communities
involved (Heron & Reason, 2006; Mertens, 2009).

Furthermore, an important element in transcending international research and development borders
is the ability of all partners to be critically self-reflexive, and the ability to develop high quality
awareness to understand themselves and others. Grappling, for example, with my own notions of
power differentials in a geopolitically complex project context, and how they relate to authentic
membership in the umbrella project team and equitable participation, contributed to the process of
understanding and knowing myself as a researcher and an evaluator. Questions | reflected upon using
self-conscious introspection and analytic reflexivity guided by the desire to better understand myself
and others included the following: my own personal beliefs and assumptions about what, for example,
is reality (ontology); what my own as well as my colleagues’ assumptions about the nature of
knowledge are (epistemology); how | as well as my colleagues understand the dynamics of power
differentials when authentic collaborative research is undertaken; whose voices are raised, and whose
voices are or should be heard; and how we as project partners can mediate these voices as issues of
representation in complex general and research project contexts (see Anderson, 2006; Mertens, 2009).
As mentioned in the findings, knowing oneself in relation to the community you are involved in also
implies that uncritical subjectivity can be a barrier to transcending research borders. Strategies to
address subjectivity include, for example, the development of collaboration strategies that are based
on equal partnerships that allow every voice to be heard, managing diversity in a respectful way, and
finding the balance between reflection, participation, and action—as well as between chaos and order.
Withdrawing from an international research project because of one’s own concerns about, for
example, the research process, cultural differences, or ethics would therefore be ethically preferable
to staying in a project where one feels that one’s own beliefs will be compromised (Robinson-Pant &
Singal, 2013).

Limitations

The evidence upon which my conclusions concerning the sustainability of transcending international
educational project borders, and the role that collaboration between researchers plays in this regard,
is derived mainly from an emerging analytical autoethnographical description of my own experiences
as expressed in field notes, reflexive personal journals, analysis of minutes of meetings, and
impressions of the interactions between the partners involved (Jeffrey, 2003). As a result, my
conclusions should be regarded with some discretion, for the following reasons:

e  Firstly, my analysis involved limited systematic data collection in an empirical sense;

e Secondly, there has been no formal attempt at this stage to analyse the psychosocial
aspects of the collaboration in more depth; and

e Thirdly, the pressure of purposefully documenting and analysing action, as well as
purposefully engaging in it, could have diverted my attention from what Anderson
(2006) called the embodied phenomenological experience.

Final Reflections

| fully acknowledge the complexities involved in transcending international research borders in
education, and the limitations in my discussion of these complexities. However, against the
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background of an analytical autoethnographical research design in which an analysis of my own
understandings, both as a member and as a researcher of complex settings emerged, | believe that
note should be taken of the following.

My findings indicate that introducing the notion of equal partnerships, that integrate the relevant
ethical principles with what you need to know about yourself in order to recognise and understand
yourself and the research community you are involved in, contributes to the way in which international
development and research borders in education can be transcended and partnership synergy be
operationalised. Self-reflexive researchers in education who reflect not only upon their own
subjectivities and how these affect the educational research projects they are involved in, but also on
their connection to the cultural-historical contexts within which they work, therefore play a major role
in bringing about sustainable educational change in complex social settings. Being culturally
competent, developing positive interpersonal connections, and conceptualising and collaboratively
facilitating methodologically sound research and monitoring and evaluation strategies within which
the relevant power differentials are recognised and cultural assumptions are made, contribute to the
dynamic creation of the synergy needed for effective and sustainable international collaborative
partnerships in education.
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The editors of Polyvocal Professional Learning Through Self-study Research, Kathleen Pithouse-
Morgan and Anastasia P. Samaras, are teacher educators involved in transdisciplinary self-study
research communities in two different countries, South Africa and the United States of America. The
main theme of their book—best described by the title of the first chapter, “The Power of ‘We’ for
Professional Learning”—is collaboration between colleagues during self-study research. The book is
composed of 13 chapters and offers a comprehensive collection of reports on self-study projects that
involved collaboration between the participants. The focus is on “methodological inventiveness” (p.
16) and it presents a wide range of methodological inventiveness with regard to self-study, and
examines different approaches from a variety of perspectives and contexts. In Samaras’ words: “Our
focus is on the many voices, whose voices, and the so what and for whom of this group of professionals
working with others and beyond the self” (p. 6).

