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Editorial Special Issue 
Community-Based Research for Social Change 
 
Mariette Koen 
North-West University 
Potchefstroom 
Mariette.Koen@nwu.ac.za 
 
Research can be defined as one of various ways of knowing or understanding. Academics construe the 
idea of knowing and understanding as a process involving systematic inquiry aimed at collecting data 
and interpreting the information. Conventional views of data interpretation could create the 
impression that researchers are highly qualified specialised academics whose research projects are 
constrained by firm disciplinary and academic boundaries. This idea suggests that research is mostly 
meant for the researcher and that the participants are assigned a passive role largely calculated to 
prevent them from deriving any benefit whatsoever. Bearing in mind that the fundamental goal of 
knowing or understanding denotes co-learning, it often happens that recommendations and decisions 
are published without ever involving the participants. Small wonder then that academic research is 
criticised for its lack of social impact in the real word (Schucksmith, 2016). Social impact is particularly 
important given that we live in a complex and rapidly changing society, one in which researchers need 
to explore new educational pathways for improving and sustaining life (Wood, 2014). The question 
therefore arises as to how researchers in the 21st century can acknowledge complex societal 
challenges while simultaneously committing to and creating a community of equal partners that 
centres around the needs and perspectives of the participants with whom they collaborate. 

The key to answering this question could lie in action research. It is widely recognised that action 
research concentrates on the process of inquiry and recognises the importance of forming a 
relationship between people, actions, and knowledge (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; McNiff, 2013; Wood, 
2019; Zuber-Skerritt, 2011). Involving participants in research is not a novel idea. In fact, many decades 
ago, researchers such as John Dewey (1938) called for research to be linked to social reality and to be 
applied in real-life contexts. In this shared process in which participants are allowed to improve the 
understanding of their own practices, researchers are transformed into “actors for change” and co-
researchers/participants become students and “shapers of meaning” (Pettit, 2010, p. 821). In contrast 
to hierarchical, researcher-initiated research, one of the first steps in community-based participatory 
research (CBPR) involves questioning the privileged position of researchers (Wood, 2019). According 
to Wood (2019), in this in-tandem process, the needs and perspectives of participants are considered 
because research is conducted by and for participants and not on participants. 

It becomes clear therefore, that conducting research should not, in itself, be the ultimate goal but 
should rather be seen as a means of achieving a collaborative goal for all participants (Lee & Barnett, 
2013). CBPR is increasingly recognised as a promising action-oriented method that involves a team 
approach in which the complex dynamics of power and participation are valued among scholars and 
community members and across disciplines (Lee & Barnett, 2013). All participants are acknowledged 
as equal members in a research project, all with important voices, and all collaboratively working 
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together to accomplish social change (Olshansky & Zender, 2015). These ideas are summarised by 
Israel et al. (1998) as being the key principles of CBPR: 

 Recognising that the community is the unit of study 

 Building on the strengths already present in the community 

 Continually facilitating collaboration and partnership in each phase of the research 

 Integrating knowledge and action 

 Promoting the alleviation of social inequality of co-learning 

 Using an interactive process 

 Focusing on wellness and an ecological perspective of health 

 Partnering in the dissemination of research findings 

These eight principles constitute the theme of this special edition entitled, Community-Based Research 
for Social Change. Our specific focus is on the unique strengths that individuals bring to research. The 
special issue emanated from the COMBER Conference—entitled, Extending the Boundaries of 
Educational Research—held from 20 to 22 November 2019 at The Roots in Potchefstroom. Apart from 
research in all fields of education, the 102 attendees also focused on research in the social and health 
sciences with a view to bringing about positive change. The articles accepted for publication bear 
testimony to how the abovementioned key principles of CBPR can be applied in efforts to promote 
collaborative, transformative, and democratic educational research for, and as, social change. This 
special issue provides a platform for the publication of research articles focusing on participatory 
methods/methodologies and community-based research (CBR) from all fields of education as well as 
the social and health sciences. The overarching message of the articles is clear: the very act of engaging 
in research with a view to effecting positive change may well prove to be educational for all involved.  

In the first article, “On Responses of Higher Education and Training With(in) Society Through Research, 
Teaching, and Community Engagement,” Hanlie Dippenaar, Elize van Eeden, and Irma Eloff identify 
specific associations with the core higher education training activities and illustrate how this combined 
focus has effected positive change. Their article presents reflections on the nuances of community 
engagement as a trend that has emanated from research by scholars in the field in South Africa (and 
in collaboration with international scholars) since the late 1990s up to 2020. It focuses on the nexus of 
research, teaching and learning, and community-engagement. The research was conducted in three 
phases. In Phase I, purposeful sampling was used to identify the published work of leading South 
African scholars who had engaged with the call to adopt a more transformative and collaborative 
approach to research. In Phase II, the scope of the sampling was broadened to include research in 
multiple disciplines. Phase III of the sampling was broadened chronologically to include research since 
the 1990s, and limited to the social sciences in order to conduct a trend analysis that considered both 
historical context and growth directions in community engagement in the social sciences. The golden 
thread through the study is the importance of a form of collaboration with communities—one that 
would, however, differ in focus and vision from faculty to faculty. 

The above reflections are followed by the article, “Learning To Facilitate Community-Based Research: 
Guidelines From a Novice Researcher,” in which Andri Schoonen, Lesley Wood, and Cornè Kruger 
commit to effecting social change by integrating knowledge and practice in their paper. Her coauthors 
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assisted Andri to create a living educational theory to learn how she could adhere to the foundational 
principles of participatory research. The aim was to guide Andri towards improving her role as a 
facilitator when employing CBR. She explains in the paper, how she learnt to facilitate a participatory 
action learning and action research (PALAR) project by means of critical reflection on self and process. 
The claims to knowledge she shares are twofold. First, she has come to know how to improve her 
facilitation skills, and, second, she has learnt to use continual critical self-reflection to guide her actions 
to conduct more ethical CBR, which is underpinned by the principles of PALAR. This article is sure to 
guide other researchers as they strive to improve their facilitation of CBPR groups to become more 
confident, critically reflective, and ethical researchers. 

Moving along, we meet Rowan Thompson and Busisiwe Alant who applied the CBPR principle of 
building on the strengths already present in the community in their article,  “Finding and Defining 
Champions in a Rural Adult Education Intervention in Limpopo, South Africa.” In their paper, the 
authors disclose the outcomes of a community-based information communications technology (ICT) 
and basic adult education (BAE) nutrition training intervention for out-of-school young mothers (YMs) 
in a resource-limited rural village in Eastern Limpopo. The study demonstrates the feasibility of 
implementing an effective, limited resources training course for a marginalised group of YMs in a rural 
setting. With limited funding and having had to rely on the generosity of volunteers, the course had to 
be abandoned, however, ICT resources were secured for future use in the Mulamula Education Centre 
Project (MECP) building with library, hall, office, and ICT teaching area as a BAE venue (Thompson, 
2016). “Champions” from the YMs group could fill roles required to sustain the MECP and they were 
willing to learn to become future trainers. To sustain a training programme requires funding for the 
local training of staff, administrative staff, technical maintenance, site maintenance, and security. This 
study points to champions acting as catalysts to enable YMs and their older-women mentors to fill 
different roles in the development and delivery of community-based BAE. The message is clear, 
namely, that emergent community leaders from YM groups need spaces of this kind to develop and 
that developing leadership skills—or life skills—within a peer group is easier than having to work alone. 
Providing such opportunities in rural communities remains a challenge but is not impossible. 

The next group of academics demonstrate how to use interactive processes as CBPR in their paper on 
a collaborative book-creation project, Dithakga Tša Gobala. For the paper, Adrie Haese and Elmarie 
Costandius employed participatory research to investigate whether and how the development of 
wordless picture books in local communities might help parents engage in cognitively stimulating 
activities such as shared reading or storytelling. The authors explain that the literary genre of wordless 
picture books is an under-researched one in the South African context. They argue that such books can 
be used to spark both a culture and love of reading because they can be enjoyed by readers of various 
backgrounds, language preferences, and literacy levels. Stories sourced from two communities were 
used to create a series of wordless picture books that were then circulated in the communities. Initial 
results indicated that not only did the project have a positive impact on the participants’ self-concept 
and their relationship with reading, but that the books were also positively received by the wider 
community. The results indicated too, that the books were easy to use, created positive parent-child 
experiences, and encouraged imagination—and that the content of the books was relatable. The 
findings suggest that wordless picture books are a valuable genre in the South African reading 
landscape and that a participatory model for creating relevant, local content for reading is not only 
viable but also beneficial for communities and other stakeholders.  

In their article, “Shifting Gears: Lessons Learnt From Critical, Collaborative, Self-Reflection on 
Community-Based research,” Luiza de Sousa, Anette Hay, Schalk Raath, Aubrey Fransman and Barend 
Richter reflect on their learning experiences as novice participatory action researchers. The 
researchers explain that they come from natural science backgrounds, grounded in a positivist 
paradigm, and used to employing more traditional, objective, and research-driven methodologies. In 
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this paper, they explain how they used participatory action research to collaboratively explore how 
teachers could integrate climate change issues into their teaching and learning. They used reflective 
diaries to record their journey through the action research cycles. A thematic analysis of their diaries 
was supplemented by recorded discussions between the participants. The findings revealed that while 
it was challenging to begin thinking in a different paradigm, they came to appreciate the value of the 
action research process that enabled teachers to integrate climate change issues into their teaching in 
a participatory way. They also conclude that their collaborative reflections may be of value to other 
researchers from similar scientific backgrounds who wish to learn what shifts in paradigm, methods, 
and processes are needed to be able to conduct CBR in a participatory way. 

In the final article in this edition, entitled, “Enhancing the Management of Performance of 
Departmental Heads in Primary and Secondary Schools: PAR as a Practice-Enhancing Process,” Veli 
Nhlapo presents a participatory strategy for enhancing the management performance of departmental 
heads (HDs) at South African primary and secondary schools. Studies on HDs tend to be steeped in a 
traditional mode of inquiry that raises issues and makes recommendations in the hope that these 
recommendations will be implemented. Using a participatory action-research methodology steeped in 
the critical emancipatory paradigm, an eight-point participatory strategy to enhance the effectiveness 
of HDs was developed. The strategy entailed mobilisation, assembling a research group, developing 
rules of engagement, collaborative planning, holding workshops, implementation, reflection, and 
refining the implementation plan. The findings of the study illustrate the ontological and 
epistemological potency of PAR as a practice-enhancing methodology. It became evident that the 
success or failure of a PAR study depends on the ability of researchers to descend from their proverbial 
ivory tower and see themselves as equal partners in research groups. This article summarises the eight 
principles of Israel et al. (1998) by demonstrating the importance of fostering social justice and by 
highlighting the ontological and epistemological potency of participatory action research as a practice-
enhancing methodology. 

All the above papers suggest ways of doing research with participants with a view to addressing the 
needs, and to acknowledge the voices, of the community. They remind us that research can contribute 
to this end by employing a team approach that includes all participants, as Lesley Wood (2019) 
described in her book, Participatory Action Learning and Action Research: Theory, Practice and 
Process. The book offers a concise yet analytical interpretation of the transformative, collaborative, 
and democratic PALAR approach. In my review of the book included in this issue, I describe how the 
readers are taken on a professional PALAR journey in which Wood’s deep knowledge, understanding, 
and passion in serving communities are portrayed. This book offers more than the mere understanding 
of PALAR as a methodology. It comprises an authentic and critical reflection from the perspective of a 
researcher in Africa, showing readers how PALAR is also a philosophy, a theory of learning, and a 
facilitation tool for a much-needed transformative research approach.  

This special issue concludes with a conference report by Stef Esterhuizen on the Raised Voices 
conference. This was a virtual conference in which all voices/opinions were welcomed. Held virtually 
on 24 and 25 October 2020 and involving 173 delegates from 32 countries, the online attendees 
interrogated both theoretical and practical presentations of action research.  
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Abstract 
This article presents a trend analysis of the directions, nuances, and theoretical developments 
in community engagement (CE) practices in higher education and training (HET) environments 
in South Africa since 1994. It focuses on the nexus of research, teaching and learning, and 
community engagement. The article identifies specific associations of CE with core HET 
activities, illustrating how this integrated approach has brought about positive change. The 
research was conducted in three phases. In Phase I, purposeful sampling was used to identify 
the published work of leading scholars in South Africa who had engaged with the call for 
adopting a more transformative and collaborative approach to research such that the very 
act of academically engaging with(in) community became an educationally visionary act. In 
Phase II, the scope of the sampling was broadened to include research in multiple disciplines. 
In the third phase, the sampling was broadened chronologically to include research since the 
1990s, and limited to the social sciences in order to conduct a trend analysis that considered 
historical context and growth directions in CE in the social sciences. The discussion presents 
an analysis of trends that emanated from research responses to CE by HET.  
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Background 

Research involving community engagement (CE) amplifies the voices of researchers, educators and 
students, as well as communities; but the community is the epicentre of these interactions between 
higher education institutions (HEIs) and broader society. Through these voices (observations, 
experiences, and modes of communication), this article identifies the role of higher education and 
training (HET) in society—including its strengths, shortcomings, challenges, and (perhaps) conscious 
negligence. For decades, communities have been associated with HET activities but not necessarily as 
inclusive partners (Waghid, 1999). Awareness of the United Nations’ global movement to support and 
attain its Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education) by 2030 is growing 
(https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/). As a consequence, increasing pressure 
has been put on HET institutions to fulfil a key socially responsible role in communities (Owens, 2017). 
For communities to be considered inclusive partners in all three core visionary functions of most HET 
institutions (research and innovation, teaching and learning, and CE) there needs to be proactive and 
conscious dialogue between these functional scopes of HET (Lazarus, 2007).  

The key responsibilities of HEIs are to address socioeconomic, developmental, and environmental 
needs in their immediate communities (Welch, 2016). As explained by Ogunsanya and Govender 
(2019), a community can refer to a broad range of university partners such as governments (national 
and local), businesses, nongovernmental organisations, cultural organisations, social entrepreneurial 
enterprises, schools, and other citizens including community leaders. Although engagement with and 
in communities will always be an inclusive practice as viewed from the HET perspective, the emphasis 
will be on engagements with communities under pressure of fewer resources, limited skills, minimal 
to no opportunities, and space limitations, amongst others. 

Waghid (1999, p. 109) reminded academia in particular that, in the late 1990s, the “decline in the 
quality of life at most levels of the South African community” had already required a different approach 
by HET to its scope and responsiveness—as an obligatory responsibility to society. Since then, many 
research initiatives from most HEIs in South Africa have shown active engagement in research 
pertaining to communities (Erasmus et al., 2015). In this article, the emphasis will be on reviewing early 
21st century trends of HET responsiveness to CE, with deliberations offered on optimising HET’s 
responsibility to embrace research, teaching, and community with enhanced societal engagement 
(Schuetze, 2012). 

With CE still being a hybrid, or not clearly articulated educational component of HET, it has to be 
understood whether research with and in communities over the past two decades in South Africa can 
be typified as being socially responsive and enhanced through embracing the other HET visionary 
responsibilities. And, whatever is lacking, requires critical reflection. At the end of the 20th century, 
Waghid (1999, p. 116) viewed this as a lack of movement towards the “integrating aspects of . . . 
research and teaching agendas [in] more [relevant ways] . . . with community service functions.” 
Although frequently discussed in workshops and open discussions forums, the full integration of CE 
with research and innovation, or in teaching and learning prerogatives in HET, seems not yet fully 
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matured (B. Bouwman, personal communication with E. van Eeden, February 13, 2020). More 
conversations among academics to create awareness and consciousness of creativity within their own 
disciplines and in multidisciplinary contexts are needed to enhance societal engagement levels. In 
addition, funding remains an essential part of the successful implementation of CE initiatives at all 
HEIs. 

Rationale 

Community engagement research in South Africa is relatively new compared to, for example, the 
Americas. However, South Africa is viewed as a leader in the field in Africa. Scholarship of CE in the 
early 21st century has developed to include community collaboration whereas earlier research 
accentuated the CE paradigms, sharing of best practice, and the voices of students (Kivinen et al., 
2007). Currently, HEIs show effort in embracing the needs of communities with whom they form a 
reciprocal partnership of mutual benefit. This article aims to present an identification of HEIs’ role in 
society by engaging in a trend analysis of the directions, nuances, and theoretical developments in CE 
practices in South Africa over the last two decades with specific reference to the research, teaching 
and learning, and CE nexus. It draws on Paulo Freire's (1972) concept of praxis, which implies that 
action and reflection are united and lead to decisive transformation in any field under study. In the 
same vein, participatory action research (PAR) can be viewed as action and reflection that take place 
at the same time, mutually igniting one another. Through praxis, a critical consciousness develops—
leading to transformative action central to PAR (Ollis, 2015). 

The research voices identified in the article draw attention to the responses of HET in societies and 
highlight the strengths and challenges experienced by academics in HEIs up until 2019. These voices 
highlight, particularly, the valuable and indispensable voice of community in research and in the 
teaching and learning of HET, and the importance of community collaborations in PAR opportunities 
that aim to empower all those involved (Dworski-Riggs & Langhout, 2010; Kapoor & Jordan, 2009). 

Research Methodology 

This article presents a trend analysis approach that considers historical context, growth directions, 
changing priorities, nuances, and theoretical developments in CE practices in South Africa during the 
last two to three decades. The trend analysis foregrounds scholarly research disseminations from the 
last two decades where diverse participatory methodologies were entrenched in CE- and service 
learning (SL)-related projects. The article positions itself at a conceptual level in order to probe the 
participatory methodologies that emerged in the most impactful CE and SL studies in the South African 
context. 

The study was conducted in three phases. In Phase I, purposeful sampling to identify the published 
work of leading scholars in CE and SL in the country was used. The intellectual contributions ranged 
from student-led CE, activity systems theories and change laboratories, multidisciplinary and 
international collaborations, dealing with vulnerabilities, rural school partnerships, ethnography, and 
multiple examples where CE projects made real contributions towards improving the lives of 
individuals and communities. In Phases II and III, a trend analysis was followed with regards to CE 
practices in South Africa from the 1990s to 2019 to create an understanding of CE in HET environments. 
In a trend analysis, open-coded topical trends are defined in categories, followed by research questions 
asked on these categories (Drysdale et al., 2013). In this study, the categories were, broadly, research, 
teaching and learning, and CE; the trends considered historical context, growth directions, changing 
priorities, theoretical developments, and nuances. Trend analysis questions that the researchers in this 
study could have considered include:  
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·  Historical context as trend: 
- Were researchers guided by circumstances and needs in their CE activities? 
- Were researchers influenced by scholarly or popular thought in their CE understanding? 

·  Growth directions as trend:  

- How have CE thought and activities changed over the past two to three decades? 
- In what contexts are CE activities occurring? 

·  Changing priorities as trend: 
- Which urgencies were provided as reasons for HET involvement? 
- Were/are needs for CE from top-down or bottom-up initiatives?  

·  Theoretical developments as trend: 
- What data analysis techniques were most commonly used in CE research? 
- What is the range and frequency of topics commonly used in CE research?  

·  Nuances as trend: 
- In which ways was CE understood in research? 
- In which ways was CE understood in teaching and learning? 
- In which ways was CE understood within HET leadership? 
 

For the purpose of this article, the focus will only be on nuances as trend, with related theoretical 
developments. Nuances as trend accommodate the array of research that is associated with CE from 
SL and social responsiveness (SR) to, perhaps related, concepts such as experiential learning, 
volunteerism, work integrated learning, third sector, civic education and service, civic engagement, 
and citizenship (see Bawa & Munck, 2012; Council on Higher Education, 2010; Osman & Petersen, 
2013; van Rensburg, 2007). Therefore, the authors have selected nuances as open-coded topical 
trends, and the questions formulated for that, to engage with the research samples selected.  

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical clearance for the study was granted by the Ethics Committee of the university (CPUT; EFEC 8–
9/2020). 

Sample Selection 

In using the trends analysis method, the authors had to breach their own disciplinary comfort zones. 
A three-phase sample selection was chosen to ensure multidisciplinary openness and to accommodate 
diverse scholarly angles of responses from HET with and in society through research, teaching and 
learning, and CE. For the Phase I sample, the Scopus (scopus.com) database was selected for the period 
2010 to 2019. Thereafter, in Phase II, research from a number of multidisciplinary scholars who had 
participated in a CE book publication for South Africa (van Eeden et al., in press) was utilised to guide 
the author search. In the Phase III data sample, the Google Scholar search engine was used to identify 
scholarly work in CE and SL research over a longer period—from 1996 to 2019—that relates to HEIs’ 
scholarly CE visibility in South Africa.  

Phase I 

Multiple purposeful sampling strategies were employed to identify leading published articles by 
scholars in CE in South Africa. For the purpose of following a trend analysis, broad searches were 
conducted at the meta level in order to create a database of leading articles in the field. First, two 
comprehensive keyword searches were conducted, using CE and SL as major concepts. These concepts 
were viewed as precursors to the current concept of community-based collaborative research (CBR). 
Both concepts (CE and SL) are viewed as nuances of one another and the assumption was that CE and 
SL are well established in the South African context. The Scopus database served as the primary source 
for the Phase I survey because it is viewed as a leading index of peer-reviewed literature and citation, 
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having covered by June 2020, close to 11,7 million publishers and 69 million records 
(https://www.elsevier.com/solutions/scopus). For this phase, the nuances trend search for CE and SL 
fields were delineated from 2010 to 2019, and the first 10 articles for each field (as listed on Scopus in 
July 2019) were selected. 

The sampling in Phase I yielded no overlap between these first 10 articles and the contributing authors’ 
focus in the respective fields of CE and SL in the previous decade. This could be attributed to the 
anticipated conceptual variability, as well as linguistic and scholarly preferences from researchers who 
work in these fields. The first 10 articles in each of the CE and SL categories were included in the 
database for the current study. 

Phase II 

Researchers and scholars who responded in 2018 to a book project on CE in the South African context 
(van Eeden et al., in press) were collated as a representative list of researchers in the field at the time. 
With the assistance of active scholars in the broader field, invitations to participate had been extended 
via the South African Higher Education Community Engagement Forum; researchers from multiple 
scientific disciplines had been encouraged to share their most recent research findings, including 
collaborative work with international partners. However, chapter contributions submitted for the book 
did not form the database for this study. Rather, the final author list (more than 25 authors) was 
regarded as being indicative of leading researchers (in terms of published scholarly work or recently 
researched work in the field) given that all chapters had been subjected to rigorous national and 
international peer review. A purposefully selected list of eight chapter authors was then included as 
part of the Phase II data set. Any one published work on CE or SL topics by one or more of the selected 
authors was included in the Phase II sampling. Search results on Google were delineated to include 
books, book chapters, and peer-reviewed articles. The research outputs obtained from the eight 
authors in the second phase of sampling were added to the data set.  

Phase III 

In the third phase of the study, the sampling procedure was also purposive. The period of analysis was 
extended further back in time (1996 to 2019), and a more singular focus on the social sciences was 
pursued due to the strong focus in Scopus on the natural and health sciences. Phase III pursued a trend 
analysis to identify the main developments in research outputs from South Africa on the themes of CE 
and SL over the preceding 23 years (1996 to 2019). Google Scholar was used as a platform because this 
database is overarching, containing information from the broadest spectrum of scholarly publications 
available spanning social and natural sciences. These results were categorised according to the 
trends/topics covered and by considering some authors’ preference to use CE or SL during that period. 
A search was conducted on the following keyword phrase: “Community engagement in South Africa” 
(between the years 1996 and 2019), and 140 results were retrieved. After working through all CE-
related publications, the research phrase on SL was explored for the same period and reaped an 
outcome of 295 articles. Results retrieved from this search phrase were included to the data set 
according to the topics that were already listed. Because of the substantial list of accessible 
publications, the articles listed in the report mainly represent research outputs in the social sciences. 

Data Analysis and Findings 

From the range of topical trends generated by the trends analysis research framework (see earlier), 
questions formulated for nuances as trends were selected to engage with the full data set on responses 
of HET with and in society through research, teaching and learning, and CE. All three members of the 
research team analysed, individually, the data set to generate related aspects to the questions on 
nuances as trend. These preliminary sets of responses to the nuances as trend questions, representing 
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CE in different HET envisioned contexts, were then identified collaboratively. The research team 
subsequently engaged in an iterative process of hypothesis-generating questioning, trends 
demarcation, and preliminary synthesising of the initial findings. From this emanated three themes 
that were regarded as key trends in HET community engagement research and dissemination during 
the last two decades:  

 Community engagement expands collective collaboration; 

 Community engagement amplifies voices of communities; 

 Community engagement benefits universities, and instils CBR practice. 

These trends, observed from scholarly engagements from the dataset, will be explicated by extracting 
illustrative source examples from the findings in the different phases. 

Phase I: Data Analysis 

Community Engagement Expands Collective Collaboration 

Collective collaboration takes many forms in CE and SL in South Africa. In some studies, it manifests 
most prominently in the relationships between the various stakeholders. In others, it takes the form 
of knowledge sharing and content development. In most, collaboration is cyclical in nature and the 
collaboration matures over time. As illustrated below, collective collaboration presents a generative 
effect for those involved. 

Campbell et al. (2015, p. 2) defined CE in biomedical research “as a collaborative relationship between 
a research team and the population or group of individuals targeted for research.” In their study, which 
investigates researchers’ experiences of working with a researcher-driven, population-specific 
community advisory board in a South African schizophrenia genomics study, they found that 
collaboration promoted “the protection and respect of research participants and the communities 
they belong to in biomedical research, and particularly in international collaborations taking place in 
developing countries” (Campbell et al., 2015, p. 2). Similarly, in a study on genomic biobanking 
research, Staunton et al. (2018) considered the relationships between those leading research projects 
and research team members engaging with patients. They indicated that in “reflecting upon peer 
engagement, respondents considered that it may be necessary for two purposes: to develop 
collaborations for research and to educate” (Staunton et al., 2018, p. 4); the generative effect of 
collaboration is evident in the fact that it frequently serves multiple purposes. 

Sometimes, collective collaboration can be singular in its intent. In research on sustainable 
development implementation in higher education, Awuzie and Emuze (2017), for instance, identified 
collaboration with a reputable institutional leader in sustainable development as an implementation 
driver that provided competitive advantage. In other instances, collaboration is more pluralistic and 
can include complex, multistakeholder networks that encompass a wealth of participants and 
purposes. In such instances, organising principles need to be set out to guide collaborations. In an 
embedded four-country case study on community stakeholder engagement in biomedical HIV 
prevention trials, Newman et al. (2015) designed CE so that the “lead organization in each setting in 
consultation with community collaborators determined participant subsystems and participants” (p. 
4), largely because of the complexity of stakeholders across four countries. Reporting on the 
establishment of teaching schools in South Africa, Gravett et al. (2014) emphasised the need for the 
development of horizontal expertise and continued plans for collective collaboration in this regard. 
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At the nuanced level, collaboration often contributes to unforeseen benefits. In a study on medical 
student participation in community-based experiential learning, Cameron et al. (2011, p. 374) 
observed the uniqueness of learning experiences during CE as learning “shifts from a competitive 
process focused on individual success to collaboration between medical student, healthcare provider 
and patient, in which all give and receive.” Furthermore, they indicated that the 

clinics provided both the physical and professional space for the emergence of students’ 
professional identities. This freedom allowed them to experience both an expansion of 
identity through their reawakened sense of urgency, as well as an understanding that their 
learning and practice are enhanced by this collaboration. (Cameron et al., 2011, p. 378) 

 
In an approach to what they called “contextualized learning,” Bheekie and van Huyssteen (2015, p. 11) 
extolled the virtues of community-engaged learning when they advocated for being comfortable with 
discomfort. They described the process of becoming the “learner” that “enabled us to bear witness to 
ourselves, compelling us to become part of a collaboration through which we could articulate our own 
contradictions regarding higher education and inequality” (Bheekie & van Huyssteen, 2015, p. 11). In 
so doing, they provided fresh perspectives on social transformation in higher education in South Africa. 
In a study by Glover et al. (2013) on CE activities for increasing chemistry knowledge and confidence 
for teachers and students, collaboration took the form of pedagogical content knowledge sharing 
between colleagues from a university academic department and the provincial department of 
education. Collaborative knowledge sharing and knowledge building can be seen across numerous 
studies with nuances of CE. 

Community Engagement Amplifies Voices of Communities 

A study by Moodley and Beyer (2019) viewed community consultation as a “hallmark of Ubuntu” (p. 
615). They also noted that CE was “often implemented in a tokenistic manner as an ancillary 
component of research” (Moodley & Beyer 2019, p. 613). This way of approaching research as a social 
responsibility also is noticeable in Bergh et al. (2016), in which the role of undergraduate medical 
students’ opportunities in regional quality improvement projects were observed (see also de Villiers 
et al., 2017). The in community collaborations, with emphasis on student teamwork, appear to have 
weighed still more strongly in the recent decade than the with community’s voice (Bergh et al., 2016; 
Naudé, 2012). However, it may frequently be a matter of all engagement inspired towards making a 
one-way difference without community. 

Community Engagement Benefits Universities and Instils CBR Practice 

Awuzie and Emuze’s (2017) research was on the sustainable development agenda associated with HEIs 
as leaders, also viewed as an agenda that benefits HEIs because it draws the attention from society to 
HEIs’ educational leadership. CE, together with cost-related factors and regulatory matters amongst 
others, were viewed as challenging drivers for HEIs’ progress towards implementation at that time. In 
a collaborative effort by the University of Cape Town and the University of Stellenbosch, scholars 
engaged in what they called, a “robust Community Engagement (CE) strategy” (Staunton et al., 2019, 
p. 2) to “develop and implement a process for involving potential participants in biobanking research 
at Tygerberg Hospital to develop governance policies” and to translate that process into a 
generalisable model (Staunton et al., 2018, as quoted in Staunton et al. 2019, p. 2). Three scientific 
reports on this project were produced (Staunton et al., 2019; Staunton & Moodley, 2016; Staunton et 
al., 2018). As observed by Bergh et al. (2016), the involvement of students in community as another 
(experiential) SL opportunity, and the benefit of this kind of CE visibility for HEIs, cannot be 
underestimated (see also Bheekie & van Huyssteen, 2015; Cameron et al., 2011; de Villiers et al., 2017; 
Srinivas et al., 2015). Informed curriculum improvements complement the strategic vision of faculties 
(see, for example, Cameron et al., 2011; Glover et al., 2013). More disciplinary-specific beneficence 
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from CE activities was also described by Paphitis and Kelland (2015). HEIs have also been criticised 
interpreting CE too narrowly, rather than considering an “adaptive [leadership knowledge] 
engagement” approach through a community lens with a changing focus in mind (Preece, 2016, p. 
104).  

Phase II: Data Analysis 

Community Engagement Expands Collective Collaboration  

There is a growing awareness of the essential role of community partners in any community 
interactions (Albertyn & Daniels, 2009; Albertyn & Erasmus, 2014). This is explored by McMillan (2011) 
who looked at what happens when “educators start working and learning with community members” 
(p. 564). The reciprocal nature of CE implies collaborative communication and dialogue, especially in 
the social and the educational sciences. Burman et al. (2017) also engaged in HIV preventative research 
(see the earlier approach in the health sciences in Phase I) through a framework inclusive of 
experiential learning in an engaged scholarship. SL experiences with students were also visible in an 
array of sciences observed in this data set, of which Jordaan’s (2014) undergraduate experience in the 
faculty of engineering at the University of Pretoria serves as a typical example.  

One of the goals of CE is to create awareness of differential power relations to foster collaborative 
forms of interdependence—and not dependence. When a community recognises the reciprocal nature 
of CE and negotiated outcomes thereof in a CE project, it is more likely to become empowered, feel 
valued as equal partner, and valued as a source of knowledge (Bender, 2008). 

Community Engagement Amplifies Voices of Communities  

The dialogical nature of CE emphasises the voice of community to be heard. O’Brien (2012) stressed 
the challenge of negotiated power relations when interacting with the community and emphasised 
that CE relationships built on dialogue are more likely to bring about social change. The dialogic nature 
of communication (Freire, 1972) as part of CE requires time and effort (Schmied et al., 2010) because 
there is an underlying power relationship that needs to be acknowledged (Osman & Attwood 2007). 

As pointed out by Wood (2016, p. 685), CE partnerships require an “ability to empathize with the lived 
experiences of community participants” and to hear their voices. This requires communication from 
both parties and is the essence of successful CE. Acknowledging the voice of community and 
recognising differences in expectations and choices will determine successful outcomes for all. Petker 
and Petersen (2014) pointed out that the success of CE, such as in SL projects, is dependent on the 
relationship between all parties.  

Machimana et al. (2018, p. 177) emphasised the inclusion of “often silent voices of non-researcher 
partners.” These authors also found that regular feedback sessions could assist in assessing the 
strengths and weaknesses of partnerships. They suggested that this should be a two-way process of 
reflexive engagement with both parties providing feedback to the other—which would ensure realistic 
expectations and enhance transformation. This concurred with the findings of Strier (2011) who 
accentuated the importance of mutual respect and sharing of knowledge. 

Without doubt, it may be said that the voice and agency of community in CBR is essential in the success 
of CE research as per HET’s vision and requirement, and that any top-down approach or disregard of 
the power of community is not conducive to success. Therefore, the first and most important trend 
identified, is the importance of recognising the inherent power of the centre of engagement—which 
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is the community. By the very nature of CE, there is a strong focus in the literature on teaching and 
learning and the sharing of best practice.  

Community Engagement Benefits Universities and Instils CBR Practice 

The core strategic positioning of CE in higher education’s aims (internationally and in South Africa) has 
been widely acknowledged in research (Wood, 2016). There was a call for HEIs to acknowledge the 
needs of communities—expressed as “social justice pedagogy” (Petersen & Henning, 2018, p. 436). 
Petersen and Henning (2018, p. 436) rightly observed that universities’ “service to/in society and 
community is not new,” and that it is not about “doing good,” but being in touch with the needs of 
society (Boyer, 1996 as cited in Petersen & Henning, 2018, p. 436). SL emerged as a structured form of 
CE where there is a strong focus on student engagement in communities (Kruss et al., 2012; van 
Schalkwyk & Erasmus, 2011) based on Dewey’s (1938) ideas of experiential learning. SL became a way 
to address the social responsibility of HEIs while simultaneously enhancing teaching and learning of 
students (Mtawa & Nkoma, 2020; Osman & Attwood, 2007). Although it is noted by Preece (2016) that 
universities as a macro-level facilitator tend to recognise the “good” in CE-based knowledge, there 
appears to be some limiting “institutional governmentality” (p. 108) regarding students’ contributions 
to sustainable community outcomes. Akpan et al. (2012, p. 2) pointed out that CE, at the time, 
remained, at best, unstructured and a “marginal, uncoordinated necessity” in South African 
universities.  

Phase III: Data Analysis 

Community Engagement Expands Collective Collaboration 

In Phase III of the data analysis, the three key trends were again prevalent. In the first instance, there 
was a strong accent on the importance of a collective collaboration with partners, which include 
community partners, nongovernmental organisations, and partners from industry (McMillan & 
Stanton, 2014). These authors further emphasised the importance of collaboration and building 
relationships, which they described as “central to ethical and sustainable CE” (McMillan & Stanton, 
2014, p. 66) and often stretch across complex boundaries. Relationships with partners were seen as 
the essence of community involvement. Van Schalkwyk and Erasmus (2011, p. 68) pointed out that 
“trusting, respectful relationships with external stakeholders enables the university to realise its goals 
of relevant teaching, learning and research.” By 2007, the nature of CE–HET collaboration surfaced in 
Mitchell and Humphries’ (2007) remark that SL practitioners should move beyond notions of “benefit” 
to explore the “paradoxical and ambivalent nature of the engagement between higher education 
institutions and that are the object of service” (p. 47). It was strongly confirmed that collaboration with 
all partners is an important aspect in research with CE. As pointed out by du Plessis and van Dyk (2013, 
p. 9), SL is not “service to or on behalf of others, but would be learning and serving together with all 
involved”—which underlines the collaborative nature of community involvement. This was also 
pointed out by Mutero and Govender (2019, p. 3) in their findings on the importance of “collaborative 
strategic thinking, strategic planning and the collective implementation of initiatives” which leads to 
“emancipatory, sustainable and scalable” collaboration.  

Community Engagement Amplifies Voices of Communities  

With respect to the second trend identified in the analysis focuses on the importance of the voice of 
communities, van Schalkwyk and Erasmus (2011) expressed the view that effective SL depends on 
ongoing collaborative research that enables community participants to make their voices heard and 
should include “emancipatory teaching approaches and transformative learning for community 
members” (p. 78). From du Plessis & van Dyk (2013) came the imperative to HEIs that academic 
research or SL activity cannot work in communities without negotiating (allowing a voice), partnering, 
and participating with them.  
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Community Engagement Benefits Universities and Instils CBR Practice 

Ever since CE initiatives and SL projects were explored and incorporated into the vision and mission of 
HEIs in South Africa (that, in particular, date from the last decade of the 20th century) universities have 
been investigating the benefits in undertaking this, previously too dormant, part of its vision in addition 
to teaching and learning, and research (Kruss et al., 2012). It has often meant extra responsibilities 
added to the workload of lecturers, unforeseen risks when taking students off campus, and funding 
implications. A definite trend over the years has been research on the benefits of CE for HEIs. There 
has been a strong focus on the advantages for students and additional research opportunities, 
especially in light of the expected graduate attributes and expectations from society on what a newly 
graduated employee should look like. Preece and Manicom (2015) pointed out that SL was introduced 
in response to the postapartheid policy agenda for higher education in South Africa to create a sense 
of community responsibility amongst higher education students, and to redress the inequities of 
apartheid while acknowledging higher education as being for the public good. As pointed out by Mtawa 
and Nkomo (2020), students develop citizenship and critical social values through SL. In addition, there 
is emerging scholarship on research in CE and SL in which the changing role of universities in society is 
accentuated—moving from an ivory tower of academic isolation and elitism to partnership and service 
to society (Kivinen et al., 2007).  

Limitations of the Study  

The authors realise that this article provides a mere glimpse of the valuable work done by CE scholars, 
leaders, and forerunners in the partnership between HEIs and communities. Limitations still strongly 
prevalent in CE in South Africa are the narrow to total lack of an engaged community voice in some 
instances, and the “how’s” of proactive collaborative research between HEIs as stakeholders and 
communities. Not to be ignored either, is that a one-size-fits-all approach to CE for the diverse 
disciplines and faculties in HEIs is likely to fail because the point of entry to communities varies widely 
(as observable in all three sets of data analyses). This emphasises the mammoth task requiring the 
attention of all sciences in HEIs, namely, to further engage in research and related activities that will 
complement the engaging with communities in equitable, healthy, and sustainable ways in unique 
engagement contexts. 

Conclusion  

This article provides reflections on the nuances of CE as a trend that has emanated from research by 
scholars in the field in South Africa (and in collaboration with international scholars) from the late 
1990s to 2020. The study illustrates how the triad of research, teaching & learning, and CE serves as 
an accelerator of critical learning outcomes for students (SL opportunities), researchers (collaboration 
opportunities), and community stakeholders (having a voice in research endeavours). The golden 
thread through the study is the importance of a form of collaboration with communities that will differ 
in focus and vision from faculty to faculty. Prominence of the voice of community partners requires 
more attention, and needs to be ingrained in the process in order for the research, teaching and 
learning, and CE nexus to be optimised (Kitching, 2016).  

The insight gained from the findings of a three-phase trend analysis data set was significant. In the 
Scopus research publications reviewed, CE researchers seemed to be working with communities to 
find mutually beneficial solutions related, mainly, to the natural and health sciences (Newman et al., 
2015). It is thus an approach towards collaborating scholarly research practice with only selective 
community members on a short-term research scale. HIV prevention research and HIV cure research 
seems to have dominated in the last decade, and the role of CE appears to have instilled more 
awareness among health researchers in the HIV field since the early 1980s (Staunton & Moodley, 
2016). CE in health research referenced globally as community stakeholder engagement (CSE) also 
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featured as a noticeable effort to accentuate the necessity to better articulate the meaning of CE to 
transform from a “within” community mode to a more practical “with community” approach (Newman 
et al., 2015, 2018). It’s as if in recent research in the field of the health sciences, there is an awakening 
that local views on research are important to adequately inform governance policies and frameworks, 
although it was also sometimes viewed that empirical evidence on CE practices and processes in and 
of themselves may fall short (see Staunton & Moodley, 2016, p. 14; Staunton et al., 2018, p. 1).  

The CE research disseminated in the multidisciplinary and the social sciences exposed a different 
nuance of engagement as approach. In the research on all the data sets, both CE and SL concepts as 
nuances were not necessarily applied consistently by scholarly research in projects related to 
community. Although SL in community was seemingly approached with intentions to consciously 
embrace the voice of communities, a plea for more community dialogue as a more sustainable way of 
CE practice was voiced.  

Although this study provides a glimpse of the development of CE over the last decades in South Africa, 
this is a field that is in flux and that will experience change subject to the demands of the current global 
pandemic, which is unprecedented in South Africa (Staunton et al., 2020). New horizons are being 
explored to ensure safety of communities, students, and academic staff in CE research. Much more 
research in this regard will also have to be done in this field to determine whether online projects will 
reach communities and whether the emotional and physical distance between students and 
communities would have the same potential for development and reciprocal learning. This study 
reports on past CE trends but can predict future innovation that will contribute to the strengthening 
of community-based research in HEI. 
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Abstract  

The diversity of South Africa’s population calls for authentic and contextually relevant 
participation in research that is community based. For novice researchers and researchers 
transitioning to participative methods, it can be challenging to facilitate a community-based 
research (CBR) project if they lack the necessary facilitation skills or experience. These skills 
are crucial to enable collaborative and participative learning. In this paper, I explain how I 
learnt to facilitate a participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) project through 
critical reflection on self and process. I generated data from my personal reflective journal 
entries and transcripts of our action learning group sessions, and I validated my claims to 
knowledge by recoding the data with two critical friends, my coauthors of this paper. The 
claims to knowledge I share in this paper are twofold. Firstly, I have come to know how to 
improve my facilitation skills and, secondly, I have learnt to use continuous critical self-
reflection to guide my actions in conducting more ethical CBR, underpinned by the principles 
of PALAR. I believe that my account of learning may help other researchers improve their 
facilitation of community-based participatory research groups to become more confident, 
critically reflective, and ethical researchers.  
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Introduction 

In South Africa, researchers in the social sciences and humanities are starting to use more participatory 
methods to conduct research in response to the country’s diverse population and educational settings 
(Wood, 2020a). This is also the case globally. Community-based research (CBR) is based on the principle 
that “people are brought into the research as owners of their own knowledge and empowered to take 
action” (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1760). This has required researchers to be participative and 
ethical facilitators of research groups, to conduct research with (community-based) rather than on 
community partners (Zuber-Skerritt, 2018). However, traditionally trained researchers tend to lack 
facilitation skills to the degree needed to ensure that the research they conduct is authentically 
participative (Tandon et al., 2016; Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2020), especially if they follow a participatory 
action learning and action research (PALAR) design where the core project group meets regularly to 
critically reflect on the process and the progress of the project.   

As a novice researcher, I realised that I did not have the necessary skills to facilitate a CBR project 
because most of my previous research training had been rooted in positivist traditions. To be able to 
conduct CBR in an ethical way, I had to learn how to facilitate a diverse group of people towards 
reaching a common goal, which included learning to critically self-reflect on how I was influencing the 
research process. If my facilitation skills discouraged participation, critical reflection, and community-
based knowledge generation, I would compromise the authenticity of the learning and knowledge 
generated by the core project group. Our action learning group (ALG) comprised six in-service teachers, 
including the school principal and a department official, four pre-service teachers, a fellow lecturer 
and me (first author). We were diverse in terms of race, age, gender, language, experience of teaching 
practice, and social background. This diversity, while welcomed in terms of the different paradigms, 
experiences, and knowledge it brought to the group, also created the possibility that 
misunderstandings and skewed power relations might threaten the democratic and inclusive process 
if it was not facilitated skilfully.  

I explain the lessons learnt from my experience in setting up and maintaining an ALG, which led to the 
development of the guidelines for facilitation I present in this paper. My guiding research question was 
“How can I, as a novice researcher, improve my facilitation of a community-based participatory action 
learning and action research (PALAR) project?” Firstly, I discuss the theoretical positioning of PALAR 
for CBR, followed by a clarification of the facilitator’s role in maintaining an ALG. I then motivate the 
practitioner self-study methodological processes followed for this paper. Next, I explain my concerns 
about facilitating an ALG and how I addressed these. I use the guiding principles of PALAR as standards 
of judgement against which to evaluate and improve my facilitation skills. The extrapolated guidelines 
that emerge as my living theory may prove useful to other researchers new to participatory forms of 
CBR to improve their facilitation of the collaborative work demanded by such designs.  
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Theoretical Positioning of PALAR for Community-Based Research 

PALAR is a qualitative paradigm, methodology, and facilitation process (Zuber-Skerritt, 2015) for 
research that contributes to transformational and emancipatory learning in various social contexts 
(Kearney, 2015). PALAR is a form of action research that foregrounds learning through cycles of action 
and reflection, grounded in overarching values of care, inclusion, and collaborative learning (Zuber-
Skerritt, 2019). Participants in the project become active producers of knowledge rather than 
informants and recipients (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). Continual critical reflection and dialogue 
develop the agency of participants to become advocates and enablers of change.  

PALAR aims to emancipate participants to think critically and for themselves so that they can make 
decisions about their own lives and work to create more socially just environments (Zuber-Skerritt, 
2019). In community-based PALAR studies, the participants determine what they need to learn and 
why, and they work together in an ALG to regularly reflect on the progress and the process of the 
project (Zuber-Skerritt, 2019). Revans (2011, p. 74) stated that “there can be no learning without action 
and no (sober and deliberate) action without learning.” Action and learning are thus equally important 
in a PALAR process (Zuber-Skerritt, 2018). The role of the facilitator, normally the university researcher, 
is to create a safe space, in the form of an ALG, for learning and development to unfold. Action 
researchers can draw from the key principles of PALAR (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013), namely the 7Cs 
and 3Rs, as standards of judgement to evaluate their competence to facilitate the core project group. 
These principles are communication, commitment, compromise, collaboration, competence, critical 
self-reflection, and coaching—operationalised by the concepts of relationship, reflection, and 
recognition (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). Each of these principles, and the role it plays in the 
facilitation process of an ALG, is outlined in Table 1. I include examples of questions that I asked myself 
throughout the research process to help me continually evaluate and improve my facilitation of the 
ALG.  

Table 1  

The Principles of PALAR and Their Roles in the Facilitation Process of Action Learning Groups 
(adapted from Wood, 2020b; Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013) 

Principle Role in facilitation process 
Am I being self-reflective? Questions to 
improve my practice 

Communication  The facilitator guides the discussions so that 
participants can engage through inclusive, 
dialogical, and symmetrical communication. 

How am I ensuring that our 
communication is symmetrical, dialogical, 
and inclusive? 

Commitment The facilitator creates opportunities to 
maximise commitment to the study and to 
take responsibility for the research activities.  

How am I creating opportunities for the 
participants to take ownership of the 
project?  

Compromise The facilitator and the participants need to 
be willing to sacrifice some personal goals for 
the greater good of the project; the facilitator 
must monitor that the compromise does not 
outweigh the benefits of the study.  

How am I guiding participants to work 
together for the greater good of the 
project? 

 

Collaboration Participants need to work together to attain 
a shared vision or goal. The facilitator needs 

How am I encouraging participation by all 
members?  
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to be aware of possible power relations, and 
how individual personalities and cultural 
roles might influence power.  

How are power relations affecting 
collaboration and participation?  

Competence Throughout the study, the facilitator reflects 
on their own practices and makes changes to 
build competence. The facilitator should also 
create opportunities for participants to utilise 
and develop their skills. Experts should be 
brought in or consulted where needed.  

How do I create opportunities for the 
participants to use and develop their 
strengths within the group?  

 

Critical self-
reflection 

The facilitator should reflect on not only the 
new knowledge to answer the research 
questions, but also on the learning processes 
and how they influence the group process. 

How are my actions, predispositions, and 
prior knowledge influencing the group? 

How well am I creating opportunities for 
the group members to self-reflect?  

Coaching The facilitator should learn how to facilitate 
effectively, through being mentored or by 
consulting with critical friends. There should 
also be supportive coaching for the group 
members.  

How well am I consulting with more 
experienced researchers? 

How well am I coaching the participants? 

 

Relationship The facilitator should create opportunities for 
relationship building. The relationships 
between the group members should be 
strengthened and nurtured throughout the 
study, grounded in values of trust, honesty, 
democracy, and transparency. 

How am I nurturing the relationships 
between the participants to maintain 
open and trusting communication? 

Reflection Sharing of ideas, knowledge, and experiences 
is essential for generation of new knowledge. 
The facilitator should ask questions that 
encourage discussion.  

How well do I model and support critical 
reflection within the group? 

Recognition The facilitator and participants should affirm 
and celebrate each other’s learning and 
participation in the group.  

How do I acknowledge and raise 
awareness of personal and professional 
growth and contribution to knowledge?  

 
The 7Cs and 3Rs of PALAR, as illustrated in Table 1, are interrelated and are contingent on each other, 
for example, without relationship building, it will not be possible to effectively collaborate as a group 
(Zuber-Skerritt, 2018). Facilitating an ALG requires a deepened understanding of PALAR concepts and 
reflection on the influence of the facilitator throughout the research process (Wood, 2020a). 

The Importance of Skilful Facilitation of the Action Learning Group 

The participants in PALAR studies form a group with a shared vision, referred to as an action learning 
group (Zuber-Skerritt, 2019). Action learning sessions are focused meetings where the members learn 
from and with each other through sharing their experiences, knowledge, and skills in relation to the 
topic being explored and the process and the progress of the project (Wood, 2020a). New ideas are 
evaluated and discussed critically to enable transformation in learning to meet the joint vision of the 
group.  
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The purpose and tasks of an ALG are divided into four main objectives, as listed below (Wood, 2020a):  

 Relationship building: Learning to share, trust, and support each other to create the 
space where everyone can share their knowledge and experiences, even when 
participants hold opposing views.  

 Critical reflection on self: Increasing self-knowledge to determine learning needs 
and improve personal and professional skills. 

 Critical reflection on process: Continuous reflection on the research process during 
each ALG meeting, to ensure that the project is on track.  

 Developing a shared vision, and determining how to reach it: Crafting a joint vision 
for the project and determining the questions, goals, and processes that will help 
reach these goals. 

The facilitator’s role in forming and maintaining an ALG is to create an environment conducive for open 
and transparent dialogue, to generate understandings of the social issue in question, and to implement 
action to address it (Zuber-Skerritt, 2018). Effective facilitation enables participants to actively 
contribute during ALG meetings, to address issues of power relations, and to ensure that all 
participants, regardless of their authority status, have the opportunity and the motivation to 
participate (Kearney, 2015). The facilitator must be sensitive to the social context of the ALG members, 
providing opportunities for skills development and/or building the confidence of participants (Wood, 
2020a).  

In contrast, if a facilitator does not maintain open and trusting communication or create a supportive 
environment, people will be less likely to participate, and PALAR then devolves into a traditional, 
researcher-driven study where participants miss out on the developmental and educational benefits 
inherent in the process (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011). Without refined facilitation skills, a researcher can easily 
reinforce unequal power relations, compromise the ethicality of the research, let their own biases 
control the discussions and results and, ultimately, damage partnerships between the university and 
the community (Giatti, 2019; Wood, 2020a). In summary, the role of the facilitator is to manage the 
group dynamics of the ALG empathically and democratically through open and transparent 
communication, enabling critical reflection free from bias or coercion (Zuber-Skerritt, 2018). 