The book invites readers to critically engage with the confluence of creativity and inquiry in a variety
of different research interests. Different chapters provide good examples of diverse studies as each
group of researchers tell their stories; they reveal the variation in processes that resulted from the
different emphases placed on creative ways to explore research problems. The chapters are united by
their focus on collaboration in self-study research; however, through the many quotes, the reader is
able to hear the individual participants’ ideas and voice. Each chapter offers insight into practices that
evolved from the narratives of the research partners. Furthermore, all chapters were peer reviewed
and these respondents are acknowledged as chapter consultant to each chapter.

A number of the chapters provide an array of experiential explorations that touch on some
methodological, ethical, and validity concerns about the processes of participatory self-study research.
Issues addressed include the importance of relationships (pp. 42, 53), a framework (p. 42), reflection
(pp. 35, 42, 118), the usefulness of technology (p. 96), trustworthiness (pp. 1, 44), validity (p. 24, 121,
191, 207), and processes of data analysis (p.102). These chapters advance scholarship on self-study
through their positioning of a range of non-linear research processes that challenge the critique against
self-study research methodologies.

Among the strengths of this book is the range of examples it provides, allowing for theoretical and
critical engagements with applied research by scholars. Its exploration of the applied studies offers a
sense of lived experience that expands our understanding of self-study research. The way the different
authors explore professional learning through self-study closes the gap between theory and practice.
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The authors strive and succeed to share personal experiences of who they are, and where they come
from. This offers a demonstration of the systematic progress of theory and practice—particularly how
they reinforce one another.

The most outstanding strength of this collection is its exploration of a broad range of applied
approaches to self-study and its inclusion of a variety of collaborative groups that studied a variety of
topics. The chapters are designed to be in dialogue with each other, and the conversation that the
book affords enriches our critical engagement with self-study. The dialogue that the book generates
arises from the variety of approaches to self-study and the individual experiences of researchers and
professionals from diverse contexts, reflecting a variety of perspectives on self-study research projects.

This book contributes extensively to the knowledge base of experiential and participatory research
approaches as demonstrated below.

Chapter 1 (Pithouse-Morgan & Samaras) displays the power of “We” for professional learning and
underlines the importance of the researchers’ interaction with others and reciprocal learning that are
key to polyvocal professional learning. This chapter illustrates how the authors utilised dialogue with
one another as a method in itself.

Chapter 2 (Evans, Ka‘Opua, & Freese), titled “Work Gloves and a Green Sea Turtle: Collaboration in a
Dialogic Process of Professional Learning,” describes an arts-based project where the authors engaged
in individual and collaborative reflection in a narrative inquiry while they were in a mentorship
relationship. They utilised personal artefacts as self-study research tools to become more critically
reflective of their personal and professional philosophies and identities.

Chapter 3 (Berry, Geursen, & Lunenberg) reflects on “A Dialogue on Supporting Self-Study Research in
the Context of Dutch Teacher Education.” It explores the professional development of teacher
educators to provide insight into higher education. The researchers explain from different perspectives
how being a teacher educator is multifaceted and culturally determined.

Chapter 4 (Gisladottir & Gudjénsdottir) describes “Confronting the Hearing Teacher in Deaf Education:
Critical Friends in Self-Study.” The authors report on how they used retrospective data analysis to recall
and reflect on how their thoughts, beliefs, and actions developed in a dialogue to support their
understanding of their practices. This study explored innovative ways to respond to the cultural and
linguistic resources of deaf literacy students in Iceland.

The writers of Chapter 5, Mitchell and Khan, explain in “Jackie and Me, Jackie and Us: Productive
Entanglements and Learning Conversations in the Supervision Process” how learning conversations
and cultural biography were used to generate reflexivity in the process of supervision. The study
highlights the importance of events, relationships, and dialogue in finding meaning in one’s work and
developing a research identity.

Chapter 6 (Gil de Lamadrid & Mendoza) explains how “A Technology-Enhanced Self-Study and
Reversible Mentorship in a Modern Language Programme” influenced a mentor—-mentee relationship
through reflections on their online communication, which included a shared blog and e-mail
communication. The researchers report on the growth of their relationship, which developed into a
personal and truly bidirectional relationship that they labelled “reversible mentorship.”
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In Chapter 7, named “Duality in Practice and Mentorship of an English Learner Instructional Coach,”
Racines and Samaras report on a transformative self-study. In this study the personal history, memory-
work, and photographic self-portraits of Racines were used to study the intersections and interplay of
her culture on her teaching practices. Samaras was the critical mentor and they learned in a reciprocal
manner to gain deeper understanding of their practices as teachers and facilitators of self-study
research.