Methodology  

For the purposes of this article, I followed a practitioner self-study approach (McNiff, 2013), a genre of 
action research where the researcher explains how they improved their practice, through conducting 
iterative cycles of action and learning. According to McNiff and Whitehead (2011), self-enquiries start 
with the researcher experiencing a sense of dissonance that they are not living out their professed 
values in their practice and, thus, are not being as effective as they could be. They then identify actions 
that they believe will improve their practice, they implement these improvements and reflect on their 
efficacy in terms of reaching their stated goals, and they then present this learning as a set of claims 
to knowledge, which constitutes their living educational theory (Whitehead, 2018). The theory is living 
because it is continually changing in response to the dynamic context in which the practitioner lives 
and works. Putting research into practice is a lifelong pursuit of professional development and is, 
therefore, not finite. This process of continual reflection and action is portrayed in Figure 1. The 
reflection component of a practitioner self-study encompasses critique of one’s personal knowledge, 
behaviour, and perceptions (McNiff, 2013). The action component concerns the changes, informed by 
the reflection, that the researcher makes to their own practices (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011).   
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Figure 1 

Generating a Living Theory Through Cycles of Action and Reflection (adapted from McNiff, 2013; 
Whitehead, 2018) 

 

To generate evidence to support my claims to knowledge, I kept a personal reflective journal 
throughout the fieldwork (McNiff, 2013), and I supplemented this with evidence from transcripts from 
the ALG meetings. Before and after each session I reflected on the aims, the activities, and the process 
by asking myself questions such as those outlined in Table 1. These reflections helped me plan for 
future sessions and to become aware of potential barriers that could affect the group process towards 
reaching our goal of crafting guidelines for developing a critical service-learning programme for pre-
service teachers. I evaluated my learning by analysing my journal entries and the transcripts of the 
sessions against the 7Cs and 3Rs of PALAR as guiding principles (Zuber-Skerritt, 2018). To validate the 
data, my coauthors recoded the data individually. We then negotiated consensus of meaning, a 
process referred to as peer validation (McNiff, 2013). I also presented my learning to peers at a 
conference, where my claims to knowledge were critiqued by experts in the field. I draw from 
Habermas’s (1978) four criteria to enhance social validity, namely, that my claims to knowledge are 
comprehensible to the reader, that the evidence provided suggests that my explanation is truthful, that 
my actions to attain the aim of improving my practice are appropriate given the key principles of 
PALAR, and that the conclusions are sincere and align with the norms and traditions of the context in 
question. I obtained ethical clearance from the university ethics committee for the larger project that 
this study formed part of (NWU-00783-18-A2).  

Learning To Facilitate a Community-Based Research Project: Validating My 
Claims to Knowledge 

When I first started the project, I was overwhelmed by the prospect of facilitating the ALG. Being a 
novice researcher, I was unsure of my ability to do this, and I did not want to jeopardise the potential 
beneficial outcomes of the process for the participants because of poor facilitation. As I wrote in my 
personal reflective journal (PRJ): 

When I first started to plan this session, I felt so overwhelmed. I was negative, because I 
had difficulty finding participants, and it felt as if I was just going to make one big mess 
out of my study. (PRJ, 23 May 2019)  
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My strong belief in the value of participatory research in generating knowledge for social justice praxis 
motivated me to face my fears. I strived to embody the values of honesty, transparency, and 
democratic participation, and to encourage the other participants to feel free to voice their opinions 
and share their knowledge. I was also aware of the potentially constraining effect of power relations 
in the group given that it included a diverse mix of people used to hierarchical systems of interaction 
in their respective institutions. Table 2 provides an overview of the biographical details of the ALG. 

Table 2  

Action Learning Group Biographical Details  

Participant code Age 

(Years) 

Race Gender Home language Professional status of participant 

P1 53 White Female English In-service teacher 

P2 53 Black Male Setswana School principal 

P3 23 White Female English Pre-service teacher 

P4 27 Black Female Setswana Academic 

P5 28 Black Female Setswana In-service teacher 

P6 22 White Female English Pre-service teacher 

P7 22 White Female English Pre-service teacher 

P8 (first author) 29 White Female Afrikaans Academic  

P9 43 Black Male Sesotho In-service teacher 

P10 29 Black Female Sesotho In-service teacher 

P11 53 Black Male Setswana Departmental official 

P12 22 White Female English Pre-service teacher 

 
I thought I was equipped to facilitate such a diverse group but my lack of competence made me 
nervous in completing this task. I now explain how I learnt to overcome my fear and improve my 
facilitation skills, using the interrelated foundational principles of PALAR as living standards of 
judgement against which to validate my learning. I start with the first lesson because it was pivotal for 
the remainder of my learning.  

Learning To Accept Critique: Enabling Critical Self-Reflection and Embracing 
the Knowledge of Others  

Initially, I was not comfortable with accepting critique and I was thus not open to coaching or critical 
self-reflection, which, in turn, hampered my development of competence. I thought I was a good 
facilitator, even though I was anxious. As a lecturer, I had skills to engage with students but I did not 
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realise that facilitating a PALAR group would be so different from and more complicated than lecturing. 
I was disillusioned and demotivated when I received feedback from my critical friends after the first 
session. I was also hesitant to admit that I did not have sufficient knowledge or skills to facilitate a CBR 
group because I thought it would mean that I was undeserving of doing research at doctoral level. The 
following excerpt from my reflective journal reveals the revelation I came to about the need to change 
my practices: 

I had time to reflect on this [negative feelings about doing research], and I think that I need 
to change my perception of learning while doing research. The skills to conduct research 
will develop as I become a more experienced researcher, but nothing will change if I refuse 
to let go of the fears I have . . . I have to be honest about my learning, and I need to 
embrace the growth. (PRJ, 29 November 2019) 

When I read my journal entries later, I realised that my attitude was the greatest obstacle to the 
progress of the project. If I remained unaware of the need to learn through reflection and being self-
critical, I would remain an unskilled facilitator. In fact, I was negating the principles of coaching and 
critical reflection in my own practice while expecting the other members of the ALG to adhere to them. 
The gap between theory and practice is one of the tensions inherent in participatory research (Fals 
Borda, 2013). Initially, I was not aware of the theory–practice gap in my own interaction. I was too 
busy trying to get through the session so I did not fall behind with the academic schedule I had set 
myself. In effect, I was being hypocritical because I was not practising what I was preaching. Traditional 
ways of researching were ingrained in me, resulting in a lack of willingness to acknowledge my 
vulnerability. Argyris (2003) asserted that people in professional positions, such as academic 
researchers, tend to avoid critical self-reflective learning because they do not want to appear 
incompetent and vulnerable. However, Fals Borda (2013) claimed that researchers build competence 
for participatory research when they are honest about their vulnerability and embrace critique of their 
actions. Transformative learning follows when we reflect on why we behave, feel, and think the way 
we do, and not merely on what we are doing (Mezirow, 1990). Argyris (2003) called this double-loop 
learning, which leads us to question our assumptions, rather than focusing on what happened, and 
which enables us to separate ourselves from the actual event. To remedy this, I had to embrace 
learning on two levels, namely, learning about being a facilitator and learning about why I had certain 
fears that hindered a positive and open attitude towards learning.  

I changed the way I viewed feedback from my promoters as critical friends. Their feedback was not 
intended as personal criticism but as guidance based on their experience. I realised the crucial role a 
detailed planning of a session2 plays, in that it helps the facilitator to reflect on the process and their 
assumptions about both the process and the participants. My critical friends helped me choose 
activities that would better reflect the participatory principles for knowledge created required in a CBR 
project.  

Before engaging in a session, the facilitator needs to have clear in their mind a guiding research 
question for the aim of that stage of the process. Every session needs to start with a relationship-
building activity, followed by a check-in to enable group reflection. The facilitator benefits from guiding 
questions to enable participants to share openly, and they should ideally model this first. I learnt that 
the session planning is not merely an administrative task; it was a learning tool where critical friends 
were able to coach me to improve my ability to engage in double-loop learning (Argyris, 2003). 

 
2 Link to a detailed planning of a session: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17BxPCkGV_lg6GmwkgPnFmnVD9d0pTMgg/view?usp=sharing  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/17BxPCkGV_lg6GmwkgPnFmnVD9d0pTMgg/view?usp=sharing
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Although at first it was challenging to learn to accept and welcome this critique, I had to open myself 
to this learning because it helped me become comfortable in accepting my own learning needs. 

I learnt to engage with feedback on a more reflexive level and to learn from the expertise of others. 
Critical reflection on our own practices leads to transformational learning (Mezirow, 1990), while 
keeping hidden our fears, uncertainties, and anxieties prevents deep learning (Brookfield, 2017). One 
of my later reflections validated this learning:  

When I did my first session in May I did not understand why I had to submit such detailed 
planning of the sessions to my promoters prior to the session. I thought an outline planning 
is enough. I am now starting to realise that the session planning is my learning tool. It is 
how my promoters teach me how to be a facilitator. . . . The life-enhancing values of PALAR 
are starting to become part of me—care, compassion and lifelong learning. I found it 
difficult to be open about my shortcomings at first, but I am starting to see that I cannot 
move forward as a researcher if I do not acknowledge how much I still need to learn. (PRJ, 
17 August 2019) 

McNiff (2013) emphasised that our worldview underpins what learning and development we 
foreground. Thus, to really grow as a facilitator, I had to acknowledge my shortcomings and reap the 
benefits of failing forward, as Maxwell (2000) reminds us. I learnt to accept that I was not a failure as 
a researcher just because I failed to recognise my own weaknesses from the start. Having understood 
my own shortcomings and need for learning, I was in a better position to facilitate the same in the 
group.  

Starting Where the Group Is, and Responding to Their Needs 

I was initially concerned that participants might not see the value of the project for in-service and pre-
service teacher education but, rather, consider it merely a means for me to gain a qualification. 
Traditionally, teachers have been used as sources of knowledge by researchers, rather than being 
invited to coproduce knowledge with them. It was therefore not surprising that participants were 
unsure of their role in the project and were hesitant to participate in critical discussion. I realised I 
would have to find a way to shift this understanding of research as being not merely for a doctoral 
qualification to benefit me but as a means of improving teaching and learning in socially disadvantaged 
contexts that would benefit all participants and ultimately their learners. 

Comments such as the following validated my concern and helped me in my quest to encourage 
participants to see themselves as knowledge producers:  

In the beginning, I didn’t see us being able to contribute anything besides what was 
already there. But as soon as we started engaging and communicating and talking, even 
just one word, you know, or just a short sentence, then it started, more ideas started 
erupting. And maybe I can also say the reason why I felt in the beginning that I personally 
didn’t have anything to add on to the framework [project] was because it was already 
there. But like I said in the discussions that we had further on, is that you always allow 
that space for inclusion. (P2, Check-out session, 16 November 2019) 

The framework referred to was the theoretical framework that I had designed for my doctoral study. I 
had combined aspects of several existing theories of service learning, but it was an emerging 
framework, and the aim was that our project group should develop it to formulate guidelines for 
service learning. However, I realised that by sharing the visual of the framework in the first session, I 
had intimidated the members of the group rather than encouraging them to participate. On reflection, 
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I used this framework because I wanted to show the group that I was knowledgeable - stemming from 
my anxiety about working with such a diverse group. As a young white female academic, I was not sure 
how the black male school principal would regard me, and I was keen to show that I was knowledgeable 
about the topic under discussion. By presenting a “finished” work, I prevented the participants from 
drawing on their own considerable experience and local knowledge of the challenges they face in 
teaching, and ideas of how they could begin to address some of these challenges through engaging 
with pre-service students doing service learning. From this experience, I learnt to not foreground my 
own knowledge and ideas but, rather, to let them emerge as part of the group discussion along with 
ideas from every other participant. As a participant in the project, I was fully entitled to share these 
ideas with others but, by presenting them from the outset as the theoretical framework, I inhibited 
interaction rather than facilitate it.  

The choice of venue and time was also not ideal for encouraging full participation. We had agreed to 
meet at the school after teaching ended so that the teachers would not have to travel. However, 
staying at their place of work hampered their ability to disengage from the stresses of the day. It also 
put me under pressure because I had to rush to the sessions after my lecturing duties. On sharing this 
concern with my critical friends, they advised me to ask the group if they would prefer a whole-day 
breakaway at a neutral venue—so the participants could have more time to engage, with limited 
distractions, and to enable them to relax and give their full attention to our discussions.  

I chose a scenic riverside venue for the full-day session. The neutral location and relaxing environment 
away from the school and our normal day-to-day tasks brought a new dimension to the discussions, as 
is evident from the comments shared after the first session: 

P2: I think we had quite a very relaxed day. No one is tired, even though we came up early 
in the morning. So, if we have any opportunity of any Saturday, I think that is best.  

P8: So, I will ask everyone to indicate on the WhatsApp group which Saturday they are 
available. [Silence for 6 seconds]. Do you want to come to an environment like this again?  

P2: Yeah! [followed by excited laughter from the group]. 

P3: I like this. It’s different. And what we are doing is different.  

P6: This is calm. (Check-out session, 17 August 2019) 

I also included an affirmation exercise (see Wood, 2020a, p. 73, for example) to acknowledge the 
knowledge, skills, and values participants contributed to the project. This was done to help the 
participants see themselves as coconstructors of knowledge, and to recognise the value each brought 
to the project irrespective of their position outside the group. Tandon et al. (2016) highlighted the 
importance of recognition of the participants’ knowledge in CBR to encourage democratic 
engagement. Martin (1981) stressed that researchers should be heedful of the power they deliberately 
exercise. Thus, I had to be mindful of how my facilitation affected the dialogue in our sessions, and 
how I was affirming the contributions of the group members. I believe I was successful in helping 
participants feel they were making an important contribution, based on the following excerpt:  

It made me feel worthy to feel that I can actually accomplish something, or that I am in 
the process of helping a system to become better. (P4, Reflection, 16 November 2019) 

During our final reflection session, I asked participants how they had experienced our way of learning 
and collaborating, and P2 shared the following: 
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It has made me realise that even a little I can contribute—it’s valuable. So, sometimes one 
is seated there, pregnant of ideas, but not being able to deliver. So this has made me 
realise that I can deliver. . . . So one has a lot of ideas, but one does not know how to 
disseminate or cascade this or share this, but by engaging in the group it has put me at 
another level in terms of sharing ideas. (P2, Check-out session, 16 November 2019) 

I noticed that the group started to participate more critically when they eventually realised that it was 
their contributions on how we could create a socially just education system that would become the 
guidelines for teacher education. This, in turn, enhanced commitment. Burns and Worsley (2015) 
explained that increased participation occurs when participants become aware that their involvement 
in the project becomes the product of the research. During our last session, we reflected on how we 
felt about our newly cogenerated knowledge, and P2 shared the following: 

As a school principal, I’ll be proud if students come to my school and practise what I was a 
designer of. It will be so amazing, because I will even be able to guide them. You know, not 
everybody will have this opportunity. (P2, Group reflection, 16 November 2019) 

This reflection indicates a deeper awareness that participants’ contributions would enable them to feel 
more confident and knowledgeable in their future practice when students come to do service learning. 
They now realised they could design programmes rather than just be recipients of the university 
“service.” Commitment to, and ownership of, the project was thus enhanced once I provided the 
opportunity for them to identify and implement the knowledge, values, and skills they had contributed 
to the group.  

Learning To Equalise Power Relations To Enhance Participation 

At the start of the project, I was not mindful of the way my approach (namely, sharing my theoretical 
framework) could be experienced by some participants as exclusive, and that it might have been 
experienced as reflective of a position of authority, or even superiority, on my part. All participants 
should be able to communicate with each other as equals (Zuber-Skerritt, 2018), and I had to learn 
how to facilitate this and be mindful of power relations that might jeopardise symmetrical and inclusive 
communication.  

During the first two sessions, the discussions were dominated by the principal and me. I only realised 
this when reading the transcript later. The privilege and power incurred by our positions as leaders 
unintentionally influenced the group dynamic, even though my planning was aimed at preventing this. 
I learnt that planning must be accompanied by critical self-reflection on how I might influence the 
group through my decisions as to how I introduce a topic, the instructions I give for engaging, and so 
forth. I wrote the following in my journal: 

The principal invited another principal (and departmental official) to the session, and I was 
a little concerned, because a lot of the discussion came from these two participants and 
myself, although the other participants later started sharing more as well. . . . I should 
draw the participants in by asking questions that will enable everyone to join in the 
discussion, not only the natural leaders, though I was guilty of this myself. (PRJ, 29 May 
2019) 

Burns and Worsley (2015) cautioned that we should not identify research as participative simply 
because a few people are actively sharing; they maintained that truly participative research should 
meaningfully engage all the participants. I admitted to myself that I had been blaming the group 
members for their lack of participation, attributing it to “shyness” or “lack of knowledge,” rather than 
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accepting my responsibility to create a safe and welcoming communicative space. Communicative 
spaces are “social contexts [that] may be thought of as spaces where people communicate and via the 
communication develop certain perspectives upon the world” (Roxå, 2002, p. 575). Teachers are used 
to transmitting knowledge, expecting learners to listen and agree with everything they say. It is thus 
not surprising that they transferred this perspective to our situation where they saw themselves as the 
learners, and the principal, the departmental official, and me as the experts. Although asymmetrical 
communication is not uncommon in traditional approaches to research (Bergmark, 2020), it is, of 
course, the antithesis of what PALAR and other forms of CBR espouse.  

To counter the lack of engagement, I asked each participant to take the lead in an aspect of the 
reflection. At the start of one session, I recapped what we had discussed in the previous session and 
asked the participants to respond to and lead the discussion on that particular aspect. This enabled 
individuals to add to and elaborate on, for example, the fears we shared about teaching in a system 
fraught with injustices. The following excerpt from my journal explains this strategy to improve the 
level of participant engagement:  

Instead of just reading the summary of the session aloud, I asked all the participants to 
take charge of a section. . . . The participants shared their views on what they read, like a 
group reflection activity. (PRJ, 17 August 2019) 

Recognising how the group’s participation increased through this sort of activity, I was encouraged to 
introduce more activities. I made use of arts-based research activities such as photovoice, making 
collages, and constructing a group poem,3 to share their knowledge and experience of how they 
envisaged social justice praxis for teacher education, and how we could create a critical service-
learning programme for teacher education programmes. I adopted this strategy because arts-based 
research activities increase critical thinking and capture the narrative of participants more accurately; 
the creative demand enables participants who might have felt too intimidated to reflect verbally to 
express themselves better (Leavy, 2020). Arts-based methods are not only used to generate data but 
also as artefacts to generate discussion leading to collaborative knowledge production (Mitchell et al., 
2017). Through our collaborative engagements in our ALG, we could draw on each other’s expertise 
and create a space where we could cascade our ideas: 

Your approach and the manner in which you engaged with the team was very inclusive. 
There was no point where I felt a bit excluded or I feel like this is A’s study and she’s taking 
control of everything that has been generated. The fact that I was part of generating the 
guidelines, which was a very big part of the goal of the study, is also a very, you know . . . 
it’s something to be proud of. (P4, Check-out session, 16 November 2019)  

Another strategy I thought would be suitable to mitigate possible power relations was to encourage 
the group to address each other by their first names. I asked the participants how they would like to 
address each other, which immediately caused discomfort as the following dialogue from our ethical 
agreement discussion illustrates: 

P8: What about titles, or how we address one another? Are we on a first-name basis? 

[Uncomfortable laugh from pre-service teachers] 

 
3 Link to arts-based data: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Y5Ae84VnxY9H2ROGPjkNt7tJJ80LZQCe/view?usp=sharing  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Y5Ae84VnxY9H2ROGPjkNt7tJJ80LZQCe/view?usp=sharing
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P2: [Clears throat] Come again? 

P8: Is it OK if we call one another by our first name? I know that the students might be 
uncomfortable with that, as they know me by my surname . . .  

P2: You know, for some of them [teacher participants] it will be wrong in their culture to 
call me by my name. They call me Sir. (Negotiating ethical agreement, 29 May 2019) 

The apparent uneasiness indicated that participative and democratic forms of research were new to 
the group, especially departure from accustomed hierarchical social structures. I realised that I should 
not cause more discomfort, or impinge on the cultural beliefs of the participants, and so we agreed to 
address each other in whatever way we felt most comfortable. I again learnt the importance of 
checking in with the group before making changes, given that the diverse perspectives of the 
participants should inform how project groups are maintained (Zuber-Skerritt, 2018). Facilitating a 
group is a difficult process and it was made even more so by the multiple roles I had to juggle. 

Wearing Multiple Hats: Communicating as Facilitator, Researcher and Participant 

To grow as a facilitator of PALAR meant that I had to be aware of how my biases, privileges, and 
personal goals for the project were influencing the participants (Coghlan, 2013). I was concerned that 
I might unduly influence the group if I provided a one-sided account of what my intentions for the 
project were. This fear caused me to withhold crucial information during the initial start-up session in 
which I introduced the project. I planned activities such as relationship building and setting up an 
ethical agreement, but I neglected to engage the group in setting a clear vision and purpose from the 
outset. I did not brief group members on a very important step in the PALAR process, namely, crafting 
a collaborative vision from which the group could extrapolate their goals, rather than assuming that 
the research questions I had for my doctorate would guide the project. Thus, I lost a good opportunity 
to build ownership and commitment among the group members. During one of our final reflection 
sessions, I asked the group how they thought we could have engaged differently from the start of our 
project. One participant shared the following:  

So, if it can be explained before and then maybe generate that enthusiasm, sometimes 
people . . . we get scared by just a topic there. And we started to say that “Now what about 
that? What is it I’m going to do? I know nothing about it.” But if we have a little bit 
background of your intentions, then maybe people will be more willing to participate. (P2, 
Group reflection, 16 November 2019)  

I learnt that I needed to ask more critical questions and allow time for thinking, reflection, and 
discussion before moving to the next research activity. I was expecting the participants to critically 
reflect on our project without me being critically reflective myself (Brookfield, 2017), or facilitating a 
critical discussion. After the second session, I wrote this in my journal: 

I learnt that I should draw the participants in by asking questions that will enable everyone 
to join in the discussion, and guiding the conversation so that everyone gets a fair chance 
to contribute. (PRJ, 29 May 2019) 

Researchers in CBR projects need to become skilful facilitators (Tandon et al., 2016), and they need to 
continue to develop their skills. Through reflection after action, I did learn to be a more active listener 
and to pose critical questions to deepen thinking. I also learnt to know when to act as facilitator and 
when to participate more and let others lead—this only came with time, practice, reflection, and 
hindsight. What I realise now is that during fieldwork, the academic project should be put aside—
otherwise the researcher’s needs tend to dominate rather than the project being guided by the 
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participants at their pace. However, painful as it is to admit my many mistakes to the wider academic 
community in this article, the lessons I learnt in this section helped me to develop guidelines for novice 
facilitators, which I discuss in the following section.  

Guidelines for Novice Facilitators: Presenting My Claims to Knowledge  

As a novice facilitator in a CBR project, I realised that my lack of competence in facilitating participatory 
research was actually an ethical issue (Wood, 2017). Before ethical clearance is granted, researchers 
must prove their competence by undergoing ethical training. However, such training does not equip 
them to facilitate participatory research where they cannot make ethical decisions without the input 
of the participants. And the participants will not feel free to make such input unless the facilitator takes 
the time to build a safe communicative space, which requires a certain degree of skill. However, I did 
learn from experience, and I share that experiential knowledge in this section. The lessons I learnt, 
supported by evidence from the data I presented, are listed below in the form of guidelines to enhance 
the capacity of novice facilitators of community-based research groups, which they may adapt to suit 
their own context: 

• Good facilitation requires a commitment to critical self-reflection after each 
session on how you are influencing the working of the ALG. Immediately after 
each session, write or make a voice recording of your observations and actions 
during the session, and analyse your reflection against the foundational 
principles of CBR. 

• Be honest about your experiences, even if you are learning things that are 
painful to admit. Growth only happens when you move beyond your comfort 
zone and become aware of your own biases and learning needs. Share your 
reflections with critical friends, and be open to their feedback. See it as an 
opportunity to learn from fellow academics in your field.  

• Use detailed planning for each session informed by the transcripts, videos, and 
reflections from the previous session. Focus especially on the connections 
between group members, and how you can deepen these relationships. Critical 
self-reflection on your planning before and after sessions can help you 
anticipate potential barriers and plan to prevent them.  

• Work at the pace of the group and focus on the joint vision. If you focus on the 
academic product (your qualification), you will panic and push the group too 
quickly, and all will lose out on the benefits of action learning. This can also 
jeopardise the ethicality of your project.  

• Recognise your power and the privilege it brings. For many participants, this 
might be the first time they have been expected to participate in research with 
academics rather than being researched by them. How skilfully you facilitate will 
influence how they respond in terms of commitment and participation. Create 
opportunities for participants to take leadership so that you can gradually 
reduce your role as facilitator—to enhance sustainability of the project once you 
withdraw.  