Chapter 8 reflects on “Creating a Culture of Inquiry in Music Teacher Education: Collaborative Self-
Study Approaches in Music.” In this chapter, Stanley and Conway report on their self-study, and how
their thinking about music teacher education was changed. They emphasise the fact that their
perceptions about collaborative self-study in music education changed and that they realised that self-
study is a meaningful, rigorous research methodology.

In Chapter 9, Pithouse-Morgan, Muthukrishna, Pillay, van Laren, Chisanga, Meyiwa, Moletsane,
Naicker, Singh, and Stuart collaborate on “Learning about Co-Flexivity in a Transdisciplinary Self-Study
Research Supervision Community.” The authors are participants in the Transformative Educational
Studies (TES) project, a research-intervention project that aims to enhance self-study research and
supervision across universities in the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. The chapter
depicts their learning about collective reflexivity through poetry-based arts research and reflexive
dialogues, and accentuates the impact of collaboration in self-study.

Chapter 10 (Johri) is entitled, “Multiple Narrators: Using Double Voice Poems to Examine Writing
Personas.” The author, a creative writing teacher in Virginia, USA, explores her influence on the
formation of the students’ personas and writing skills through poetic inquiry. Five double voice poems
capture the experiential narratives of the students.

Chapter 11 captures the ongoing conversations of the authors in a co/auto ethnographic collaborative
study. The descriptive title of the chapter, “Interweavings, Interfaces and Intersections: A Co/Auto-
ethnographic Self-Study” by Timm and Conolly, reflects the authors’ personal memory, self-
observation, self-reflection, and self-analysis that framed their writing. Both individual and collective
insights into their personal and professional lives contribute to this informative self-study.

Chapter 12 focuses on “Integrating First, Second and Third Person Research to Lead the Creation of a
Learning Organisation: A Self-Study Dialogue Between Doctoral Supervisor and Student.” The authors,
Walton and Harrisson, demonstrate how the use of dialogue in a self-study encourages reflection,
which generates theories to influence practice. This self-study about supervisor—student interaction
uses dialogue as a methodology and as a literary device to establish transformation.

In Chapter 13, “Breathing Under Water: A Transcontinental Conversation About the ‘Why’ of Co-
Facilitating Transdisciplinary Self-Study Learning Communities,” the authors (Samaras, Pithouse-
Morgan, Chisanga, Conolly, Constantine, Meyiwa, Smith, & Timm) discuss the use of poetry to present
personal—professional conversations on the authors’ motivation to co-facilitate self-study learning
communities in the USA and South Africa. These multiple perspectives invite other self-study scholars
to add to the conversation about co-facilitating transdisciplinary self-study research for polyvocal
professional learning.

As shown in the outline above, the chapters reflect a diversity of approaches, which makes the
collection unique in its blending of diverse experiences. The book contributes to the international
ongoing discourse of interactive theoretical engagement and performance for self-study
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methodologies. In terms of its overall contribution, the collection presents new insights into the field
of self-study and contributes to the practice of self-study research by drawing attention to a range of
theories and practices that underpin self-study. The book has the potential to become an indispensable
resource for experts and novice researchers in the field of self-study research, specifically with the
focus on professional learning in teacher education as well as other related fields of qualitative
research.
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The Qualitative Methods Conference, hosted annually by the International Institute for Qualitative
Methodology (IIQM), was a 3-day event focusing on qualitative research across disciplines. The theme
of the conference, Collaboration Considered: Complexities and Possibilities Across Communities and
Cultures, invited presentations and discussions around the challenges and benefits of conducting
research collaboratively—as well as providing a platform for new perspectives on research approaches
to emerge across disciplinary, geographical, and cultural boundaries. According to Sarah Stahlke, the
conference chair, the conference programme sought to reflect “the diversity of approaches being used
across disciplines and the experiences of a vast array of researchers.” The picturesque city of Glasgow,
Scotland, flaunted cold but uncharacteristically dry weather providing a perfect venue for a conference
that sought to generate dialogue on complexities and possibilities.

The opening keynote address by Jean Clandinin, professor and founding director of the Centre for
Research for Teacher Education and Development at the University of Alberta, titled “Relational
Commitments of Narrative Inquirers” stimulated thinking about relational ethics in qualitative
research. Her presentation took the audience on an autobiographical narrative journey reflecting on
her lengthy engagement with a young girl from an impoverished Indigenous community. As her story
unfolded, we began to learn about the shifting positioning—and repositioning—of the researcher and
young girl in relation to each other and to their emerging relationship over the months and years of
the engagement. This was a thought-provoking start to the conference, reminding delegates that
research is a relational process of becoming for both the researcher and participant, and encouraging
fellow researchers to be mindful of how their engagements can become part of the participants’ lives.