Inexperienced facilitators can use, adapt, and add to these guidelines as they continue to build 
competence to conduct ethical CBR. I offer them in the knowledge that, through sharing my 
experiences, I can help novice researchers to more ethically facilitate CBR projects.  
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Conclusion 

In this paper, I shared lessons learnt from facilitating a CBR project. This practitioner self-inquiry helped 
me to create a “living theory” (Whitehead, 1989, p. 41) informed by reflection and action (McNiff, 
2013). Critical reflection on the learning processes and experiences of this study enabled me to learn 
how to improve as a facilitator of CBR, and thus become a more ethical researcher, by ensuring that I 
live out, as well as enable, the foundational principles of participatory research. Robles Lomedi and 
Rappaport (2018, p. 606) warned that “if grassroots and external intellectuals do not understand the 
dynamics of this collaborative exercise, the transfer of authority that these methodologies advocate 
cannot take place.” And these dynamics depend on skilful facilitation of the group process. I believe 
these guidelines can help other researchers who do CBR to contribute to a more socially just society 
by enabling authentic participation by those most affected by the pressing educational and social 
issues that we seek to address. 
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Abstract 

This paper presents the outcomes of a community-based information communications 
technology (ICT) and basic adult education (BAE) nutrition training intervention for out-of-
school young mothers (YMs) in a resource-limited rural village in eastern Limpopo Province, 
South Africa. YMs have been identified as a vulnerable and priority group for human 
development. Out-of-school YMs are often trapped in a cycle of poverty because they lack 
the resources and qualifications to compete outside their village environment. 
Implementation of the project’s objectives to improve the nutritional and vocational skills 
education of the YMs was tracked to observe its empowering effect and the effectiveness of 
the community-based participatory action research (CBPAR) methodology in the 
implementation of the BAE. Voluntary sampling was used to purposively focus on seven of 
the 20 selected unemployed YMs between the ages of 18–30 years from this community. The 
findings revealed that the collaborative CBPAR approach enabled YMs to be empowered in 
their local community through active participation in the planning, trialling implementation, 
reflection, observation, and evaluation of the ICT and BAE nutrition course as an out-of-school 
adult learning experience. During these stages, some YMs displayed what may be considered 
“champion” behaviours such as higher levels of motivation in class, inviting others to the class, 
helping peers, regular attendance, and willingness to volunteer locally to access and assist 
with the facilitation of future courses. This study points to champions acting as catalysts to 
enable YMs and their older women mentors to fill different roles in the development and 
delivery of community-based BAE.  

Key words: basic adult education (BAE), champions, community-based participatory action 
 research (CBPAR), information communications technology (ICT), young mothers (YMs)  
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Introduction 

This paper reports on a study undertaken in rural Limpopo Province, South Africa, which explored the 
implementation of an information and communications technology (ICT) and basic adult education 
(BAE) nutrition course for young mothers (YMs) using a community-based participatory action research 
(CBPAR) approach (Thompson, 2016). The course attracted 20 unemployed YMs between the ages of 
18–30 years from within a resource-limited rural village in eastern Limpopo. Conducting research in 
remote rural locations in South Africa presents a number of challenges in terms of access, facilitating, 
and resourcing. Providing adult education to vulnerable groups such as YMs has its own set of 
challenges, especially when they are inhibited from participating in community events or discouraged 
from attending courses (Singh & Naicker, 2019). Locating new training initiatives in settings such as 
these also reveals the tensions between local and national government, traditional village 
management structures, and unseen informal networks that operate in such communities. 

Defining rurality in the postapartheid context is complex because it requires an understanding of 
existing sociopolitical tensions relating to land ownership and restitution of human rights and property 
(Balfour et al., 2011). Boundaries between rural, peri-urban, and urban spaces are being redefined and 
redrawn as some groups try to protect rural and urban spaces. This has led to inequities in the provision 
of educational opportunities (Trahar et al., 2020). Provincial towns and cities are experiencing 
increases in population and strain on municipal resources as unemployed youth “forge new identities” 
seeking employment, further education, and vocational opportunities (Cuervo, 2016, p. 48). Growth 
of cities, overcrowding, and pressure on resources are viewed as phenomena of contemporary times. 
Migration from rural areas is not a modern trend but traceable back to apartheid labour and land 
expropriation laws and practices (Sikakane, 1977). Settlement in rural villages may be due to tribal 
history but can equally be ascribed to past forced relocation, as is the case with the families in the 
village under study.  

Populations in rural villages are experiencing a shift in gender bias as educated young women follow 
men to towns and cities to seek the same opportunities (Statistics South Africa, 2017). The brain drain 
experienced nationally as graduates leave the country in pursuit of overseas opportunities is also 
experienced at the rural level. Rural villages have become permanent residences for the marginalised, 
the elderly, the disabled, and the unemployable. Many of these issues have been exacerbated by the 
Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent economic recession (United Nations [UN], 2020).  

Out-of-school YMs are often trapped in a cycle of poverty because they lack the resources and 
qualifications to compete outside their village environment (Chase, 2017). Local adult education 
initiatives can help to alleviate some problems of isolation and lack of exposure to wider opportunities 
(Jernigan et al., 2015). They can also be viewed as potential opportunities for YMs to lead and innovate 
within their communities, challenge established patriarchal structures, and drive development 
through local BAE and entrepreneurship (Vincent, 2016).  

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v10i1a3
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YMs are considered a vulnerable group, globally (UN, 2020). The World Health Organisation (WHO) 
described vulnerable YMs as those between 18 and 25 years with children under the age of five (YMs 
younger than 18 are minors and are categorised separately). In rural and remote locations in sub-
Saharan Africa, YMs are sometimes shamed, stigmatised, and ostracised by family members and from 
social groups (Nkani & Bhana, 2016). While schools offer some opportunities for return to study after 
giving birth, they do not allow pregnant learners to remain in school to complete their matric.  

Lack of opportunity to experience further education or to return to high school to complete secondary 
education is not confined to African YMs (Fredman et al., 2016). Single parenthood in conjunction with 
high unemployment and lack of acceptance in patriarchal rural communities increases the need for 
adult learning opportunities.  

Defining what type of action research (AR) to employ in research contexts has become a subject of 
academic debate. Lewin’s (1951) cyclical AR process provided the structure referred to in most 20th 
century forms of AR. Habermas (1987) expanded on the themes of participative and communicative 
action. Schön (1987) personalised research under the themes of reflective practice that relate to self-
study research. Whitehead (1989) explored improving educational practice through self-reflective 
questioning. Kemmis et al. (2014) established critical participatory action research (PAR) as a 21st 
century composite. Their approach brought together community-based and critical emancipatory 
approaches where groups reflect on practice and practice architectures within communicative spaces 
(Kemmis et al., 2014). The study of AR has led to increased awareness that whatever name is used, it 
should be a social practice that aims to transform practice (Kemmis, 2009). 

Researching the implementation of a BAE course involved exploration of AR suited to establishing and 
implementing practical training outcomes. Collaboration with local community members and 
structures prior to the course set the scene. Predefined categories of practical AR that are project-
based and self-directed were considered alongside community-based collaborative forms (Kemmis et 
al., 2014). The research involved direct participation of one of the authors as a researcher, local and 
volunteer trainers, YMs, and members of the wider community in an attempt to improve the BAE 
opportunities of out-of-school YMs. A community-based approach to AR was adopted because it draws 
on participatory themes of reciprocity (Maiter et al., 2008) and shared experience in social spaces 
(McTaggart, 2002).  

This study sought to document, interpret, and understand the implementation as a form of 
transformative action that was likely to need refining and improvement after the first cycle of delivery. 
In this regard, CBPAR facilitated the process. 

Methodology 

The study sought to answer the following broad question, which was then broken down into three sub-
questions: “How do we use CBPAR as a basis for a BAE programme to provide out-of-school YMs with 
effective ICT and nutrition training in a rural area?”  

In other words: 

 How can a community of practice be established to design and implement an ICT 
training course that includes BAE nutrition education?  

 How can community-based ICT and nutrition training courses for YMs be 
implemented in rural resource-limited settings such that they are sustainable? 
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 How can further constructive interaction be stimulated as part of establishing a 
process of continual improvement through direct engagement? 

Community of practice (CoP) was considered appropriate because one had already been established 
in a cooperative venture to design and build an adult education centre in the village (see Image 1).  

Image 1 

Mulamula Education Centre Project (MECP) Building with Library, Hall, Office, and ICT Teaching Area 
(source: Thompson, 2016) 

 

The CBPAR methodology employed in this study was based on a five-phase model, which emerged 
from the study of PAR methodologies (Kemmis et al., 2014; Kindon et al., 2007; McKay, 2011; Pain et 
al., 2011). These are commonly employed in capacity building and training as part of healthcare 
research and community development (Vincent, 2016). The choice of CBPAR was influenced by its 
attractiveness as an inclusive community-based approach that provides structure to practical 
interventions in remote resource-limited settings. The CBPAR approach was reinforced by the 
establishment of a CoP (Lave, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and the use of appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider et 
al., 2008) methodologies. The latter were used to guide the interpretation and thematic analysis of the 
data (Saldaña, 2012). 

The three main stages of the process—(i) pre-intervention, (ii) implementation, and (iii) post-
intervention—are presented below. The five-phase model was used to structure the study further and 
relate the chronological activities to the theoretical elements that were identified as necessary for 
understanding the process. Following a PAR approach (Maiter et al., 2008) stimulated the adoption of 
a cyclical reflective model for addressing issues of community reciprocity and recognising YMs’ BAE as 
a process of continual improvement (see Figure 1).  

This cyclical or repeating spiral process, common to most forms of AR, helped guide the design of the 
research instruments to show relevance, rigour, and reach (Balazs & Morello-Frosch, 2013) during key 
stages of the intervention. These graphical models take inspiration from Kurt Lewin’s (1951) 
representation of AR as a repeating cycle of planning, action, observation, and reevaluation. The 
graphical interpretation, as illustrated in Figure 1, represents the CBPAR process in this study as an 
organised cyclical process that, in development terms, reveals future iterations of an intervention or 
community-based project.  
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Figure 1 

CBPAR as a Cyclical Process where Relevance, Rigour, and Reach are Significant Factors (source: 
Thompson, 2016)  

 

Location 

The study took place in Mulamula village, which lies half an hour’s drive east of the town of Elim, and 
about 20 minutes’ drive west of Malamulele town in Vhembe District, Limpopo. Various locations in 
the village were used to gather the data. These included the traditional council office, the researcher’s 
home, Mulamula Education Centre Project hall (see Image 1), and Mahlefunye Primary School. The 
main location for the weekly teaching of the YMs’ ICT and BAE nutrition course over a period of six 
weeks was the school computer room. The MECP hall was to become the location for future BAE 
courses.  

Initially, training was to be in the MECP’s dedicated ICT room. However, technical delays resulted in 
the change of venue. The principal of Mahlefunye Primary School, and secretary of the MECP’s 
committee, offered the use of their computer room, which had no computers. The physical 
organisation of this training area was done voluntarily by the participants.  

Ethical Considerations 

Gatekeeper clearance was given by the traditional council office, MECP project committee, and host 
school in the first instance. Participants followed the consent processes prescribed by the University 
of KwaZulu-Natal Research Office (EC number: HSS/0573/015M) and recommended in PAR guides 
(Mckay, 2011; Pain et al., 2011). Additional venue permissions were sought on site with the help of 
XiTsonga-speaking mediators.  
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Informed consent was explained in English and translated verbally into XiTsonga. Participation was 
completely voluntary. In addition, the participants were informed of their freedom to withdraw from 
the research at any time and were also guaranteed full anonymity.  

The course was delivered after school hours in a secure ICT classroom to ensure that the risk of harm 
to participants was negligible. Using male trainers required consideration of the potential vulnerability 
of the YMs (Kaukko, 2016). The primary school’s deputy head actively observed training and reported 
on interactions between trainers and trainees. Trainers used partnered teaching to make sure that 
YMs were not isolated with any instructor. 

Stages of the Process 

A five-phase model was used to structure the research as a CBPAR process:  

 Phase 1. Getting stakeholders to agree to the long-term vision of the process. 

 Phase 2. Creating infrastructure for a process that fosters participation and 
engagement. 

 Phase 3. Developing community links that sustain commitment from all members.  

 Phase 4. Orientating systems to enable the long-term function of the process.  

 Phase 5. Pursuing goals that are of value to all stakeholders—following outcome-
based advocacy. 

To structure the instruments and tools used for the implementation of the study, it was necessary to 
fit these phases to stages that related to the chronological order of events planned by the researcher 
and stakeholders. It also enabled the researcher to identify which archived data would be most 
relevant from the establishment of the CoP through the MECP committee and other meetings.  

• Stage 1. Pre-intervention: Establishing a CoP and reaching agreement with 
stakeholders on achievable goals for the study.  

• Stage 2. Implementation: Implementing the study with the support of the 
participants using systems designed collaboratively to sustain the study. 

• Stage 3. Post-intervention: Evaluating the study and discussing results with the 
participants to establish a roadmap for similar future interventions. 

Relating the Stages of the CBPAR Process to the Research Questions and Practical Objectives 

Because the study involved the actual setting up and implementation of a course in a rural village 
context, the research objectives had to be linked to the stages of setting up, implementing, and 
evaluating the process. The research questions were aligned to the CBPAR phases. This allowed the 
results to emerge organically as the implementation proceeded. These interrelationships are 
presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1  

Relating the Research Questions to the CBPAR Phases and Objectives 

Research Questions Phases of CBPAR  Objectives 

How do we use CBPAR as a basis for a BAE programme to provide out-of-school YMs with effective ICT and 
nutrition training in a rural area?  

RQ1: How can a community of 
practice be established to 
design and implement an ICT 
training course that includes 
BAE nutrition education? 

1. Getting stakeholders to 
agree to a long-term vision. 

Build a CoP to deliver the study by establishing 
the needs of YMs through direct engagement 
with the community and planning the delivery 
with stakeholders—setting the stage for the 
participation. 

2. Creating infrastructure 
that fosters participation 
and engagement. 

Design a combined ICT and basic nutrition course 
using a participatory process that fits the needs 
and aspirations of the participants—YMs—in the 
village environment.  

Design course content in collaboration with local 
trainers using a simplified end-user computer 
course structure augmented with basic 
nutritional content sourced from WHO training 
materials. 

3. Developing community 
links that sustain 
commitment from all 
members.  

Recruit YMs using different tools.  

Enlist the help of volunteers in the local 
community.  

Develop a network of support between the 
trainer, facilitator, primary school, and 
volunteers to establish the course practically, 
and trial the course in advance. 

RQ2: How can community-
based ICT and nutrition 
training courses for YMs be 
implemented in rural 
resource-limited settings such 
that they are sustainable? 

4. Orientating systems to 
sustain the process.  

Invite YMs to participate using a community-
based workshop. 

Deliver the course with volunteer trainers and 
facilitators over a 6-week period, monitor 
participants’ progress, and gather data through a 
variety of tools to monitor effectiveness and 
establish improvements required. 

RQ3: How can further 
constructive interaction be 
stimulated as part of 
establishing a process of 
continual improvement 
through direct engagement? 

5. Pursuing goals that are 
of value to all 
stakeholders—following 
outcome-based advocacy. 

Evaluate the course with participants to reflect 
on the process and its effect on them.  

Construct practical goals to share with the 
community—especially the champions from the 
YMs’ group—to help sustain the course in future.  

 
Collection of Data 

Data was collected over the course of six months in the village. The main instruments, or key events 
that were used to gather the data, are illustrated in Table 2. The focus was to record the participation 
of the YMs and follow their development through the recording of their own observations and 
outcomes in the course. This was triangulated using feedback from the trainers and school staff 
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involved in facilitating the course, supported by interviews, phone calls, and WhatsApp 
communication.  

Table 2 

Instruments Used in the Study 

Stage Pre-Intervention Implementation Post-Intervention 

Instruments 

• Meetings of MECP 
committee 

• Meetings with 
stakeholders 

• Workshop with YMs and 
other participants 

• Course design in 
collaboration with 
volunteers and 
participants 

• Course content 

• Recruitment forms 

• Application forms 

• Observations from lessons 

• Feedback from lessons 

• Class registers 

• Course evaluations 

• Structured interviews for 
YMs 

• Semi-structured interviews 
for trainers and other 
peripheral participants 

• Presentation of data using 
graphical diagrams to aid 
dissemination and 
interpretation of data  

 
The instruments indicated in Table 2 were used to gather data from the participants who helped to 
establish the CoP, those who recruited and trained the women, and the YMs themselves. Establishing 
a CoP required the “reconfiguring of relationships” (Murray & Rudolph, 2019, p. 24) with village 
structures, and development of new relationships with stakeholders to avoid the project being treated 
as an imposed idea from outsiders—as was the trend in the past. 

The tools used to collect the biographic data, as well as the qualitative data from the YMs and other 
key participants, are shown in Table 3. The minutes of meetings, formal letters, and other published 
documents that were produced are also indicated. This data assisted in establishing the timeline of 
events from the inception of the project to the conclusion of the YMs’ course.  

Table 3  

Tools Used in the Study 

Stage Pre-Intervention Implementation Post-Intervention 

Tools 

• Minutes 

• Newsletters 

• Letters of 
permission 

• Text messaging 
conversations 

• Course resources 

• Structured forms 

• Questionnaires 

• Video and photography* 

• Semi-structured interviews via Skype** 

• Text messaging conversations 

• Evaluation forms 

• Structured interview 
schedule 

• Text messaging 
conversations 

• Computer-aided 
design software to 
illustrate the results 

* Video recordings and photographs of lessons were used but the results are not discussed in this paper. 

**Interviews were recorded using two voice recorders recording simultaneously. 

 
Tools were designed to help triangulate and interpret information from different participants or 
sources in the day-to-day progression of the course. Text messaging via the WhatsApp mobile 
messaging service was used for eliciting rapid feedback from the participants. This form of 
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instantaneous communication assisted with the remote management of the study and with supporting 
volunteers on the ground. 

Study Sample  

Voluntary sampling was used. Twenty YMs attended the ICT-BAE nutrition course. All were from 
Mulamula village. The focus of analysis fell purposefully on seven out-of-school YMs in the age range 
of 18–25 years with a child younger than five years old. YMs in this group were considered vulnerable 
because, at the time, schools were not obliged to take students of adult age back to complete their 
studies. This produced a representative sample of the group (35%). Figure 2 illustrates the 
interrelationship between the YMs, trainers, and other local participants.  

Figure 2 

Diagrammatic Model Indicating Core Contributors in the CBPAR Intervention With YMs at the 
Centre (source: Thompson, 2016) 

 
 
The study identified how the role and visibility of the YMs changed as the course progressed over time 
(see Figure 3). It points to champions acting as catalysts to enable YMs and their older women mentors 
to fill different roles in the development and delivery of community-based BAE.  
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Figure 3 

Models Indicating (a) Actual and (b) Predicted (Future) Core Contributors in the CBPAR 
Intervention With YMs at the Centre, and Future Roles Developing Over Time (source: Thompson, 
2016) 

(a)                                                                                   (b) 

  

 

Data Analysis 

When analysing the data gathered using different tools and sources over a period of more than six 
months, it was necessary to retain focus on the original research questions. Additional sub-questions 
were formulated to assist with the interpretation process. 

Coding and Organising the Results 

A semi-grounded approach was used to analyse the qualitative data. Line-by-line reading and 
systematic coding was done using Strauss and Corbin’s (1994) grounded techniques of coding, 
categorising, listing, memoing, and diagramming to structure the data and extract themes. The study 
was not fully grounded. It was guided by research questions that steered the initial thematic 
interpretation of the data. This relates to Saldaña’s (2012) “less theory bound” analytical approach,  
which accommodates multiple data sources.  

Organisation of the transcripts, coded by participant and instrument, was initially done using Microsoft 
Excel spreadsheets. Direct quotes and strings of conversations from WhatsApp and email were then 
transferred to NVivo 10 software for organisation and coding using nodes and sub-nodes. Categories 
were recorded, tabulated, refined, and cross-referenced to extract common themes identified in NVivo 
10. Word frequency and data tabling tools were used to compare and triangulate dialogues to identify 
common chronological threads from different participants. 
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As themes emerged, diagrammatic representations or graphical visual summaries were used to 
present the findings in a more comprehensible way. A stock of coded images was created (Figure 4) 
and used to visualise the stages of implementation and the participants’ role changes over time. This 
enabled feedback to be given to the participants and simplified the dissemination of the results 
(Figures 1, 2, and 3).  

Figure 4  

Stock Images Representing Participants in the Form of a Key (source: Thompson, 2016) 

 

Stock images representing participants were created to develop a form of visual coding which could 
be deployed in different diagrams (see Figures 2, 3, and 4). 

Photographs (such as Image 2) were also used by the trainers to report to the researcher and to 
document progress in setting up systems and managing the classes at the location. These were shared 
via email or WhatsApp at key stages during the study. 

Image 2 

YMs’ 2 ICT Lesson With XiTsonga-Speaking ICT Trainer (source: Thompson, 2016) 

 

 
2 The YMs’ faces are blurred for anonymity. 
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Methods used to validate the data included replaying the recordings to check for accuracy, having 
group discussions, and member checking the content of the surveys and evaluation forms with the 
participants at the conclusion of the interviews. Researcher, peer researcher, supervisor, and co-
supervisor university-based weekly cohort meetings were used to further interrogate the themes, 
challenge researcher bias, and clarify interpretations of the data. Photographs were used as discussion 
points, and enabled interpretations of the data emerging from the sessions. 

Results 

How Do We Use CBPAR as a Basis for a BAE Programme to Provide out-of-School YMs With Effective 
ICT and Nutrition Training in a Rural Area?  

The CBPAR approach aided implementation by empowering and strengthening the roles of active 
participants. The analysis showed that building on prior relationships helped to establish a CoP. The 
latter, which supported the study, will also aid in sustaining programmes in the future. 

How Can a CoP be Established to Design and Implement an ICT Training Course that Includes BAE 
Nutrition Education? 

With Respect to Design 

Collaborative planning of the course started at a workshop attended by potential trainers, YMs, older 
women, and MECP and traditional council office representatives. They discussed course content, its 
value to the community, and course practicalities. A workshop format was chosen to create an adult 
forum in which the YMs were treated as equals. The six YMs who attended responded enthusiastically, 
recruited additional YMs, and suggested a suitable time and location for the course. 

YM2: Because I will like to help others who [are] at home like young mothers to take good 
care of themselves. 

The ICT part of the course followed a simplified version of existing computer training formats. Course 
content was designed by the researcher collaboratively with the German volunteer, UKZN supervisors, 
and the locally trained ICT graduate. The inclusion of nutritional data in the ICT course was identified 
as a chosen context in the initial YMs’ workshop. They reported that this method of learning ICT skills 
was more interesting than repeating standard ICT exercises.  

YM9: Because it helps me with communication and [to] learn more about living health[y] 
and be safe for you and your baby. 

The design of such a course required active collaboration between trainer, technical facilitator, host 
school, YMs, village traditional office, and researcher at different stages. The course design started 
with a standard end-user computing course as a skeleton. Contextual nutritional examples were used 
to educate YMs and introduce ICT skills in a less formal manner. The final course evolved into a hybrid 
simplified ICT beginners' course with more locally sourced nutritional examples, for example, 
“blackjack” smoked beans, leaves, okra, spinach, ground nuts, and so forth. The YMs endorsed this 
approach in their feedback and reported that they would be comfortable passing on this knowledge, 
using their new ICT skills. 

Adult education was identified as a communicative space for uniting people often isolated by their 
social circumstances. By meeting and working together under a programme of self-improvement, the 
YMs rapidly formed a CoP, which helped them overcome their fears and prejudices. The champions 
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emerged at the project’s inception. They remained a constant presence and helped to inspire more 
isolated members of the community to come forward.  

The CoP encouraged flexibility in development and delivery of the course. Shared dialogues allowed 
for the emergence of valuable insights into village life and the lives of the YMs. They also provided 
evidence of the reciprocal notion of “giving back” to the community (Diver & Higgins, 2014). The YMs 
emerged as a complex group sharing diverse lived experiences, motivations, and strengths. The course 
enabled champions who displayed leadership traits to emerge organically: promoting activities, 
encouraging others, speaking on behalf of the group, and offering their services to promote 
community development.  

With Respect to Implementation 

Data from the preliminary stage, which included meeting transcripts, letters, email records, and 
WhatsApp conversations, revealed that the establishment of the course was not instantaneous but 
the result of interrelated communications. Participants who facilitated and resourced the course came 
from both within and outside the community.  

The group was taught in a relaxed informal manner, which acted as a catalyst for them to study and 
improve their social networks. This was partly due to the collaborative relationship developed between 
the local and volunteer trainers, who switched training and technical support roles early on: 

YM-Facilitator: I am foreign. They are more or less afraid [of] me. They are much more 
open to [YM-Trainer]. That shows that teachers for these people here need to be people 
from here. 

Implementation of the course required technical ingenuity from the trainer and facilitator working on 
a small budget. Successful delivery of the training was mostly achieved through the cooperation of the 
trainer/facilitators, host school, and YMs. Some financial and logistical support was provided by 
external sponsors and local structures. The YMs supported the implementation by promoting early 
classes to other YMs, attending regularly, and providing timeous critical feedback that influenced 
subsequent lessons. Their appreciation of the opportunity to learn was expressed in many ways. This 
had a positive motivational effect on trainers and helped sustain them through the course with limited 
resources. 

Committed on-location volunteer trainers/facilitators, supported by mobile communication tools, 
made it possible for live action to be studied. The wider community aided facilitation by assisting in 
recruitment, providing childcare, and sourcing an alternative training venue.  

Issues related to practice, and systems to enable practice, were discussed in communications 
throughout the process. These revealed how community-based BAE can empower individuals within 
the constraints of their social setting to challenge traditional structures. By the end of the course, a 
number of individuals emerged as champions—more than just graduates of an informal course.  

The results from the study indicated a considerable need for BAE opportunities for YMs in rural 
communities of South Africa. The combined ICT and BAE nutrition course was well attended from the 
outset. However, attendance increased over the 6-week period as it was promoted by the YMs through 
informal networks. The YM champions were pivotal in making the course a success, using these 
networks to recruit other YMs. These networks operated more efficiently than planned methods of 
promoting and disseminating information involving traditional council administration. 
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YM-Trainer: I spoke to one of the girls after the course this evening ... She wanted to bring 
other people. I told her … she could but she would have to get them up to speed if they 
missed the first few classes. 

How Can Community-Based ICT and Nutrition Training Courses for YMs Be Implemented in Rural 
Resource-Limited Settings Such That They Are Sustainable? 

To follow or repeat such a process requires careful planning, regular communication between 
participants, and a willingness to adapt to a changing and unpredictable environment. Developing an 
understanding of local customs and behaviour through reconnaissance is necessary to build trust and 
create momentum for projects like this one. Sustaining such courses beyond the first trials requires 
investment of time and resources from providers, YMs, and village communities. Good record keeping, 
perseverance, and a willingness to acknowledge and learn from mistakes assist in sustaining projects 
of this scale. 

The evolution of the group was significant in that it brought to the fore young women with qualities 
that one would associate with leadership and entrepreneurship. The leaders in the group recognised 
that the contextualised approach could be applied to learning other life skills, for example, childcare, 
sexual health, and financial management:  

YM2: The food that we eat—fruits and vegetable—when pregnant, you need to know the 
food to eat [and] how to breastfeed children. 

YM9: To teach young mothers how to prevent themselves from [contracting] HIV and STDs.  

How Can Further Constructive Interaction Be Stimulated as Part of Establishing a Process of 
Continual Improvement Through Direct Engagement? 

Mobile technologies, such as WhatsApp Messenger, assist greatly when working with remote 
communities where resources for communication via computer email and conferencing are limited. 
Mobile devices can help to stimulate and maintain communications to sustain relationships at a 
distance. The relationships formed in such projects can be fleeting and fragile. It is important to return 
to the location, acknowledge the value of participants' contributions, and listen to feedback. Interviews 
and focus groups can provide formal data but sometimes the casual, unrecorded conversations have 
more lasting value. For example, the post-workshop meeting we had at our village home with a small 
group of YMs proved vital in promoting the course further. We were not aware at the time that these 
were YM champions in the making. 

Team teaching by the local trainer and a volunteer specialist gave the course a quality that empowered 
the YMs to reveal its shortcomings and limitations. Emergent leaders communicated the group’s needs 
to the trainers. For example, ICT and BAE classes for young fathers in a separate class: 

YM9: I wanted the man to know more about nutrition and learn to stay healthy. 

YM5: It is nice to learn as ladies on our own. 

They organically adopted the role of peer tutors offering help to YMs after class. In doing so, they 
recognised their own potential as future trainers: 

YM4: We have a discussion after the lesson to know exactly about our young mothers. 

YM9: We communicate and share some examples. 
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Initially, classes were to be taught solely in English with resources stored in accessible desktop folders 
on each laptop computer. After two trial classes—one for Grade 12 learners and one for educators 
from the high school—the trainers switched roles. The experienced German volunteer became the 
classroom technician, while the locally trained youth became the trainer. Switching from teaching 
solely in English to conversational XiTsonga and English technical vocabulary significantly improved the 
course for those with limited listening and comprehension ability.  

YM-Trainer: I was explaining the questions in English and furthermore in XiTsonga. Some 
answered in English and some answered in XiTsonga. It’s good in terms of interacting with 
them. In the future, we can show that they are making progress. 

This shift was accepted as part of a continual improvement process. It also fostered understanding and 
enjoyment, as noted in the excerpt below: 

YM2: Because he help[s] us where we don’t understand and he is respectful. 

Discussion 

The different types of champions were observed in terms of their participation and how they 
influenced the five CBPAR phases of the intervention. The results confirmed assumptions relating to 
existing theories on CoP (Lave, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and the reciprocity that is central to CBPAR 
(Maiter et al., 2008). The results also revealed a transient form of champion who can influence events 
over a short period of time and inspire others to be more present and durable as future champions. 

Dialogues and interviews indicated that a number of factors motivated particular YMs to take on extra 
responsibility within the BAE setting to become champions of the course.  

Although initially invited to attend the course’s promotional workshop by older, more mature women, 
the YMs’ decision to attend was a personal choice. Attendance at briefing meetings and course 
sessions was driven by personal motives, as stated in the interviews and feedback forms. These 
included potential career progression, desire to meet other YMs to share experiences in a neutral 
setting, and alleviating boredom and loneliness as unmarried mothers. This experience is not confined 
to rural African YMs. Similar experiences are reported in Vincent’s (2016) study of YMs in the UK.  

Leaders, or champions in the group, showed understanding of the value of community BAE, 
encouraging peers to attend training after assessing initial sessions themselves. By recruiting others, 
they showed leadership and community spirit. This sharing attitude may have grown out of necessity 
to maintain peer support networks in an under-resourced rural village. 

Studies of feminine leadership (Batliwala, 2010) showed that the types of leadership adopted by 
women are not necessarily motivated by desire for power or personal gain. Understanding that 
development of the community has wide public benefit is a strong motivation. Many stressed that 
improving village infrastructure was a necessity. YMs in this study expressed the desire to improve 
their lives and find employment. The leaders had clearer personal motives. They demonstrated more 
empathy, showing greater willingness to share and help weaker students during and after lessons. 

Suggestions for sustaining the course indicated that some had higher motives. Their aspiration to help 
sustain the training intervention at the MECP venue indicated their desire to be part of sustainable 
change in their community and to improve the plight of women. This is evident in their beginning to 
“claim leadership” (Batliwala, 2010, p. 18) by taking an active role in resourcing future courses from 
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the “bottom up” (Murray & Rudolph, 2019, p. 29). “As traditional state responsibilities are increasingly 
privatized, or outsourced, reliance on women’s volunteerism has increased” (Strolovitch & Townsend-
Bell, 2013, p. 378). 

The MECP was established by a woman and was promoted as a “democratic, legitimate and 
accountable” space (Batliwala, 2010, p. 18). The YMs were rightly keen to stake a claim to develop the 
MECP centre for BAE. Their motivation to work showed independence and a readiness to overcome a 
patriarchal environment where unrewarded labour is often delivered by women (Joachim, 2013). 

The use of ICT and BAE nutrition training acted as a vessel for the CBPAR study. The YMs saw 
technology as a route to future employment and as an opportunity for further study. Receiving the 
ICT-BAE nutrition course free, they did not bear the cost of training but were aware of the value of 
continuing study in relation to their limited income. The participants also appreciated that computer 
and cellular technology could empower improved access to resources.  

Conclusion 

Following a CBPAR approach in monitoring the implementation of the YMs’ ICT-BAE nutrition course 
enabled appreciation of the YMs’ lives and ambitions in a rural village. This reflects successes reported 
globally in community-based rural development (Castleden & Garvin, 2008; Tobias et al., 2013). With 
limited published research on CBPAR used for ICT training in rural communities, there is little recording 
of the experience of YMs outside school interventions (Chase, 2017). It is hoped that this study will 
contribute to the body of knowledge—enabling YMs to defeat poverty as active participants without 
losing their cultural connections (Genuis et al., 2015). 

All AR involves risk taking. Relying on volunteer trainers to gather data and deliver training could have 
upset this study. The collection of significant data was largely trusted to these volunteers. Thankfully, 
the trainer and facilitator collaborated to provide valuable insights through regular feedback sessions. 
Regular briefing via WhatsApp and encouragement online contributed to their positive motivation 
(Gerber et al., 2017). Their obvious enjoyment in participation enhanced their sharing of the 
experience.  

This study demonstrated the feasibility of implementing an effective training course for a marginalised 
group of YMs in a rural setting, using few resources. With limited funding, relying on the generosity of 
volunteers, it was not feasible to maintain the course. However, ICT resources were secured for future 
use in the MECP venue as a BAE venue. Champions from the group of YMs could fill the roles required 
to sustain the MECP and they were willing to learn to become future trainers. To sustain a training 
programme requires funding for local training of staff, administrative staff, technical maintenance, site 
maintenance, and security.  

The CBPAR study revealed that single-sex BAE courses can bring YMs together in “collaborative spaces” 
and consider new social roles and more humane forms of living (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 12). The YMs’ 
class created their own forum and support systems within the class in which they were free to discuss 
their lives and reflect on appropriate careers to pursue.  

Using nutrition as a teaching context for ICT exercises, YMs completed repetitive tasks to learn basic 
ICT skills. These included typing text, creating tables, organising lists, and manipulating images. The 
discussions based on the nutrition-based content empowered some to seek additional nutritional 
knowledge for better childcare. The adult learning space gave YMs confidence to assert themselves 
and raise personal issues relating to sexual health and relationships. 
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There are many definitions of champion in the literature. However, Howell and Shea’s (2001, p. 15) 
definition of “champion behaviour” as an “expression of confidence in the innovation, involving and 
motivating others” lends itself well to the champions who emerged in this study. The leaders in the 
group showed courage and willingness to overcome local prejudice to improve their education (Nkani 
& Bhana, 2016).  

Defining what makes a champion, and the traits to look for, is difficult in supporting the development 
of women leaders (Batliwala, 2010). Observing practice and cultivating young women’s post-school 
development in adult education classes is a valuable research approach. Researching with YMs in a 
comfortable safe setting, allied with local support networks, cultivates communicative spaces where 
learning and self-expression coexist (Kemmis et al., 2014). Champions lose their inhibitions and express 
themselves more freely in the company of their peers. Emergent community leaders from YM groups 
need such spaces to develop. Developing leadership skills—or life skills—within a peer group is easier 
than working alone. Providing such opportunities in rural communities is a challenge but not 
impossible. 

Plagiarism Statement 
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Abstract  

A 2018 survey (Statistics South Africa, n.d.) reported that almost half of South African children 
aged four years had never read a book with their parents. In light of the current literacy crisis 
that South Africa is experiencing, providing appropriate materials to encourage and aid 
reading and storytelling activities is increasingly important but remains a challenge. Wordless 
picturebooks are an under researched literary genre in the South African context but, we 
argue, they can be used to spark a culture and love of reading because they can be enjoyed 
by readers of various backgrounds, language preferences, and literacy levels. Using 
participative research, the Dithakga Tša Gobala project investigated whether and how the 
development of wordless picturebooks in local communities could help parents engage in 
cognitively stimulating activities such as shared reading and storytelling. Stories sourced from 
two communities were used to create a series of wordless picturebooks that were then 
circulated in the communities. Initial results indicated that not only did the project have a 
positive impact on the participants’ self-concept and their relationship with reading, but that 
the books were also positively received by the wider community. Results indicated that the 
books were easy to use, created positive parent–child experiences, encouraged imagination, 
and that the content of the books was relatable. Challenges that arose included issues of 
authorship and misunderstandings between authors and illustrators. Nevertheless, the 
findings suggest that wordless picturebooks are a valuable genre in the South African reading 
landscape and that a participatory model for creating relevant, local content for reading is not 
only viable but also beneficial for communities and other stakeholders.  
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Introduction 

The Statistics South Africa (n.d.) General Household Survey 2018 reported that almost half of South 
African children had never read a book or drawn with their parents by the age of four. In addition, 35% 
of surveyed households reported that they had never taken part in storytelling activities with their 
children. Statistics such as these are worrying because cognitively stimulating activities such as joint 
reading and storytelling support early or emergent literacy, and are fundamental in enabling early 
learning experiences that link to “academic achievement, reduced grade retention, higher graduation 
rates and enhanced productivity in adult life” (Strickland & Riley-Ayers, 2006, p. 1). Activities such as 
shared book reading, which fosters early literacy, have been linked to the ability to maintain interest 
in reading, even when children can read without support (Meiers, 2004).  

Considering the “national crisis of reading” (Spaull et al., 2016, p. 6) that South Africa is experiencing, 
providing appropriate and cost-effective reading materials to encourage and aid this activity is 
increasingly important but remains a challenge. Providing reading material for a culturally diverse 
audience that speaks 11 official languages and a variety of vernaculars is a difficult task. Both 
government and publishers are working with limited budgets in a context where reading materials, 
especially for younger children, are an expensive luxury for the majority of households. 

This where our argument for the use of wordless picturebooks in the South African context comes in. 
Wordless books are books that create a story entirely, or predominantly, through pictures (Arizpe et 
al., 2014; Crawford & Hade, 2000; Dowhower, 1997; Nikolajeva & Scott, 2001; Serafini, 2014). Readers 
engage with the story by interpreting these pictures. The books allow multiple stories to be formed, 
using a language of the reader’s choice. By emphasising visual literacy as a means to construct a 
narrative, the books can be read by readers of different literacy levels and do not rely on a person’s 
ability to decode text or read in a specific language. The genre includes books of varying difficulty 
(Jalongo et al.,  2002) and is appropriate for readers of all ages, ranging from basic picturebooks to 
complex graphic novels. 

International literature on wordless picturebooks points to the widespread use of the genre in both 
educational and home settings (e.g., Arizpe, 2014; Dowhower, 1997; Jalongo et al., 2002; Knudsen-
Lindauer, 1988; Reese, 1996). More recently, The International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY, 
2020) has created a library of wordless picturebooks for use by refugees on the island of Lampedusa 
in Italy. The influx of refugees with different languages and cultures called for a new approach to 
engaging with them and introducing them to the language of their new home base (Lindfors, 2016). 
This led to the project, Silent Books: From the World to Lampedusa and Back, being launched in 2012. 
Hjorton and Corneliuson (2016) described this project as follows: 

The project focused on a collection of wordless picture books, on the understanding that the inherent narrative 
power of the images could bridge cultural and linguistic barriers. Everyone could share in the same story, no 
matter where they came from or what language they spoke. (p. 2) 

The IBBY Silent Books project also indicated that wordless picturebooks, through their ability to cross 
language barriers, provided a new way of working with displaced children.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v10i1a4
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Little information exists on the use of the genre locally, although, due to the characteristics of the 
genre, it can be argued that these books are an ideal reading tool for South Africa’s multilingual, 
multicultural landscape given that their reading is not limited to any language or literacy level. The few 
studies that are available indicate that wordless picturebooks have been positively received in 
instances where they have been introduced as a reading intervention (Arbuckle, 2004; Haese et al., 
2018; le Roux,2 2012, 2017; Schaffer & Watters, 2003) and assessment tool (Acker, 2012). This is not 
to say that the genre is a solution to South Africa’s literacy crisis but, rather, it can be seen as a tool to 
foster an engagement with books.  

Literacy is often narrowly defined as the ability to read and write, or as being able to decode literary 
sounds (Guzula, as cited in eNCA, 2019). Literacy can be viewed in a much broader sense to refer to 
other competencies and skills that enable access to knowledge, for example, visual literacy or media 
literacy (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2006). Guzula, a literacy 
expert from the University of Cape Town, highlighted that this narrow definition of literacy, which is 
perpetuated in South Africa, is “privileging children whose culture is in book reading” and that there is 
still a tendency to ignore storytelling resources that are available to children and parents (as cited in 
eNCA, 2019, 8:15). Wordless picturebooks require readers to create their own story through the 
interpretation of images and, as such, harness many of the benefits found in storytelling. Through 
listening to stories, children acquire an awareness of various forms of the written language. The 
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC, 1998) highlighted that the “talk” 
involved in storybook reading is powerful, allowing children to link events in the story to their own 
lives. This “decontextualized language” (Snow 1991, p. 5) can allow children to add their own 
imagination to what they can see in the story and, in this way, encourages higher-level thinking. 
Further, it can be argued that the wordless genre allows people from different backgrounds in the oral 
tradition of storytelling to enjoy book sharing, rather than focus on decoding text.  

The characteristics of wordless picturebooks position them as a multimodal source of communication 
in that they require the decoding of meaning through an ensemble of modes rather than focusing on 
just one. Readers are required to interpret pictures (visual images) by telling a story (using words) that 
draws on their own cultural, historic, and social context. Multimodality in education has received 
renewed research attention during the last 15 years in South Africa. Williamson (2016) wrote that the 
acceptance of other communication means beyond language and writing ensures that children are 
able to move between many concurrent meaning-making opportunities.  

The Dithakga Tša Gobala Project 

Aims and Objectives 

The focus of this study was not on the development of literacy as such but, rather, to investigate how 
the development of wordless picturebooks in local communities could foster a culture of reading or 
help parents engage in cognitively stimulating activates such as shared reading or storytelling, 
regardless of their literacy levels. Literacy is a contextual factor in the sense that the project works with 
people of differing literacy levels, although not measured as such. The objective of the study was to 
create a series of wordless picturebooks through a process of participation with local communities, 
which could be used by parents3 and children in shared reading, regardless of literacy levels or 
language choice.   

 
2 Le Roux is the maiden name of coauthor, Adrie Haese.  
3 In this article, references to “parents” include parents and caregivers.  
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Study Method 

The Dithakga Tša Gobala project—named by the participants who took part in the project in 2017—
loosely translates from Sesotho to mean “Reading Champions.” Participatory research, as outlined by 
Bless et al. (2013), was used as the research design for this project. They described it as follows:  

Participatory research encourages the active participation of the people whom the 
research is intended to assist. In this way it empowers people to be involved in all aspects 
of the project, including the planning and implementation of the research, and any 
solutions that emerge from the research. Everybody involved in the research project works 
together as a team (Bless et al., 2013, p. 90). 

The population for the study was defined as parents or primary caregivers who resided in low 
socioeconomic areas, and their children, because parental involvement before school is an extremely 
important aspect of teaching children a love for reading and books—and a predictor of later academic 
success (Acker, 2012). Purposive sampling was used to select participants at the two research sites 
with the initial aim of involving six parents and their children at each site. Because the research was to 
be facilitated from the selected early childhood development (ECD) centre or school, parents needed 
to have a child enrolled at that institution. In 2017, six adults and their children, aged between three 
and six years old, took part in the project at the Mamelodi site. In 2018, five adults took part in the 
project at the Mamelodi site, and six adults and their children, aged between seven and nine years, 
took part at the Danville site. It should be noted that although sampling at the Danville site was based 
on the child’s enrolment at the school, the participants extended the project to their families with the 
result that, in some cases, authorship for each book is attributed to an entire family rather than to only 
one adult and one child participant. Adults were not always the child’s biological parents but 
sometimes an aunt, uncle, or sibling who took part in the project with their relative (child). Table 1 
provides an outline of the participants per year. 

Table 1  

Detail of Participants in the Study 

Year  Mamelodi Danville 

2017 6 adults 

6 children (aged 3–6 years) 

Project did not run 

2018 5 adults 

5 adult mentors 

6 adults 

6 children (aged 7–9 years) 

Bless et al. (2013) noted that the first step in participatory action research (PAR) is the request for 
assistance, which should ideally come from the community. The community was approached with the 
idea to collaboratively explore the ways in which communities could provide their input into the 
creation of picturebooks and to participate in the evaluation of the use of the books. The research sites 
at which the project was run were identified as existing in communities characterised by poverty and 
low socioeconomic status because there is an obvious link between illiteracy and poverty (Mahala, 
2010), and low literacy levels are often linked to lack of exposure to books. In 2017, the project only 
ran in Mamelodi East in Tshwane, and was based at an ECD centre. Corporate funding was received 
for this project in 2017. In 2018, with continued corporate funding and additional funding received 
from the National Research Foundation (NRF), the project was continued in Mamelodi East and was 
extended to a primary school in Danville, also in Tshwane.  
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Both of the selected sites offered social work and family support services and were well established in 
the surrounding community. Consequently, they were seen as an appropriate contact point for the 
project to invite members of the community to participate in the project given that social workers 
could be used as gatekeepers for the research. It should be noted that, as a means to ensure 
transparency, the project was run through a registered nonprofit/public benefit company. This would 
provide a clear picture to all funders of how funds were used.4 
 
After an introduction session in which community members learnt about the project and its aims, 
community members (see Table 1) volunteered for the project. During the negotiation phase of the 
PAR (Bless et al., 2013), a working relationship was established with all participants. The participants 
brought to the table active participation, first-hand knowledge and experience of reading and 
storytelling in their community, and knowledge of what content their children might enjoy reading. 
The researchers provided theoretical knowledge on wordless picturebooks, access to illustrators and 
the materials resources, and physical space to complete the project. During an initial focus group 
session, the long-term goal of the project was identified by 2017 participants as encouraging a culture 
of reading in their community and the name, Dithakga Tša Gobala (reading champions), was chosen to 
identify the books created through the process. It was decided to keep this name for the project.  

The planning phase (Bless et al., 2013) outlined how we would work together to meet the goals of the 
project. Project timelines, the formats of workshops, and times and places that we would meet were 
decided and agreed in the group at the start of the 2017 and 2018 projects. Roles and decision-making 
capacity were also discussed in detail, and it was emphasised that the decisions made by community 
participants were integral to each process of the book creation project. These decisions pertained to 
how their story was recorded (drawing, writing, voice recording, singing, video recording), how the 
illustrators represented their stories, and how the final books were distributed.  

Once this had been done, the project was implemented. The data collection process for the creation 
of the books can be described as comprising of three distinct phases: story collection, illustration, and 
feedback. Each phase included a set action and reflection on that action, and the process was iterative 
and reciprocal. Table 2 lists the dates of each project phase during 2017 and 2018 and is followed by 
an outline of the phases.  

 
4 Company financials are available online or upon request. 
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Table 2 

Project Phases and Dates 

Project phase  Mamelodi 2017 Mamelodi 2018 Danville 2018 

Introduction and planning 20 April 27 March 13 April 

Story collection workshops 
5 May 

6 May 

11 April 

12 April 

16 April 

17 April 

Feedback on illustration roughs and 
story outline 

1 June 3 May (afternoon) 3 May (morning) 

Feedback on colour pages and 
detailed planning 

18 July 31 May (afternoon) 31 May (morning) 

Final sign-off and distribution 
planning 

1 August 3 August 2 August 

Book launch 31 August 30 August 7 September 

 
Story Collection 

The participants were asked to attend two story collection workshops. The data (stories) collected 
from these workshops would be sent to illustrators who were tasked with the illustration of a 16-page 
wordless book based on the stories. 

The workshops were structured in a manner that allowed parents and children to work together to 
create a story. The participants were invited to draw, write, dance, sing, or use voice recordings or any 
other media of their choice to document their story in a language they were comfortable speaking. 
The researcher and a social worker on site facilitated the workshops, which took place over the space 
of two days. They reiterated the goals of the workshops and ensured that participants had access to 
any materials they needed to document their stories. Translators were available for participants who 
did not speak English and any written material that was not in English was translated. 

Once the participants started engaging with their chosen media, stories seemed to be easy to tell and 
document and the participants also indicated what type of images they would like to see in their book. 
Both parents and children created visual reference material for the illustrators to use, as seen in Image 
1. At the end of the two workshops, the facilitator checked that her understanding and interpretation 
of the collected data were correct and that she would be able to brief the illustrators effectively.  
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Image 1  

Images From the Story Collection Workshops in Which Parent and Child Participants Are Engaged 
in Creating Visual Reference Materials for Use by Illustrators (2018) 

 
 
Illustration and Feedback 

The data pertaining to the collected stories (writing, voice recordings, video recordings) were 
transcribed by the researcher and sent to the illustrators along with any references provided by the 
concept authors. Image 2 shows some of the material collected from concept authors during the 
workshops. A number of final-year illustration students and professional illustrators worked on the 
project.  

Data collected from the workshops ranged from being very specific about the details of the story and 
its representation to being very open to interpretation. The illustrators were asked to provide work in 
three phases. After each phase, a feedback session was arranged with the participants to make sure 
that their story was being depicted in a manner with which they were happy.   
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Image 2 

Examples of Visual Reference Material Created by Concept Authors. These Were Sent to Illustrators 
To Use in the Planning of the Final Books (2017–2018) 

 
The first stage of the illustration process was the illustration roughs and story outline stage. The 
illustrators provided the 16-page story outline with an explanation of what action would take place on 
each page. In addition, they worked on character development and a colour scheme for the book. 
Examples of the illustration roughs are shown in Image 3. This work was printed and taken to each 
research site for feedback from the participants. Changes were indicated verbally or on the printed 
pages themselves and then communicated to the illustrators who implemented the changes before 
their next deadline.  
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Image 3 

Examples of Illustration Roughs That Were Used in Phase One of the Book Creation. These Roughs 
Were Printed and Given to the Concept Authors, Who Were Invited To Make Suggestions and 
Changes to the Work Before the Illustrators Continued Working on the Books (2018, from left to 
right, Zinhle Zulu, Stephen Wallace, le Roux) 

 
The next stage was for the illustrators to provide several final colour pages and detailed planning on 
the rest of the book. Image 4 shows examples of colour pages provided to concept authors. The 
participants were again invited to give feedback on this stage during a feedback session. Lastly, the 
illustrators provided a final copy of the illustrated story. Concept authors were asked to suggest any 
final changes they would like made and to then sign off on the book if they were happy with the final 
product. 

Image 4 

Examples of Colour Pages Given to Concept Authors for Comment Before the Illustrations Were 
Finalised (2018, from left to right: Jess Jardim-Wedepohl, le Roux) 

  
 
Final Product and Distribution 

In 2017 and 2018, the project resulted in the creation of 16 wordless picturebooks. Pages from these 
are shown in Image 4. The books were open-licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
License, which allowed for the concepts and illustrations to be shared and adapted for any purpose, 
provided the original author and illustrator were credited for their work. E-books were made available 
on a web platform and print files could be requested via the website.  
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In addition to the e-books, the researchers circulated a number of printed copies to the participants, 
the surrounding community, reading organisations, schools, and other nonprofit organisations. The 
participants were actively involved in decisions pertaining to how the books would be made available, 
and these decisions were made as part of a team.  

Data Collection After Distribution of Books 

After the conclusion of the project, data pertaining to participant experience of the project were 
collected from the participants (authors) through semi-structured group or individual interviews based 
on the availability and preference of participants at each research site.  

Data on the use of the books in the community were collected from parents with children registered 
in the ECD class of the Mamelodi site because every family had received a book pack containing all the 
books created during that project year to take home. Data were collected using feedback forms that 
were filled out with the assistance of care workers employed at the centre. The care workers included 
the completion of the form as part of their home visits. Data were analysed using thematic analysis, 
defined by Braun and Clarke (2013, p. 120) as “a method for identifying and analysing patterns in 
qualitative data.” 