The second keynote address was presented on the final day of the conference by Penny Tinkler, a
senior lecturer in sociology at the University of Manchester, who has written extensively on photo-
methods and visual culture. Her presentation, “Building Bridges and Bridging Time: Photo-Elicitation
as Collaborative Practice,” spoke to issues of both implicit and explicit collaboration, highlighting the
important difference between participation and collaboration. She further argued that collaborative
microprocesses, when designed into the research engagement, help build bridges with participants
and are key to the success of photo-elicitation interviews. What stood out was her discussion that
carefully planning and thinking about such microprocesses can contribute towards rigour and quality
in visual research.

Three micro keynote addresses had been selected from all submitted abstracts for their innovative or
intriguing contribution, and were presented in a plenary format. Victoria Palmer, Senior Research

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2016, 5(2)



170

Fellow at the University of Melbourne, spoke about an interdisciplinary, qualitative approach informed
by theories of ethics and narrative examining primary health care, severe mental illness, and recovery.
She was followed by Suzanne Goopy, a cultural and visual anthropologist and professor of community
health at University of Calgary, speaking about using cultural probes in focus groups to enable
empathic, engaging, and emancipatory research. The final speaker, Louela Manankil-Rankin from
Nipissing University, rounded up the panel by outlining an innovative process of data analysis in
narrative inquiry.

The conference did not feature set thematic tracks but each day delegates could move between seven
concurrent sessions representing a variety of topics. The range of morning and afternoon sessions
featured topics such as:

e Specialised methodologies (e.g., case studies, action research, longitudinal research,
interpretive phenomenology, ethnographic approaches)

e Research skills (e.g., approaches to analysis, reflexive practice, data collection
challenges, innovative data generation, using art)

e Collaborations with specialised or marginalised groups (e.g., vulnerability and giving
voice, sampling vulnerable populations, stories and histories, indigenous and race)

e Sessions focused on current issues in qualitative research (e.g., communication and
interaction, focus on results, fostering change, collaboration and engagement in
action, research as intervention, ethical challenges, promoting knowledge
translation).

Unfortunately, it was not always clear how presentations were grouped together or, at times, how
they related to that themed session. Further, with seven concurrent tracks featuring similar topics or
themes there was limited opportunity to attend sessions of interest, which often clashed. Each day
featured 10 poster presentations that could be viewed during tea and lunch breaks. Although the
majority of posters focused on issues of community health, nursing, and palliative care or
rehabilitation, the ones that caught my attention focused on studies demonstrating the need for
respecting children’s voices in research, using photos to give voice to low-income seniors, using drama
and film to translate data analysis results, and an interesting study from La Trobe University, Australia,
on a methodology of change for community participation in improving rural health outcomes.

This year’s conference also included three new innovative forums for short presentations and
discussions. A Q-Talk, modelled on the popular TED Talks format, was presented by Shona Hilton on
using qualitative research to inform public and policy debates. She started her talk by asking for a show
of hands of how many audience members believed that they were engaged in research that could
inform policy and influence public debate. As several hands shot up, she then asked how many could
say that their work had in fact influenced policy or public debate—and the majority of hands dropped.
What followed was an interesting review of the challenges faced by researchers to produce current,
relevant, and socially transformative research and the slow process of public discourse. “Discovery
Spaces” provided in-depth sessions and discussions on six specialised research methods: analytic
saturation by Jude Spiers, grounded theory by Kay Currie, critical realism by Alex Clark, interpretive
description by Sally Thorne, meta-synthesis by David Nicholas, and institutional ethnography by Janet
Rankin. The Café Q session, on the other hand, offered a more informal format for delegates to select
small groups in which to discuss and debate on specific issues, trends, and challenges related with
collaboration in research.
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| believe that the conference succeeded in providing an enlightening, enriching, and engaging forum
for sharing ideas and networking with a considerable group of qualitative researchers seeking
meaningful ways to improve collaborative research engagements. However, because presentations
and posters from the health sciences still dominated, it was not quite a convergence of an
interdisciplinary community of researchers. Most importantly, and perhaps due to being a researcher
from South Africa, | was acutely aware of the shortage of fellow researchers and studies representing
the African continent or other developing countries, as well as the limited space afforded for
discussions on emerging indigenous methodologies in qualitative research. While the theme is yet to
be announced, the 16th Qualitative Methods Conference will convene next year in Banff, Canada, and
promises to once again be a highlight in the community of qualitative researchers.
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