Various methods were used to ensure the trustworthiness of the study. Peer debriefing (Guba, 1981) 
was done with the support from social work professionals at the research sites who were willing to 
provide professional opinions on the data collected. Triangulation was established by using different 
data collection methods (Shenton, 2004), which included group interviews and individual interviews, 
feedback forms, as well as the visual and written data collected from the story collection workshops. 
Member checking was done both during and at the end of interviews (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004). 
These checks served to ensure that the researcher was correctly interpreting what the participant was 
saying. Participants could listen to their interviews and request a transcript for their records if they 
wished. 

Ethical Considerations 

Protocols set up to ensure ethical facilitation of the project included participants being approached 
through gatekeepers. Singh and Wassenaar (2016) noted, "Conscientious and well-informed 
negotiations with gatekeepers are required in order to honour the ethical obligations to conduct 
appropriate stakeholder engagement before and during research, along with respect for the autonomy 
of institutions and their employees/clients/service recipients" (p. 45). 

A social worker based at each research site served as gatekeeper between researcher and participants 
and made contact with potential participants before the researcher did. Consequently, the voluntary 
nature of the study was emphasised and participants also had someone to speak to if they wished to 
withdraw from the research or were unhappy with any aspect of the project. Similarly, the researchers 
acted as facilitators between the concept authors and illustrators. In this way, we hoped to allow 
concept authors to give their honest feedback on the illustrations without fear of offending the 
illustrator.  

Participation in this project was voluntary, and the participants were free to withdraw from the project 
at any time with no negative consequences. Informed consent was given by all participants, and 
children and their parents were required to sign assent forms. Because the books were made available 
publicly, the participants could choose to have their names appear on the cover and copyright 
information of the book, or they could choose to remain anonymous.  
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Where participant names would appear on the books, responses in any reports were coded to keep 
individual answers, opinions, and feedback confidential. The participants were all aware that reports 
on the project would be written, and gave consent for their responses to be used. Contributor forms 
were signed by all project participants, which allowed the books to be open-licensed. All participants 
were made aware of the implications of this and agreed that their stories, concepts, and illustrations 
could be used by the project in this manner. Institutional clearance for the 2018 project was granted 
from Stellenbosch University. The 2017 study did not go through any formal ethical clearance 
procedures because it was implemented outside the university context as a follow up of a doctoral 
study (le Roux, 2017). However, the same ethical principles that governed le Roux’s (2017) study were 
followed, and all forms were developed with the assistance of social workers based at the research 
sites. 

The reciprocal and iterative nature of the project served to strengthen the collaborative relationship 
between researchers, participants, and illustrators. Continual feedback loops were created in which 
participants were empowered: their opinions were respected, the changes that they recommended to 
illustrations were implemented, and their vision for the project became integral the process. The 
empowering nature of collaboration is confirmed in the research findings in reports on participant 
experience of the project.  

The collaboration also led to the shared ownership of the books produced during the project. All 
stakeholders have the right to use and share the books. The books, in this sense, can be viewed as new 
knowledge. The addition of a unique ISBN number registered with the National Library of South Africa 
and the stipulation that the concept author, illustrator, and project name must always be credited in 
any adaptation of the work, serve as recognition given to new knowledge made by communities.  

Discussion of Findings 

The project’s first year concluded in November 2017. Based on suggestions from project participants 
and the community, the project continued in 2018 with participants from 2017 taking the lead as 
mentors for new authors and managing the project. Other suggestions from the community included 
the continuation of the project into reading material for older children, the establishment of book 
clubs (with training for facilitators), and that the concept authors be supported in the creation of more 
storybooks. 

The discussion below is divided into two sections in order to report on data and feedback collected 
during the project while the books were being completed, and after the completion of the project 
when books had been printed and distributed to concept authors and the community. Data collected 
after the completion of the project are further divided into data from the participants who took part 
in the book creation project and the community who received copies of the books—although they 
were not directly involved in the creation of them.  

Feedback during the project 

During feedback sessions where the illustration roughs and colour roughs were presented, the 
participants added personal touches to their story, for example, requesting that their child’s favourite 
toy be included in a scene. One participant asked for major changes to the illustrations, indicating that 
she felt the illustrations were not relevant to her community or might easily be misunderstood. She 
explained that it would not be easy for her to talk about a concept such as space travel, and it would 
be easier to talk about illustrations that were more relevant to her daily life.  



63 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 10 No. 1 April 2021 

Issues of authorship were also raised during the development of the wordless books. Stories collected 
were sometimes incomplete or lacking detail, resulting in the illustrators taking initiative in 
constructing scenes or adding detail to create a more complete storyline for their book. This brought 
the illustrators’ voice into the story with the result that the books can be viewed as more of a 
collaboration than a direct representation of community stories. The participants were asked to 
provide feedback on illustrator suggestions. Although all the books were given final sign-off, power 
relationships may have caused participants to feel that they could not say what they really wanted to 
because the illustrators had already suggested a solution. Issues of authorship also had to be navigated 
in cases where illustrators felt that they should also receive credit for the story, and not only be listed 
as illustrator.  

Although limited to two instances, the project also highlighted the sensitivity with which illustrators 
needed to approach the narratives provided by the authors. In these instances, there were significant 
differences between the illustration roughs and the final illustration. The authors reported that they 
were “sad” when they saw the changes, and that they had thought the illustrations would look like the 
ones they were shown during the planning phase—which should have been the case. Facilitator efforts 
to mediate this resulted in illustrators feeling that they had lost their creative voice, while authors felt 
that their stories were not being depicted in the manner to which they had agreed. Although the 
illustrators were asked to provide style samples during the planning phase of the books, this dilemma 
suggests that, for projects such as this, illustrators should be adequately prepared beforehand that the 
illustrations should reflect the authors’ wishes and context rather than their own preferences. 
Feedback sessions proved to be valuable to the participants, illustrators, and facilitators, with all 
parties noting that it was a learning experience for them.  

Feedback after the project 

Feedback was collected from project participants, the community, and other beneficiaries after 
completion of the project. The discussion of participant and community feedback is followed by a 
discussion of how the books were used beyond the immediate scope of the project. 

Participant Feedback 

One parent noted that the wordless format allowed them to tell their own stories rather than just read 
what text was provided. Another adult participant (a sister to the child participant) said that reading 
was something they could do as a family now, and that each of them could tell their own story based 
on their individual interpretation of the illustrations. 

Participants from both sites said that should the project run again, they would like to act as mentors 
to new project participants given that they had completed the project and could help other parents 
with the process. This was the case in Mamelodi in 2018, where participants from the 2017 project 
acted as mentors and helped facilitate story workshops. All participants suggested that the project be 
continued, one saying, “If you can get more kids and teachers to know about these kinds of books that 
can help our kids to use their imagination to tell a story.” Some recommended involving the children 
more, whereas others believed that more parents in the community needed to become involved.  

Feedback from the participants suggests that parents felt empowered by the project and have a vested 
interested in seeing it continue. Arguably, the most important part of the feedback is the impact that 
the process has had on how parents perceive themselves. A positive association with books and 
reading as an activity has the potential to change the reading environment at home and to cultivate a 
culture of reading in at least the participants’ homes. 
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Feedback From the Community 

As noted earlier, feedback was also collected from members of the Mamelodi community who were 
not directly involved in the project. In total, 51 feedback forms were collected, although some of them 
were incomplete. A thematic analysis of the forms identified five predominant themes throughout the 
feedback, namely, ease of use, educational outcomes, positive parent–child experiences, imagination, 
and relatable content. These are discussed in turn below. 

Ease of use 

The majority of respondents indicated that the books were easy to use and interesting and that, in 
most cases, the child took the lead during the reading session. In some cases, there was a learning 
curve when using the books, with one respondent noting: “It was difficult when we started, but 
eventually we managed and started to have fun together.” Other descriptions of the reading process 
included “It was fun for the child to use pictures to create a story,” “It was easy,” and “It was beautiful.”  

Educational outcomes 

Many of the aspects that respondents liked about the books were linked to educational outcomes. 
Quotes such as “To teach my baby to learn more” and “They are educating our kids” were frequent. 
Other respondents highlighted the fact that the books did not rely on the decoding of words in quotes 
such as “Other books do not have pictures, so if you don’t understand the words, then you are lost.”  

Positive parent–child experiences 

Responses from the feedback forms frequently reported the use of the books as facilitating positive 
parent–child experiences. A further two subthemes emerged from this—firstly, the enjoyment of the 
parent–child interaction that was facilitated by these books. When responding to questions that 
pertained to what readers liked or disliked about the books, and whether they experienced reading 
with wordless picturebooks differently to reading other books with their child, responses that reported 
an improvement in parent–child relationship were frequent. One respondent noted, “We talk more. 
She is becoming open,” and another described their experience of the books as “give[ing] us time to 
have bonding sessions with our children.” Other quotes included “My relationship with my child has 
improved and [I experience] lots of love and happiness when I see my child busy with those books.” 

Secondly, there were frequent reports of how the parents facilitated and helped their child do 
something that they perceived as meaningful and constructive. One respondent noted, “It was fun . . . 
encouraging the child to read. When I come back from work he reads by himself.” Another mother 
reported, “I . . . see myself as a proud mother who give[s] my son knowledge of the things that matters 
most in life.” Two responses were specifically about overcoming challenges associated with reading, 
in general, or the wordless books, specifically. One parent reported on the reading experience: 
“Although he is difficult, he loves to challenge me with pictures,” while another described how she had 
worked to encourage her son to enjoy reading the books: “It [reading] gave me [a] hard time because 
my son doesn’t want anything [to do] with the books. I worked hard to make him love them.” Quotes 
such as this indicate that parents were able to tailor solutions to engage their children with the books 
despite some initial resistance. Modelling reading behaviour has important implications for reading; 
as Tiemensam (2009) noted: the “beliefs, attitudes, and expectations that parents or other caregivers 
hold regarding reading are likely to have an effect on children’s attitude and motivation to read” (p. 
60). 
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Although feedback was generally positive, it should be considered in the context of the research sites. 
Many parents do not own any books in their own homes. Therefore, the introduction of any books—
wordless or not—may have been considered a positive experience.  

Imagination 

Apart from education, the opportunity for children to use their imagination was emphasised, with one 
respondent noting that she liked that fact that “children can use their imagination without being told 
that they are wrong, because the books have no words.” Another reported: “These ones [wordless 
books] trigger your own imagination, rather than reading something that has been written.” Children’s 
creativity was also pointed out in responses such as “The child was very good and creative too. We 
both give different meanings to the pictures.” In a few instances, suggestions were made that words 
should be added to the books.  

Relatable content  

It was clear from the feedback forms, that the content of the books was something with which the 
wider community could relate. One of the respondents said: “My images are beautiful, they look like 
when my father was farming or just busy with his garden.” Another comment was about How to Brush 
Your Teeth and read: “How to Brush [Your] Teeth has a meaning [for us], especially when it is time to 
brush my teeth and hers” and “How to Brush Your Teeth has made me realise that in my culture they 
[say] young ones need not brush their teeth, but these books encourage the parents to look after their 
children’s teeth.”  

Readers could recognise elements from their own background in the stories, as was evident in quotes 
such as “I think my mother should make a garden. I saw the stove that is similar to the one at home” 
and “Rainy Day reminds me of times when my grandmother taught me how to create my own garden 
and how to plough, plant and care for those plants from when they are still seedlings until we eat the 
produce.” People noted enjoying the stories because they could relate to the people, for example, 
when asked why they enjoyed a specific book, responses included “Because my aunt is a dress maker” 
and “It reminded me of my father, he liked gardening.” The ability for participants to create stories 
that were relevant to their own contexts and lives is significant given that Edwards and Ngwaru (2012) 
noted that children are not necessarily motivated to read for pleasure if reading materials have little 
or no relevance to their everyday life. Le Roux (2017) noted that the book “cannot become a cultural 
good until its contents are relevant and suitable to the culture in which it needs to establish 
importance” (p. 82). 

Although the feedback on illustrations was generally positive, the study did not explore in detail how 
these were interpreted by different readers. Illustrations include signs and symbols that have different 
connotations in different cultures; consequently, the project will need to look at how the illustrations 
are interpreted by different audiences. At this stage of the project’s development, it is expected that 
there would be misunderstandings or misrepresentations of contexts by the illustrators, who work in 
contexts different than those of the participants (authors). Future research needs to consider this and 
seek to gather feedback. 

Distribution and Use 

As mentioned previously, the books were not only circulated to participants and their community but 
also donated to schools, reading organisations, and other nonprofit organisations. Feedback was 
requested on how the books would be used, and is reported on below. 
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One of the project books, Serepana, was used by SmartStart (https://www.smartstart.org.za), a 
nongovernmental organisation specialising in early childhood education, as a make-it-yourself book. 
The book was included as a cut-out in a newsletter that is circulated to roughly 2,500 trained 
practitioners of their programme, which reaches 3- and 4-year-old children who, previously, had no 
access to early learning. The Boys and The Library were converted into pullout books by Nal’ibali 
(https://www.nalibali.org/story-resources/multilingual-supplements), a national reading for 
enjoyment campaign, and printed in a number of South African newspapers for distribution.  

Ten of the e-books were uploaded to the Worldreader (https://www.worldreader.org) mobile 
application, which gives readers access to digital books via e-readers and mobile phones and focuses 
on providing reading material to people in underserved communities. Because interpretation is left to 
the reader, stories created from the wordless picturebooks can be relevant to the perceptions of the 
reader. Such platforms are a valuable way of distributing books to communities, nonprofit 
organisations, and educational settings, and the adaptation of the project’s books for use on this 
platform demonstrates how the results of a community-based research partnership can be extended 
to other, even global, communities. 

Print files of the books were requested by a children’s centre based in rural Lesotho. South African 
Sesotho differs from Lesotho Sesotho, and there are very few children’s books available in the latter 
language. The centre has indicated that it can use the wordless format to encourage children to read 
without needing to translate any material. The books can be integrated into their learning projects or 
modified to suit their learning outcomes.  

The books were also used in the creation of curriculum material for learners at 44 schools for the Deaf 
in South Africa5. The Deaf community of South Africa is ethnically and culturally diverse, and it is not 
easy to find story plots that are appropriate for the wide range of deaf learners. Feedback from 
Frenette Southwood, a researcher at Stellenbosch University involved in managing the project, noted 
that the wordless picturebooks were ideal in this regard; she said, “Not only are the stories 
conceptualised by South Africans, the illustrations are also appropriate for our context—the books are 
home-grown and relevant in every respect” (Personal correspondence, 15 January 2018). The 
illustrations were used as background in a DVD that features a story being told in sign language, and 
printed books are made available after the learners have watched the DVD. 

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

The sample size for the study is small, and findings cannot be generalised to the population. Although 
the feedback collected from the community (participants not directly involved in the book creation 
project) was positive, we acknowledge that the concept needs to be evaluated by a larger sample. 
Although participative research tries to foster equitable relationships between all parties involved, we 
acknowledge that the research process does have inherent “unevenness of power and ownership” 
(Burns, 2007, p. 138). For example, concept authors may still have felt that they could not change the 
illustrator (as expert)’s work, despite the project’s efforts to circumvent such instances. Although 
issues of illiteracy play a major role in context of the study, literacy was not the focus of our research 
and we do not attempt to measure or report on changes in literacy.  

 
5 A project devised by the SASL Material Development Unit in the Department of General Linguistics at Stellenbosch 
University. 

https://www.nalibali.org/story-resources/multilingual-supplements
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Conclusion 

Preliminary findings from the data show that there was a positive impact on the individuals involved. 
For example, the experiences described by parents and children engaged in the project led to a more 
positive engagement in, and perception of, book sharing, and positive changes in how parents 
perceived their abilities and their contribution to the lives of others. Given that social change begins 
with changes to individual behaviour, an experience such as this could create an entry point to positive 
book experiences and a love of reading being fostered in participant households.  

The concepts and illustrations were easy to use in other formats. The adaptation of the books by other 
organisations demonstrates that a community-based research partnership can be extended beyond 
the initial scope of a project to facilitate change beyond one or two research sites. Feedback on the 
adaptation and use of the books has been given to the gatekeepers who disseminate the information 
to the concept authors. In this way, participants are able to see how their stories are impacting the 
lives of others.  

There are, however, a number of details that need to be better considered in future projects—such as 
issues of authorship and understanding between illustrators and authors. These issues are being 
addressed and elaborated in a follow-up article that is currently under review. 

Although this was a very small-scale project and the findings cannot be generalised, the feedback and 
use of the books in broader society suggest that a participatory model for creating relevant, local 
content for reading is not only viable but also valuable to communities and other stakeholders.  
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B. Kümmerling-Meibauer (Ed.), Picturebooks: Representation and narration (pp. 98–112). 
Routledge.  

Arizpe, E., Colomer, T., & Martínez-Roldán, C. (2014). Visual journeys through wordless narratives: An 
international inquiry with immigrant children and the arrival. Bloomsbury. 

Bless, C., Higson-Smith, C., & Sithole, S. L. (2013). The fundamentals of social research methods: An 
African perspective (5th ed.). Juta Books. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2013). Successful qualitative research: A practical guide for beginners. SAGE. 

Burns, D. (2007). Systemic action research : A strategy for whole system change. Policy Press. 

Crawford, P., & Hade, D. (2000). Inside the picture, outside the frame: Semiotics and the reading of 
wordless picture books. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 15(1), 66–80. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568540009594776  

Dowhower, S. (1997). Wordless books: Promise and possibilities, a genre come of age. Yearbook of the 
American Reading Forum, XVII, 57–79. https://www.americanreadingforum.org/yearbook  

Edwards, V., & Ngwaru, J. M. (2012). African language books for children: Issues for authors. Language, 
Culture and Curriculum, 25(2), 123–137. https://doi.org/10.1080/07908318.2011.629051  

eNCA. (2019, June 8). Reading skills crisis in South Africa [Video file]. eNCA. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EmKDpYhUFLo&fbclid=IwAR1ek60CHwPHlNLEqIURhD6-
C0peVKTgD4L6SocBSawi6wrijlrS3LHc6JI  

Guba, E. G. (1981). Criteria for assessing the trustworthiness of naturalistic inquiries. ECTJ 29(75), 75–
91. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02766777  

Haese, A., Costandius, E., & Oostendorp, M. (2018). Fostering a culture of reading with wordless 
picturebooks in a South African context. International Journal of Art and Design Education, 37(4), 
587–598. https://doi:10.1111/jade.12202  

Hjorton, U., & Corneliuson, C. (2016). Foreword. In R. M. Lindfors, Silent books: A handbook on wordless 
picture books packed with narrative power. IBBY. 
https://www.ibby.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Silent_Books_ENG.pdf  

International Board on Books for Young People. (2020). Silent books. IBBY. 

http://www.ibby.org/awards-activities/activities/silent-books/ 

Jalongo, M. R., Dragich, D., Conrad, N. K., & Zhang, A. (2002). Using wordless picture books to support 
emergent literacy. Early Childhood Education Journal, 29(3), 167–177. 
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014584509011  

Knudsen-Lindauer, S. L. (1988). Wordless books: An approach to visual literacy. Children’ s Literature 
in Education, 19( 3 ), 136–141. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01127091  

le Roux, A. (2012). The production and use of wordless picturebooks in parent-child reading: An 
exploratory study within a South African context [Master’s thesis, Stellenbosch University]. CORE. 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/37348376.pdf  

le Roux, A. (2017). An exploration of the potential of wordless picturebooks to encourage parent-child 
reading in the South African context [Doctoral dissertation, Stellenbosch University]. Sun Scholar. 
https://scholar.sun.ac.za/handle/10019.1/100920  

Lindfors, R. M. (2016), Silent books: A handbook on wordless picture books packed with narrative 
power. IBBY. https://www.ibby.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Silent_Books_ENG.pdf 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02568540009594776
https://www.americanreadingforum.org/yearbook
https://doi.org/10.1080/07908318.2011.629051
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EmKDpYhUFLo&fbclid=IwAR1ek60CHwPHlNLEqIURhD6-C0peVKTgD4L6SocBSawi6wrijlrS3LHc6JI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EmKDpYhUFLo&fbclid=IwAR1ek60CHwPHlNLEqIURhD6-C0peVKTgD4L6SocBSawi6wrijlrS3LHc6JI
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02766777
https://doi:10.1111/jade.12202
https://www.ibby.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Silent_Books_ENG.pdf
http://www.ibby.org/awards-activities/activities/silent-books/
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014584509011
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01127091
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/37348376.pdf
https://scholar.sun.ac.za/handle/10019.1/100920
https://www.ibby.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Silent_Books_ENG.pdf


69 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 10 No. 1 April 2021 

Mahala, S. (2010). Cultivating the culture of reading: An imperative for nation-building. Cape Librarian, 
54(3), 12–13. https://www.westerncape.gov.za/newslettermagazine-issue/cape-librarian-vol-54-no-3-

2010-05-01 

Meiers, M. (2004). Reading for pleasure and literacy achievement. Research Developments, 12(12), 
Article 5. https://research.acer.edu.au/resdev/vol12/iss12/5  

National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). (1998). Young Children, 53(4), 30–
46. https://www.jstor.org/stable/42728456  

Nikolajeva, M., & Scott, C. (2001). How picturebooks work. Garland Publishing. 

Reese, C. (1996). Story development using wordless picture books. The Reading Teacher, 50(2), 172–
173. http://www.jstor.org/stable/20201735  

Schaffer, A., & Watters, K. (2003). Formative evaluation of the first phase of first words in print. 
Unpublished summary report.  

Serafini, F. (2014). Exploring wordless picture books. The Reading Teacher, 68(1), 24–26. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1294  

Shenton, A. (2004). Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research projects. Education 
for Information, 22, 63–75. https://doi.org/10.3233/EFI-2004-22201  

Singh, S., & Wassenaar, D. R. (2016). Contextualizing the role of the gatekeeper in social science 
research. South African Journal of Bioethics and Law, 9(1), 42–46. https://doi.org/7196/SAJBL.465  

Snow, C. E. (1991). The theoretical basis for relationships between language and literacy in 
development. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 6(1), 5–10. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568549109594817  

Spaull, N., van der Berg, S., Wills, G., Gustafsson, M., & Kotzé, J. (2016). Laying firm foundations: Getting 
reading right. Final report to the ZENEX Foundation on Poor Student Performance in Foundation 
Phase Literacy and Numeracy. ZENEX Foundation. 

Statistics South Africa. (n.d.). General household survey: Measuring the progress of development in the 
country—May 2019. 
http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0318/GHS2018presentation_%20FinalforSG.pdf 

Strickland, D., & Riley-Ayers, S. (2006). Early literacy: Policy and practice in the preschool years. 
National Institute for Early Education Research Preschool Policy Brief. 
https://buildinitiative.org/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Early%20Literacy%20-
%20Policy%20and%20Practice%20in%20the%20Preschool%20Years.pdf 

Tiemensam, L. (2009). The literacy environment in support of voluntary reading: A case study in 
Gauteng East and Highveld Ridge area [Masters Dissertation, University of South Africa]. UNISA IR. 
http://hdl.handle.net/10500/1738 

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). (2006). Education for all: 
Literacy for life. EFA Global Monitoring Report. UNESCO. 

Williamson, M. M. (2016). A critical exploration of the role of pedagogical documentation in a 
multimodal Grade R classroom: A case study in an urban South African School [Master’s thesis, 
University of the Witwatersrand]. 
http://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/jspui/bitstream/10539/22616/2/Morag%20Williamson%200208238
B%20MEd%20Dissertation.pdf 

https://www.westerncape.gov.za/newslettermagazine-issue/cape-librarian-vol-54-no-3-2010-05-01
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/newslettermagazine-issue/cape-librarian-vol-54-no-3-2010-05-01
https://research.acer.edu.au/resdev/vol12/iss12/5
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42728456
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20201735
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1294
https://doi.org/10.3233/EFI-2004-22201
https://doi.org/7196/SAJBL.465
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568549109594817
http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0318/GHS2018presentation_%20FinalforSG.pdf
https://buildinitiative.org/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Early%20Literacy%20-%20Policy%20and%20Practice%20in%20the%20Preschool%20Years.pdf
https://buildinitiative.org/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Early%20Literacy%20-%20Policy%20and%20Practice%20in%20the%20Preschool%20Years.pdf
http://hdl.handle.net/10500/1738
http://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/jspui/bitstream/10539/22616/2/Morag%20Williamson%200208238B%20MEd%20Dissertation.pdf
http://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/jspui/bitstream/10539/22616/2/Morag%20Williamson%200208238B%20MEd%20Dissertation.pdf


70 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 10 No. 1 April 2021 

Educational Research for Social Change (ERSC) 
Volume 10 No. 1 April 2021 
pp. 70-82 
ersc.nmmu.ac.za 
ISSN: 2221-4070 
 

Shifting Gears: Lessons Learnt From Critical, Collaborative, Self-
Reflection on Community-Based Research1 
 

Luiza Olim de Sousa  
ORCID No: http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8185-8081  
North-West University 
Luiza.desousa@nwu.ac.za 
 

Emerentia Antoinette Hay  
ORCID No: http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2210-7218  
North-West University 
Anette.hay@nwu.ac.za 
 

Schalk Petrus Raath  
ORCID No: http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6337-4956 
North-West University 
Schalk.raath@nwu.ac.za 
 

Aubrey Albertino Fransman  
ORCID No: http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9622-3166 
North-West University 
Aubrey.fransman@nwu.ac.za 
 

Barend Wilhelm Richter  
ORCID No: http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8058-4090  
North-West university 
Barry.richter@nwu.ac.za  
 
Abstract  

This article reflects the learning of five researchers in higher education in South Africa who 
took part in a participatory action research project to educate teachers how to integrate 
climate change issues into their teaching and learning. It was the first time any of the 
researchers had used participatory action research. We are all from natural science 
backgrounds and now involved in education for sustainable development. We had been 
trained in more traditional, objective, and researcher-driven methodologies grounded in a 
positivist paradigm. The purpose of this article is to share our learning about the changes we 
had to make in our thinking and practices to align with a participatory paradigm. We used 
reflective diaries to record our journey through the action research cycles. A thematic analysis 

 
1 Ethical clearance number: NWU-00483-17-A2 

 

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8185-8081
mailto:Luiza.desousa@nwu.ac.za
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2210-7218
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6337-4956
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6337-4956
mailto:Schalk.raath@nwu.ac.za
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9622-3166
mailto:Aubrey.fransman@nwu.ac.za
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8058-4090
mailto:Barry.richter@nwu.ac.za
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8185-8081
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2210-7218
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6337-4956
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9622-3166
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8058-4090


71 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 10 No. 1 April 2021 

of our diaries was supplemented by recorded discussions between the researchers. The 
analysis revealed that, while it was challenging to begin thinking in a different paradigm, we 
came to appreciate the value of the action research process that enabled teachers to 
integrate climate change issues into their teaching in a participatory way. We also concluded 
that we require more development to be able to conduct participatory research in a manner 
true to its values and principles. The conclusions we came to through our collaborative 
reflections may be of value to other researchers from similar scientific backgrounds who wish 
to learn what shifts in paradigm, methods, and processes are needed to be able to conduct 
community-based research in a participatory way. 

Keywords: action research approach, climate change, community engagement, higher education, 
 research challenges 
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Introduction 

This article shares the learning experiences and challenges of five researchers in higher education in 
South Africa. The research team took part in a participatory action research (PAR) project to educate 
teachers how to integrate climate change issues into their teaching and learning for Grade 7 learners. 
It was the first time that any of us had conducted participatory research. We are all from a natural 
sciences background and are now involved in education for sustainable development (ESD). We had 
made a slight shift from a purely positivist paradigm towards objective qualitative methodologies but 
had not progressed to feeling comfortable with anything less than a mixed-methods design. We were 
used to researching on teachers, where we decided on the research focus and questions and analysed 
the data without any input from them. We were unaware that we could work with teachers and 
community members not only to attain theoretical insights, but also to bring about real change in their 
practices or circumstances. When we were invited to work on an international action research project, 
we soon realised that a paradigm shift was needed. 

The shift from a researcher-dominant mode of enquiry to PAR is not easy. We were used to laying 
down our scholastic proposition, reporting prerequisites, and determining the time permitted for the 
completion of the study. A participatory paradigm requires a movement away from this rigidity 
towards a more collaborative and relational process (Kearney et al., 2013). Participatory researchers 
are required to critically reflect on the process as it unfolds to ensure that collaboration between 
community members and researchers is in line with the foundational principles of community-based 
research (CBR) (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). Community members often expect academic 
researchers to lead the research process because of their perceptions of personal incompetence and 
lack of knowledge. Changing these perceptions is an important part of the research given that CBR has 
educational and emancipatory outcomes (Wood, 2020). The CBR process entails the participation of 
both researchers and participants to determine the objectives, questions, and methodology (Campos 
et al., 2016). This is not something we had been used to when operating from positivist or interpretive 
paradigms where objectivity is key (Eyisi, 2016). 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v10i1a5
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Having been trained in more traditional, objective, and researcher-driven methodologies, we felt out 
of our depth. As researchers, we felt that we could compare ourselves to a taxi driver on a journey. 
Our journey was always to a destination (project aim) that we predetermined. As the taxi driver 
(researcher), we focused on the numbers of passengers (research subjects) in our vehicle. Now, we 
began to focus on who was in the taxi (qualitative)—a young teacher or community member. We 
began to learn the names of our passengers. We realised that we could listen to their life stories and 
learn from their experiences on our journey. We could welcome all our passengers on board and we 
could ensure that the taxi ran smoothly (develop a relationship). We could ensure that we travelled 
safely by keeping to the speed limit (act ethically) so we could all arrive at a negotiated destination 
together. The paradigmatic changes we had to make were significant. All the research team members 
had to learn to shift gears to cope with the turns and twists of the road—as needed in an emergent 
design. We could no longer just put the taxi into “drive” and cruise along a pre-mapped path. We had 
to learn to appreciate the knowledge brought by the participants in a social context and establish 
trusting relationships with them (Eyisi, 2016). Because PAR has a social justice intent (Zuber-Skerritt et 
al., 2015a), we found ourselves having to learn about social and environmental rights and injustices in 
a specific context and draw on local knowledge to address them, rather than just theoretically 
integrating environmental education for sustainable development (ESD) into various subjects.  

We began to read up on participatory action learning and research in ESD. The engagement of 
universities worldwide in sustainability has increased (Aleixo et al., 2016) and ESD emerged from the 
need for education to address growing sustainability challenges (United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2020). This responsibility was initiated in 2014 by the Nagoya 
Declaration (UNESCO, 2014). Momentum grew when the UN Decade on ESD (2005–2014) and the 
Global Action Programme on ESD (2015–2019) were implemented. The newest framework, ESD for 
2030, aimed to reorient and strengthen education and learning to contribute to all activities that 
promote sustainable development (UNESCO, 2020). ESD for 2030 placed a stronger focus on 
education’s central contribution to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
ESD for 2030 directly contributes to SDG 4 on quality and inclusive education, and it makes use of 
“action-oriented, innovative pedagogy to enable learners to develop knowledge and awareness and 
take action to transform society into a more sustainable one” (UNESCO, 2020, p. III). We agree that 
participatory research can help develop holistic understandings of sustainable practices as well as 
provide possibilities of empowerment, policy mobilisation, ways for cooperation, and partnerships 
(Giatti, 2019) that can assist to transform a community through action.  

Universities as research institutions were called to play a key role in thematic research related to ESD 
and the SDGs (UNESCO, 2020). The “climate change in communities” research topic was important to 
us and we read how the participatory research approach represents an avenue to deal with 
contemporary and urgent demands for a fairer and more sustainable relationship between science and 
society (Giatti, 2019). Universities are the key to healthier, greener, and fairer societies. The role of 
universities in climate change and sustainable development cannot be achieved without universities’ 
contribution to, and integration between, research, teaching, public awareness, and community 
engagement (Henderson et al., 2017; Liu & Kitamura, 2019) including the 17 SDGs (Association of 
Commonwealth Universities [ACU], 2021). As a research team, we decided to undertake climate 
change research within a community because climate change is widely regarded as being one of the 
biggest challenges of our time. Universities across the commonwealth have prioritised action on 
climate change and enhancing universities’ contribution to the resilience of communities for 
sustainability (ACU, 2021).  

To help us make the paradigm shift towards a more participatory philosophy, we decided to reflect on 
the following question: “What are the challenges facing us as academic researchers who are taking 
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part in a participatory action research project for the first time?” The article focuses on our reflections 
on learning to work in a participatory paradigm. We aim to create knowledge based on a critical 
reflection on our experiences (Kolb, 1984). And we hope this knowledge will be useful to other 
researchers struggling to make the paradigm shift towards the participatory philosophical assumptions 
necessary to conduct authentic CBR.  

Next, we present a short overview of the climate change project followed by the theoretical 
underpinnings, methodology, and a discussion of the four themes that emerged from our reflective 
learning. We end with a discussion of the implications of our learning for future practice. 

Background to the Participatory Climate Change Project 

In this section, we briefly describe the PAR project we were involved in and the principles of PAR we 
had to learn to embody in our interaction with participants—in order to explain how we had to change 
our thinking about research. In the past, we would have gone to a community and gathered data from 
teachers to make claims about the challenges they faced, and recommendations on how to overcome 
them. However, this project was grounded in a PAR approach and so we had to change our tactics to 
be able to work with teachers to improve their teaching of ESD, and with community members to help 
them realise their potential as climate activists in their own community. The project involved Grade 7 
teachers and community members working together to identify and understand a local community-
based problematic situation related to climate change. In this project, the focus was on facilitating 
teachers to mobilise learners as citizen scientists to investigate the effects of climate change on the 
community with the help of community members. Together, through curriculum integration of ESD, 
teachers and community members involved learners in taking action to address the identified issues. 
The project took place at three different research sites some distance apart. 

PAR strives to frame an approach of knowledge generation that is both collaborative and focused on 
achieving positive social change (Brydon-Miller et al., 2020). The approach is based on reflection, data 
gathering, and analysis—and action that aims to change communities and reduce community 
problems through involving the people in the community who are affected by the problem (Zuber-
Skerritt et al., 2015b). This meant working with the teachers and community members to determine 
the research objectives, questions, and methodology (Campos et al., 2016). The participatory 
methodology was aimed at promoting a democratic approach to creating knowledge to address the 
climate change problems of that specific community. The teachers and community members had to 
develop an awareness of their situation before they could take ownership and appropriate action to 
continue on their own. Our role was to encourage and support these participants in professional 
learning communities. Support and engagement from researchers can enhance participant well-being 
by building professional identity, leadership, and agency (Rubagiza et al., 2016). Participants’ 
knowledge is valued, and their self-confidence is enhanced through the new knowledge they gain, 
opening their minds to new possibilities (Tandon et al., 2016). A drawing exercise was used to enable 
the teachers and community members to generate ideas about an environmental problem in the 
community, organise their ideas, opinions, and issues into meaningful themes, and communicate these 
in a simple and powerful representation. The drawing exercise and presentation led to very interesting 
discussions regarding the real climate issues facing the school and the community. A variety of 
environmental issues such as litter, water insecurity, live electric wires put up by squatters, sewage 
pipes blocked with paper, hunger, and crime were mentioned. It was also mentioned that a frustrated 
community group had burnt down a local clinic because it was not providing quality service. 
Collaborative knowledge production with others through the PAR process produces critical 
interpretations that are accessible and understandable to all those involved (Chatterton et al., 2007). 
This approach to research was not one we had used before and we realised the need to critically reflect 
on our own thinking, feelings, and behaviour in this project so that we could improve our practice.  
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Theoretical Underpinnings 

Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory guided our thinking about PAR. Our experience has afforded 
us a space to create knowledge through reflection (Wood, 2020). Reflective practice is a specialised 
cyclical form of thinking that forms part of action research (Finlay, 2008). This article leans on Kolb’s 
experiential learning theory as the cornerstone of participatory forms of research given that it 
encompasses interactive cycles of reflection and action (Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2015b). The theory 
proceeds from the epistemological assumption that knowledge can be created through reflecting on 
the experience. The experience can be tested, creating a new experience, followed by a cycle of 
experiential learning and knowledge creation (Kolb, 1984). Kolb's experiential learning theory is a well-
known education theory and, as he explained, "learning is the process whereby knowledge is created 
through the transformation of experience" (1984, p. 38). The theory suggests that learning is cyclical, 
involving four stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and 
active experimentation (Kolb, 1984). Kolb's four-stage model takes us through the learning cycle and 
shows how experience is shared through reflection to create learning that can then be tested in real-
life situations. Kolb emphasised reflection in experience-based learning. By reflecting on our 
experiences as researchers, we can learn and, through sharing this learning, alert others not to make 
same mistakes. In our reflections, we did not ignore our deficiencies but focused on our strengths to 
overcome them. By sharing our experiences and challenges in doing PAR, we contribute to the theory 
of engaged scholarship (Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2015b). Our existing strengths as researchers included, 
for example, our analytical minds, academic discourse skills, and ability to conduct research. Now we 
had to use these strengths in a new paradigm where our knowledge was no longer the only valid 
knowledge. We had to learn to combine our research knowledge with the knowledge of the 
participants—in this case, teachers and community members. We had to sharpen our strengths to 
become careful listeners free from prejudice. We had to think about and explain our thoughts and 
feelings in our reflections on a regular basis (Wood, 2020). We now discuss the methodology we used 
to make sense of our reflections.  

Methodology 

We adopted a critical, collaborative self-study methodology (O’Dwyer et al., 2019) to reflect on our 
experiences. Our collaboration aimed to understand the present through our past experiences, a 
research method that evolves from personal experiences (Tidwell et al., 2009).  
The roadmap for our journey can be described as a practice of focused and systematic recording and 
reflection, guided by our research question.  

Two female and three male researchers from the same institution of higher education were involved 
in this research. We generated the data for this article through reflecting on our experiences 
immediately after each session during the road trip back to campus. We also later recorded our own 
experiences in a reflective diary. Keeping a reflection diary in such a systematic manner offers the 
advantage of learning from experience (Kolb, 1984). The reflective diaries were analysed using coding-
to-theory as described by Saldana (2016). Coding identified short phrases from the data to create 
categories that we then grouped into themes to obtain a better understanding of the data. The codes 
and analysis of the data in this study were verified by an independent researcher to ensure 
trustworthiness and content validity. Ethics clearance for this research study was granted by the Ethics 
Committee of the Faculty of Education at the respective university, attesting that it met their stringent 
ethical requirements (NWU-00483-17-A2).  
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Discussion of Themes 

Four themes were derived from the data: (1) Need for capacity building in participatory designs, (2) 
The importance of building supportive relationships, (3) The importance of collaboration to bring about 
change through education, (4) Disrupting our assumptions of PAR. We will discuss some of our 
experiences and challenges below, using the code of Rn to designate the different researchers.  

Theme 1: Need for Capacity Building in Participatory Designs 

As novice researchers in PAR, we felt insecure. We thought we needed more information regarding 
action research and PAR. We wanted some form of training about action research and PAR so that we 
could “develop the skill to involve all the participants” (R3). 

I really feel incompetent and need to find out more of what action research entails. In 
order to conduct the research correctly, I need to read more about action research and 
participatory action research. (R4) 

I feel that I need to read more about action research and participatory action research to 
fully understand how to conduct the research correctly. (R2) 

Owing to the rigid positivist paradigm we had worked in previously, we needed to have control to 
“document the steps of the research [process] correctly” (R3). We learnt we had to change our ideas 
about what is correct, and stop thinking in a linear way. We are now more open to change and have 
also realised that change takes time. At first, we did not record our reflections in enough depth but 
now we record our reflections immediately after sessions to capture the deeper nuances and 
reflections on what we have learnt.  

On our way back from the workshops, we reflected about the discussions and talked with 
each other about our experiences. I wish we could have recorded those discussions— many 
of the things we said on those trips, I sadly forgot. But I still remember that we had 
different viewpoints. (R4) 

We realised the importance of participant involvement, but we still felt unsure of “how to involve 
participants,” “how to document information,” and how “to communicate with participants” (R1). In 
some instances, we knew that participants saw us as experts, but we felt insecure and vulnerable due 
to our lack of experience in working in a participatory way. This made us realise that participants also 
might feel vulnerable, which helped us to empathise with their possible insecurity in the research 
partnership. We understand our reflective practice to be the kind of knowing that Schön referred to 
when he said, “The inquirer does not stand outside the situation like a spectator; he is in it and in 
transaction with it” (1992, p. 122).  

Taking the above reflections into account, we realised that, as researchers, we needed to change our 
way of thinking and our practices to align them with a participatory paradigm; the PAR approach had 
opened our minds to new possibilities. We learnt to spend more time with teachers and community 
members and to first build a relationship before starting the actual research. In this way we can deal 
with our mutual insecurities and learning needs, and negotiate an understanding of how we wish to 
progress and what we each want to achieve from the partnership. Participatory research strives to 
understand and improve the world through collective action. Central to participatory research is 
collective, self-reflective inquiry that academic researchers and community members undertake so 
they can understand and improve on the practices in which they participate and the situations in which 
they find themselves. Reflective processes are directly linked to action and embedded in social 
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relationships (Baum et al., 2006). Our experience was that the engagement with the participants and 
the relationships formed in this research paradigm helped us to learn how to “shift gears” from a 
researcher-driven approach to engagement towards a more participatory partnership. However, this 
change also brought “bumps in the road” that we had to learn to navigate. 

Theme 2: The Importance of Building Supportive Relationships 

As researchers, we experienced numerous challenges. Our relationship with the teachers and 
community members suffered because we did not meet often enough. In terms of travelling time, the 
three research sites were situated over 100 km away from our campus.  

To really become involved, we have to see each other more often. Then we can become 
really engaged with each other and assist where necessary. (R4) 

For the project to be effective there must be more opportunities for the participants to 
meet and exchange ideas on a regular basis and to identify the major issues and solutions. 
This did not happen, and I therefore see it as a major challenge. (R3) 

We realised that we did not schedule enough sessions with teachers and community members for 
feedback and reflection. We only met them formally on two occasions and then communicated via 
WhatsApp. In hindsight, we realise we cannot plan for limited contact and expect maximum feedback. 
In the participatory paradigm, relationship is important (Wood, 2020). There was not enough time in 
our initial project planning to build up the relationships central to CBR. We realise now that we needed 
to have monthly sessions at least. Given that participants develop and learn in relationship (Brydon-
Miller et al., 2003), the two sessions were not enough to build relationships; and our busy schedules, 
and lack of planning to meet regularly with the teachers and community members resulted in “not 
enough communication between the participants” (R3) and the researchers. Communication is viewed 
as a building block for shaping trusting relationships that are crucial for participatory processes 
(Kearney et al., 2013; Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). 

Teacher availability, or lack of it, was a major challenge in our efforts to communicate with participants. 

To contact them [teachers] via WhatsApp and they do not respond is also very frustrating. 
(R4) 

Our initial understanding of working within a participatory paradigm was that of accommodation, 
rather than authentic participation. We made sure that we expressed eagerness to assist teachers by 
providing them with resources and climate data that they might need for lessons. The teachers had 
informed us that they did not want to take on extra work. From the start, we made it clear that we 
were there to help with ideas and information on how to integrate ESD into the curriculum—rather 
than negotiating our role in the process as we should have done. It was surprising for us to experience 
a greater commitment from the community members regarding the environmental issue identified. 
We have learnt that if we had engaged more with the teachers around their concerns of work pressure, 
and how they saw their role in the project, and what outcomes they wanted to reach, we could have 
had established a more positive rapport and developed shared goals.  

The fact that the teachers did not contact us for assistance was frustrating. I feel that we 
made ourselves available for assistance and offered help, but the only ones who were 
interested were the community members. They had good ideas, but they could not 
materialise without the initiative of the teachers. (R2) 
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For good communication it is also necessary that there must be a champion at the school 
that can drive the project. With personnel changes and shifting of responsibilities at the 
schools this presented a challenge. (R3) 

What we learnt is that teachers continue to feel stressed by the challenges inherent in teaching (Wood, 
2015). We agree that it is understandable that teachers are reluctant to take part in research that they 
perceive as more work and added stress. We have realised that we were thinking outside of the 
participatory paradigm by still assuming the role of expert who expected participants to fit into our 
schedules, and call us—rather than taking the initiative ourselves to find out how they were 
progressing. What we learnt is that we need to spend more time on relationship building and 
collaborative project planning to enhance positive participant commitment (Wood, 2015). Our job is 
to create a platform for the teachers and community members to learn how to address their own 
problems through cycles of action and reflection. To this end, we need to organise regular and 
structured meetings where we model iterative cycles of reflection and action and facilitate learning 
about how to bring about change. It makes sense to work with schools closer to our campus so that 
we can realistically develop the kind of relationship that celebrates and embraces the knowledge, 
language, and culture of participants (Brydon-Miller et al., 2020) and guides them slowly to learn how 
to take social action. 

Theme 3: The Importance of Collaboration To Bring About Change Through Education  

The participatory and empowering nature of PAR provided an ideal vehicle for us to address the real 
local environmental issues that are relevant to the community in this project. It increased the relevance 
and appropriateness of the project design and contributed to a better quality of data. The PAR 
approach is consistent with the holistic, ecological worldview of ESD that looks more to process than 
the product, recognises the systemic view of change, and therefore allows for the more sustainable 
transformational process (Kioupi & Voulvoulis, 2019) that is the aim of ESD.  

We realised that undertaking a community-based project brings collegiality into play. It also means 
that we should start to work with a community in a way in which we minimise power relations and 
strive to equally share ideas, learn from one another, and share responsibility for social change in the 
community. We university researchers also started to work together as a research team in a 
community of practice, learning to dialogue about our learning; this was something we had never done 
before in our traditional objective forms of enquiry. 

I realised [that] to make a real difference in a community it is necessary to draw upon their 
experience and expertise. (R3)  

Yes, I definitely believe so. To work together, as researchers, can help communities to 
make a difference and bring about change. It helps communities to stand up and make a 
difference themselves. Researchers are only the agents to help teachers to see what they 
can do themselves. (R4) 

A team of local community members will always outperform an individual or a team from 
the university. I therefore do feel that a community engagement research activity is viable. 
(R3) 

It shows that one cannot work in isolation, but that we need to realise that we have a role 
to play and we can use each other’s strengths to make a difference and bring about 
change. (R2) 
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Taking part in a PAR project taught us that building trust in a relationship with the teachers and 
community members is central for its success. Participation in PAR establishes a positive learning 
environment and enables authentic learning through which connections can be made among concepts 
and across disciplinary lines. Even in the far-from-ideal relationship in this project, we learned to 
appreciate the diversity of value systems present in the discussions, and the research project 
benefitted from the wider participation of the teachers and community members. PAR is a cyclical and 
interactive reflective practice form of thinking (Finlay, 2008) that aims to build partnerships and 
maintain community trust (Christopher et al., 2008). It requires circular, rather than linear, thinking 
and presents a framework from which phenomena can be investigated from a broader perspective. 
This premise is the antitheses of the prevalent reductionist thinking (Toews et al., 2008) that had 
previously been our method of thinking. We realised that taking part in PAR was a rich and meaningful 
experience for us too. The participatory worldview of PAR is grounded in a collaborative partnership 
that uses cycles to develop and maintain partnerships and requires long-term commitment from all 
involved (Holkup et al., 2004) as we join in a collaborative form of inquiry. PAR is based in community 
participation—working with the community rather than on them (Ibhakewanlan & McGrath, 2015). 
Our newly found skill of reflection enriched our experience as researchers and made us realise that 
our journey of learning is not finite but unending. We no longer regard ourselves as experts with 
nothing to learn about research—collaborative reflection has taught us that we can always improve 
our practice. 

We assumed that most of the teachers were involved in the community and community issues like 
climate change and environmental education as part of their community role. However, the teachers 
were not doing this. There may be many reasons for this but, due to high workloads experienced by 
teachers, we have learnt that we need to take the initiative to communicate with them about their 
support needs. In the past, we would just have explained theoretically how to integrate ESD into the 
curriculum. However, in the participatory paradigm the focus is not on the curriculum, it is on working 
as a team for social change towards a sustainable environmental future.  

I believe the teachers are all aware of the seriousness of climate change and the effect 
thereof. We still need to encourage teachers and keep them motivated to make a 
difference in their classroom. Perhaps they are so overloaded with the syllabus content 
that they do not have capacity to add our activity as well. (R4) 

We encouraged teachers to take action, but we should have done more to support them in this. PAR 
is grounded in the principles of collaboration, support, and empathy (Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2015b). This 
is something we have to work on in this project going forward. Another consideration is that, rather 
than approaching a school with a request for teachers to collaborate with us, we should take time to 
get to know the school community and let the research focus emerge from our discussions—let the 
community take the driver’s seat, rather than us deciding on destination and route.  

Theme 4: Disrupting Our Assumptions of Participatory Action Research  

For us as researchers new to PAR, this first experience was a huge learning curve. The first session was 
facilitated by a colleague versed in PAR and watching her in action left us feeling as if we had just 
crashed the taxi! She modelled how to give participants a voice and valued their contributions—
something we had never thought of doing before in our research. This evoked various emotions.  

I am used to quick interventions and immediate output. My experience of action research 
was “why is this moving so slowly.” After the first workshop, I realised that this type of 
research is not rushed. It was an eye opener to realise that we are dealing here with a new 
way of doing research. Actually, it felt like research was humanised because we are dealing 
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with engagement and a deep understanding of people, their situations, actions, 
circumstances and challenges. It was humbling to realise that participants have a story, a 
voice and I can learn so much from them. It made me realise that there is so much to 
understand about other communities and other people’s situations that changed my 
outlook on how I think and react towards other situations. (R2) 

Owing to our positivist past, we even called our first meeting with our teachers and community 
members a workshop. Workshop is a term the teachers were also accustomed to, but it does hold 
certain connotations that are not in line with PAR, such as one person being in control and teaching 
the others. We have now decided to refer to sessions, or seminars, which indicates a more dialogical 
space. We learnt that in CBR, the humanising pedagogy of Freire is a more appropriate approach to 
take. Freire (as explained by Lyons et al., 2013) taught us that the basis for all educational action should 
be real love and concern for the dignity of others. Freire’s critical pedagogy taught us to be more 
conscious of the experiences of others, to believe that a better future can be achieved, and that 
education plays a critical role in the pursuit of social justice so that social change can be achieved (Ross, 
2019). 

We realised that our future interactions had to change in pace and focus, and that all members of the 
PAR project had to be given a voice, rather than us dominating the discussions. 

At first, action research was a new way or type of research for me. But as time passed, I 
realised that we (researchers and all participants) must be in a relaxed mood. A positive 
aspect regarding this action research project was that participants came to their own 
conclusions over many encounters and hopefully take responsibility for their actions. What 
I learnt was that I, as researcher, must also become engaged and share my views. In the 
past, it was normally a one-way of data generation. Action research for me means that 
the community identify their own problems and seek for solutions. My role is to encourage 
them to share their feelings and also motivate them to elaborate on their own 
circumstances/situations. This is the best way to change community’s attitudes and to 
realise they have the answers within themselves, or then with the help of stakeholders 
(community leaders, principal etc.) they can come to a solution. (R4) 

We learnt more about our responsibility in the research and the need to engage authentically with 
participants during discussions. We learnt to sit with a group and become part of the group discussion. 
In this way, we can build a close relationship with the teachers and community members by sharing 
our own experiences. We also learnt to make place for reflection on both research process and goals 
before and after each session (Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2015a). 

The Implications of Our Learning for Future Practice 

As researchers, we embarked on a journey towards a more participatory paradigm. Critical reflection 
will now be at the core of our practice and we will do this immediately after each session. We started 
from the premise that, as participatory researchers, our role was only to present information, offer 
assistance, and encourage teachers and community members to take action. However, we now realise 
that we are integral to the process and that our relationship with our coresearchers is central for the 
attainment of sustainable change. Although we have expertise in the subject matter and research, we 
also need to learn how to share this without dominating the interaction. To do this, we need to enable 
the participants to recognise the value of their own contributions to the process. Thus, going forward, 
we will ensure that we first engage with prospective participants to build trust and enhance their 
feelings of competence and self-confidence before embarking on actual research. By organising more 
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sessions and providing more support in between, we can enhance participatory and democratic 
processes.  

We have realised that members of lay communities are not familiar with the academic language used 
by researchers and we have to make an effort to avoid such “academic speak.” Added to the mix is 
that we are Afrikaans native speakers, while the participants had Setswana as a first language. The fact 
that none of us was speaking our mother tongue (English was the common language) made it more 
difficult to express ourselves. Language can be a stumbling block to communication vital for shaping 
trusting relationships in PAR (Wood & McAteer, 2017), and we will have to learn how to minimise this 
in future to create what Brydon-Miller et al. (2020) called a free space designed to reflect and celebrate 
the language and culture of the participants to honour indigenous forms of knowledge, and to 
acknowledge the deep connections between language and different ways of knowing.  

Conclusion 

This article aimed to share the reflective learning of five researchers in higher education on their 
facilitation of a PAR project. Our collaborative reflections alerted us to the challenges and resultant 
changes we must make in our thinking and practices to align with a participatory paradigm. Our 
learning journey is ongoing as we unlearn old practices and dismantle previous assumptions about 
research—almost like learning to drive a car with gears rather than cruising in automatic mode! The 
conclusions we came to through our collaborative reflections and shared learning may be useful to 
other researchers from similar scientific backgrounds who want to shift gear as we did.  
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Abstract  

The aim of this paper is to explain how participatory action research can be used to enhance 
the management competence of departmental heads (DHs) at primary and secondary 
schools. Research to improve the managerial performance of DHs tends to be steeped in a 
traditional mode of inquiry that merely highlights the challenges and makes 
recommendations in the hope that DHs will implement them. Teacher workshops aimed at 
improving their managerial capacity are often too theoretical and general, positioning 
teachers as passive recipients of knowledge rather than as active contributors. Departmental 
heads, like all teachers, should be viewed as professionals capable of overcoming their own 
challenges. In this study, engaging DHs in participatory action research allowed for the 
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Introduction  

The aim of this paper is to explain how participatory action research (PAR) enabled departmental heads 
(DHs) to enhance their management performance. DHs are seen as the weakest link in schools (Nhlapo, 
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2014) because, as teachers, they do not usually possess the managerial competences required of their 
positions. 

Studies on DHs tend to be steeped in a traditional mode of inquiry that raises issues and makes 
recommendations in the hope that these recommendations will be implemented (Malloy, 2017; 
Nhlapo, 2014). Despite these research efforts, DHs continue to grapple with challenges relating to their 
managerial tasks such as planning, communication, monitoring, time management, conducting  
meetings, and holding teachers accountable for their work. Furthermore, workshops aimed at 
improving the managerial capacity of DHs are often too theoretical and general, positioning them as 
passive recipients of knowledge rather than as active contributors (Wessels & Wood, 2019). DHs, like 
all teachers, should be viewed as professionals capable of overcoming their own challenges (Nhlapo, 
2014). 

I had identified the need for a democratic and action-oriented approach that would fully involve DHs 
in their own professional development and therefore adopted a PAR study (Nhlapo, 2014) because it 
is transformation-orientated and grounded in an emancipatory agenda. In addition to DHs, principals, 
deputy principals, members of school governing bodies (SGBs), and community development workers 
participated in this qualitative study. They were included because of the need for the broadest possible 
range of experiences, knowledge, and insights, and to provide additional support to implement the 
learning of DHs. Acting as a diversity of coresearchers, they brought multiple rich perspectives to bear 
on discussions, and generated innovative ideas and solutions (Cho, 2013). 

Below, I first discuss action learning as the theoretical framework for my study and then I explicate the 
methodology, before discussing the findings and their implications for the professional development 
of DHs. 

Theoretical Framework  

Action learning (AL) is an established tool in management education for enhancing managerial 
competence (Kelliher & Byrne, 2018), and was originated by Reg Revans (as noted in Kemmis et al., 
2014). It is an intervention that fosters collaborative professional and peer learning, as well as problem 
sharing (Boonyuen et al., 2016). AL recognises practitioners as both sources of knowledge and users of 
knowledge to generate new ideas and practices, and is premised on the idea that DHs can learn 
effectively with, and from, other DHs. Furthermore, it suggests that people can identify and resolve 
their own challenges when provided with the opportunities and structures to share their knowledge 
and expertise, and to critically reflect on their practice. AL assumes that “there is no learning without 
action and no action without learning” (Revans, 2011, p. 85). According to Boonyuen et al. (2016), AL 
encompasses 

learning and creating knowledge through concrete experience, experimenting, observing 
and identifying the problem, reflecting on this experience, experimenting, analyzing and 
forming generalizations from experiments, planning solutions, testing the implications in 
new experiences, and beginning the process again. (p. 3) 

In summary, AL entails learning from action and experience and, moreover, taking action as a result of 
this learning (Marquardt & Banks, 2010). It can therefore be argued that DHs should immerse 
themselves in action in order to learn. The process of AL involves small groups working and acting on 
real problems and learning as individuals, as a team, and as an organisation. In recognising that AL is 
contextual, it is important for participants to “experience action and learning in their own 
environment” (Kelliher & Byrne, 2018, p. 37). 
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Cho and Bong (2013) condensed the AL process into the following phases: preparation, team meetings, 
and follow-up activities. During preparation, people who are targeted are mobilised prior to launching 
an AL project. As part of the preparation process, an orientation session is held to expose the 
participants to the intricacies of AL. Cho (2013) pointed out that people who are mobilised should be 
organised into a structure to engender trust and rapport among them. The participants should be 
grouped into sets of 4–8 persons (Boonyuen et al., 2016). 

Each set of participants, led by a facilitator, converges regularly to share and identify challenges, 
reflect, form new learning, and develop action plans for solutions. These team meetings are important 
because AL projects are work-based and difficult to tackle alone (Revans, 2011). Furthermore, 
reflection during these meetings is critical for balancing action and learning during AL (Cho & Egan, 
2010). Reynolds (2011) averred that reflection strengthens action and learning, and creates learning 
that is anchored in past and current experiences. 

Follow-up activities, where participants share their solutions and the lessons accrued from the AL 
process, take place after reflection. Most follow-up activities take the form of face-to-face meetings 
(Cho, 2013). Thornton and Yoong (2011) claimed that the blending of online and face-to-face meetings 
is gaining currency as an attempt to obviate time and space limitations.  

An effectively executed AL process may spawn several benefits such as leadership skills (Marquardt & 
Banks, 2010) and empowerment (Van Der Voort & Wood, 2014; 2016). The process can last from one 
month up to one and a half years (Boonyuen et al., 2016). 

Methodology 

The paradigm underlying this study was critical emancipatory research (CER), a strand of research 
within critical theory. As Asghar (2013) noted, critical theory is a potentially impactful social 
philosophy. The ontological orientation of CER is historical realism (Fard, 2012; Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017; 
Makombe, 2017), which maintains that reality is shaped over time by social, political, cultural, 
economic, ethnic, and gender factors (Rehman & Alharthi, 2016). 

CER calls for an approach that is dialogic and dialectical. Accordingly, this study operationalised the 
principles of CER through a participatory action research (PAR) design. Similarly, Jordan (2008) affirmed 
that PAR is based in a critical emancipatory paradigm. PAR, which has its roots in the work of Freire 
(1993), calls for the engagement of those who are being researched, such that research participants 
become coresearchers (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). Therefore, my coresearchers and I shared a 
communicative space in which we jointly and critically reflected on issues to effect social 
transformation (Kemmis et al., 2014). 

Epistemologically, CER is transactional and subjectivist (Fard, 2012; Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017; Makombe, 
2017). Therefore, the researcher and coresearchers within this paradigm are inextricably linked by way 
of the values and biases that they bring to a study. This implies that the researcher’s and coresearchers’ 
standpoints influence knowledge generation (Cameron & Singh, 2013).  

Given that PAR fosters a joint process of knowledge production that spawns new insights for 
participants (Bergold & Thomas, 2012), it enacts an emancipatory agenda by dismantling, disrupting, 
and subverting power differentials. Through PAR, challenges were identified, the best course of action 
was chosen, the chosen course of action implemented, and the next course of action agreed upon—
followed by critical reflection and evaluation (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013).  
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The challenges facing the DHs were collectively identified during Session 3 by means of a SWOT analysis 
(all sessions are discussed and detailed further on, in the Findings section and Table 2). The SWOT 
analysis revealed that the DHs have several challenges, however, of these they prioritised planning, 
meetings, monitoring, communication, and accountability. Decisions were taken on the course of 
action with which to deal with these challenges. In this regard, the DHs were trained through a series 
of workshop sessions on how to plan (Session 4), the types of meetings, including their standing agenda 
items (Session 5), how to monitor, what to monitor, and when to monitor (Session 6), and 
accountability (Session 7). The DHs then returned to their respective schools to implement what they 
had learned during the workshops, and refined their practice in line with the unique circumstances of 
their schools.  

The participants came from four primary schools and two secondary schools in the Setsoto local 
municipality in the Free State province (see Table 1). Participants were identified through purposive 
and snowball sampling (Johnson & Christensen, 2014). The cumulative effect of the three sampling 
techniques was the assembling of a diverse team, with vast and wide-ranging experience, whose 
participation enriched the study.  

Table 1 
Participant Profile 
 

Participants School Type Gender Total 

Primary Secondary Male Female 

Departmental heads 7 9 9 7 16 

Principals 2 1 2 1 3 

Deputy principals 1 1 1 1 2 

SGB members 4 5 4 5 9 

Teacher union representatives 1 2 1 2 3 

Community development 
workers 

  1 0 1 

TOTAL 15 18 18 16 34 

 
Data were generated through dialogue within the group, which was facilitated using the free attitude 
interview (FAI) method developed by Buskens (2011). FAI resonates with the emancipatory ideals of 
CER and PAR, namely, freedom, respect, hope, equality, justice, and transformation. The use of this 
method also helped to diffuse the power differentials within the group. I assumed the role of the 
facilitator to generate knowledge through dialogue. Data were also generated from artefacts, 
reflections, written testimonies from participating schools, a SWOT analysis, and a priority list. 

I took four discernible steps when implementing the FAI method. Firstly, I, as the facilitator, asked 
exploring questions (Buskens, 2011). These were open-ended questions that encouraged the 
coresearchers to explore ideas and opinions. Secondly, I offered a reflective summary in which I 
repeated the opinions and sentiments of the coresearchers in my own words. I used the reflective 
summary to (i) order and structure the coresearchers’ information, (ii) ascertain whether I had 
correctly understood what the coresearchers had said, and (iii) encourage the coresearchers to share 
more information. Thirdly, I posed a clarifying question in instances where the coresearchers’ views 
were unclear or ambiguous. Lastly, I captured the coresearchers’ salient and pertinent opinions, views, 
and sentiments in a final summary.  

I transcribed the recorded discussions immediately after each scheduled meeting while everything was 
still fresh in my mind. This minimised the potential loss or distortion of data. The transcribed text 
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became the embodiment or record of the communication event wherein facts, opinions, beliefs, and 
sentiments were formally presented. I then analysed the data at three levels, according to the three-
dimensional critical discourse analysis (CDA) framework (Van Dijk, 2006). During micro-level analysis, I 
interrogated the literal meaning of the FAI transcript to determine what the coresearchers had said. 
During meso-level analysis, I examined the discursive practices (or culture) of the coresearchers. 
Discursive practices informed how the coresearchers thought, acted, and spoke. Finally, during macro-
level analysis, the social, political, and other contexts in which the coresearchers made statements 
were exposed. In so doing, this exposure laid bare any traces of power abuse, domination, and 
inequality. Importantly, CDA problematises power and is committed to disrupting it and was thus 
privileged for use in this study because of its compatibility with CER and PAR principles.  

On the other hand, integrity in this study was couched in the five validities championed by Herr and 
Anderson (2015). Outcome validity refers to the extent to which the outcomes of a study are 
successful. This study, true to its aim, yielded an effective strategy that enhanced the management 
performance of the participating DHs. Process validity is concerned with the effectiveness of an 
approach in resolving a research problem. Through PAR, the self-identified inadequacies of the DHs 
were ameliorated. Democratic validity focuses on the extent to which a research enterprise is carried 
out in collaboration with the people who are affected by the problem under scrutiny. DHs, as 
coresearchers, were actively involved in the study from conception to conclusion. Catalytic validity 
concerns itself with the extent to which a study transforms the participants, deepens their 
understanding, and motivates them to take further action beyond the scope of the study. For example, 
nine DHs established professional learning communities in their schools as a result of their 
participation in this study. Lastly, dialogic validity is concerned with the subjection of a study to critical 
and reflective dialogue. The study was presented as a work in progress at provincial colloquia and 
national conferences in South Africa where it was constructively critiqued. The various inputs provided 
at the conferences contributed significantly to the overall quality of the study.  

The study received ethical clearance (UFS-EDU-2011-0062) from the University of the Free State, which 
attests to its adherence to ethical principles of informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, 
autonomy, protection from physical harm, and beneficence.  

Limitations 
The first limitation of this study was the issue of power differentials amongst participants. While we 
worked hard to foster equitable relationships, we acknowledged at the same time the possibility of 
there being power imbalances during the inquiry. Self-reflexivity was thus used to mitigate the threat 
posed by power differentials, ensuring that we “articulate[d] our value systems, our multiple identities 
and locations of power and privilege, and how these understandings [might] influence our interactions 
with others and our research practice” (Brydon-Miller, 2013 p. 204). Therefore, each participant was 
allocated two minutes to articulate their values and biases during the first session.  

The second limitation involved the unequal participation of group members. Certain people are 
naturally reticent and reserved, which can lead to more outspoken individuals monopolising the 
communicative space. To obviate this risk and maximise the participation of all members of the 
research group, we used participatory strategies to determine the management priorities to discuss. 
Furthermore, members were encouraged to converse in any language they were comfortable with.  

To further mitigate the risk of unequal participation, at the beginning of the study, the research group 
adopted rules of engagement that which were based on the following values: equality; human dignity; 
freedom and security of person; freedom of religion, belief, and opinion; freedom of expression; and, 
freedom of language and culture. This shared set of values helped to bring about a spirit of inclusion 
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within the group. Moreover, I exposed the research group to Yosso’s (2005) concept of community 
cultural wealth. This concept allowed SGB members to see themselves as repositories of irreplaceable 
knowledge and, therefore, as valuable members of the research group. 

Finally, time constraints posed a threat to the study. Research group members were all busy people 
with multiple commitments that competed for their time. To ensure that neither the study nor the 
participants’ private or official engagements suffered, we drew up an implementation plan to guide 
the study, for the purpose of time management. 

Discussion of Findings  

This PAR study aimed to collaboratively develop a process for enhancing the management competence 
of DHs. Table 2 below captures the process that was followed to do so. After determining the learning 
needs in Session 3, a workshop was developed to help DHs learn to improve a specific skill. They then 
returned to their schools and implemented their learning and reflected on their experiences at their 
next workshop. While I delivered the workshops based on the participants’ learning needs, they were 
intentionally interactive and dialogue-based.   
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Table 2 
Research Process 

Session Time 
frame 

Objective(s) for session Data documentation 

1. 14:00–
16:00 

● Purpose of research 
● Getting to know one another 
● Rules of engagement 

 

● Conversations audiotape, 
transcribed after each 
meeting 

• Artefacts generated in 
group and workshops such 
as SWOT analysis, priority 
lists 

• Reflections 

• Written testimonies from 
participating schools  

 
 
 
 

2. ● Workshop 1: PAR principles. 
 

3. ● SWOT analysis of DH 
competencies 

● Drawing up a priority list for 
action: DH learning needs 
 

4. ● Workshop 2: Planning skills 
 

5. ● Reflection on implementation 
of planning skills 

● Workshop 3: Meetings and 
communication skills 
 

6. ● Reflection on implementation 
of meetings and 
communication skills 

● Workshop 4: Monitoring of 
teachers’ and learners’ work 
 

7. ● Reflection on implementation 
of monitoring teachers’ and 
learners’ work 

● Workshop 5: How to hold 
teachers accountable for their 
work performance 
 

8. ● Reflection on implementation 
of holding teachers 
accountable for their work 
performance 

● Reflection on impact: Evidence 
regarding change in practice 
from participants at each 
school 

● Reach consensus on the 
dissemination of findings 
 

Notes: After each workshop, the DHs went back to their respective schools to implement what they had 
learned. Sessions 1–8 were held at participating schools on a rotational basis. Each session started with an 
icebreaker activity and the participants reflected on their experiences.  

 
It is imperative to note that the aim of this paper is not to present evidence of the improved practices 
of the DHs, but to show the benefits of the PAR process for the professional development of DHs. I 
now discuss the features of this process.   
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The Importance of Mobilising Participants  

PAR begins with the identification of a problem and, thereafter, people who experience that problem 
are mobilised to solve it (Eruera, 2010). Mobilisation is an intervention tool that envisages social 
change (Tedrow et al., 2012). The following excerpts from a conversation within the research group 
testify to the link between mobilisation and social change: 

I am grateful to the researcher for going out of his way to approach us as key leaders in 
our community to participate in this endeavour. We thank you for drawing to our attention 
the challenges in our schools. Here I am in the midst of individuals who are committed to 
helping departmental heads to perform better. We are all looking forward to learning a 
lot in the process. (Deputy principal, p. 20) 

Thanks for inviting us to participate in this groundbreaking project. Together we will help 
our departmental heads to overcome their challenges. Empowering them will lead to the 
transformation of our local schools. (SGB, p. 27) 

Explicit in these excerpts is the community’s concern about the plight of DHs. According to Lippman 
(2013), shared concern is one of the principal domains of community mobilisation. The shared concern 
of the research group stemmed from members’ awareness of the problem at hand, which drove them 
to take charge of their affairs by collectively finding solutions to their problems. Tedrow et al. (2012) 
agreed that mobilisation should give rise to awareness and empower communities to confront their 
issues by engaging in collective processes. For this study, mobilisation sought to facilitate collaboration 
between DHs and the school community through activities aimed at building DHs’ capacity through 
their own agency. Agency, empowerment, capacity building, and participation are the pillars of 
mobilisation (Campbell, 2014) that can create a conducive, supportive environment for the DHs. 

Assembling a Diverse Research Group 

There is mounting support for using teamwork to deal with organisational challenges (McEvoy et al., 
2019; Nhlapo, 2014). Dworski-Riggs and Langehout (2010) advised that people who have been 
mobilised should be organised into a team structure. In this study, the research group was drawn from 
diverse backgrounds and this diversity contributed to the efficacy of the team, as these excerpts 
illustrate: 

I believe in partnerships and teamwork. I have seen people coming together and jointly 
overcoming insurmountable problems. The collective wisdom of this team meeting here 
will unlock the challenges facing the departmental heads. (SGB, p. 32) 

I am excited to have been part of this team that has principals, deputy principals, HODs 
[DHs], members of school governing bodies, parents—oh wait, and a community 
development worker. Pardon me, almost forgot our circuit manager and teacher unions, 
from whom we learned so much. You will agree with me when I say that the success of this 
coming-together was largely through your different backgrounds and experiences and the 
deep conversations. We started and finished this task. Coming up with solutions was a 
walk in the park. Unity was our strength. We know why this great team came together. 
(DH, p. 16) 

The research group was able to solve problems and make informed decisions because of—not in spite 
of—inter-member differences. Benedict (2016) concurred that it is the heterogeneity of teams that 
enables them to make high-quality decisions. In the same vein, Rohlander (2014) claimed that effective 
teams are cohesive units of heterogeneous individuals. Indeed, the hallmark of the research group in 
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this study was its ability to resolve any differences openly and amicably through dialogue. This 
fundamental cohesion is exemplified by the phrase “Unity was our strength” in the passage quoted 
above. The last sentence of the excerpt, meanwhile, indicates that the research group understood its 
mission. This finding resonates with Werner’s (2014) assertion that it is important for a team to clarify 
its goal and purpose. 

Developing Rules of Engagement 

The research group’s rules of engagement were a set of principles and values that defined their desired 
attitudes and behaviours:  

Fellow team members, I propose that before we embark on this interesting journey, we 
should have rules that will guide our operations and engagement for the duration of this 
project. We need order. (Principal, p. 18) 

Looking back, noting that we came from different backgrounds, culturally and otherwise, 
it is amazing that we could work so well together. Unbelievable! The rules that we adopted 
at the beginning served us well. Pity that this family that met religiously for months has to 
come to an end. (DH, p. 7) 

According to Werner (2014), rules are important for team formation. These excerpts confirm that the 
operating rules adopted by the team at the start of the project were vital for its cohesion (Rohlander, 
2014) given that they helped team members to develop close relationships that engendered 
camaraderie.  

Collaborative Planning 

PAR conceptualises the research activity as a collaborative and negotiated process in which the tone 
and direction of the research belong equally to participants (Jacobs, 2018). Collaborative planning 
involves developing a shared vision, conducting a SWOT analysis, prioritising needs, and developing an 
implementation plan, each of which I will explore below. 

Developing a Shared Vision  

McGrawth and Bates (2013) asserted that every team must have a vision. In this study, the shared 
vision of the research group was encapsulated in its perceived shared destination, as the following 
excerpts demonstrate: 

Ladies and gentlemen, it is proper that we understand why we are here. If we miss this, 
we are going to engage in futile exercises. Our joint aim is to help the departmental heads 
to execute their managerial responsibilities effectively. This should be the goal that frames 
our discussions. (Principal, p. 25) 

Colleagues, good day. We are almost there with our project. It would not have been easier 
had we not had something that we were working towards. We were, and are, driven by 
this thing we want to achieve with our HODs. The commitment to achieve it has put us 
thus far and we are not willing to abandon the journey. Victory is beckoning. (Community 
development worker, p. 25) 

Tang (2016) observed that a team is driven by the bigger picture, and the above passages affirm that 
it would not have made sense to assemble a research group without clarifying its vision. 
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The above excerpts also highlight the relationship between a shared vision and the need for change 
and mobility: the group’s shared vision stemmed from dissatisfaction with the status quo and aimed 
to realise a total overhaul of the DHs’ problematic practices. Mobility and transformation were 
therefore key features of the shared vision in this study. Furthermore, the group’s shared vision set in 
motion activities that led to the inception and successful completion of the study. In the final analysis, 
the vision crystallised the group’s energies towards a single focal point (Abib-Pech, 2013). Much like 
the shared rules of engagement, the shared vision was important for bringing the research group 
together into a cohesive team. 

The following excerpt captures a DH’s joy at being involved in the project: 
 

I am happy that as departmental heads we are part of this collaborative planning. Things 
that affect us are done without us. This project is a testimony to the adage, “nothing about 
us without us.” At least, our voices will matter now. (DH, p. 13) 

These words capture the importance of actively involving those who are the subject of the research to 
develop solutions to challenges. The World Health Organization (2002) called for people to be actively 
and genuinely involved in defining issues of concern to them. Similarly, Loewenson et al. (2014) advised 
that those affected by a problem become the primary source of information and the primary actors in 
generating, validating, and using knowledge for action. However, DHs are often excluded from 
discussions and planning regarding issues that affect them directly, according to the participants in this 
group. Therefore, the inclusion of DHs was a shift from a “service-led system where people are fitted 
into a pattern of provision developed historically, to user-led or user-centered services” (McEvoy et 
al., 2019). Because the DHs were included in the study that sought to improve their practice, they took 
ownership of the study and remained committed to it. The attendance registers compiled during the 
eight sessions that spanned six months show that all 16 DHs attended all the sessions.  

Conducting a SWOT Analysis  

A SWOT analysis is the best-known tool for evaluating an environment (Achadinha, 2016), and it is 
often the first step in planning (Booysen, 2015). The research group conducted a SWOT analysis by 
gathering information on the effectiveness of the DHs. The group scanned the internal and external 
environments and interpreted the information that was generated, as is captured in the excerpts 
below: 

For a start, why don’t we isolate areas where our HODs are strong? Then, identify their 
Achilles’ heels. By this, I mean their challenges and areas where they are found wanting. 
(Principal, p. 23) 

I am elated that we scanned the internal and external environments to identify our 
strengths, weaknesses, including opportunities and threats. This has given us, as HODs, a 
holistic picture of our competence. (DH, p. 67) 

A SWOT analysis is not just about listing strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. Rather, it 
involves asking questions about these factors and formulating clear strategies in relation to them 
(Werner, 2014). In this study, the SWOT analysis was guided by the following questions: “Is there a 
need for a strategy?” “Which conditions would be propitious for the strategy?” “Which inherent 
threats might militate against the strategy?” “Which mechanisms should be built into the strategy to 
mitigate these threats?” “What evidence would bear proof of the effectiveness of strategy?” These 
questions gave rise to a comprehensive analysis that in turn became a strong basis for improving the 
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performance of the DHs. Therefore, the SWOT analysis facilitated the identification of both the nature 
and the causes of existing deficiencies and limitations (Kiley, 2014). 

During this exercise, the research group identified the nine main challenges that hampered the 
management performances of DHs. These were planning, holding meetings, holding accountability 
sessions, monitoring, communication, managing time, managing finances, managing departmental 
assets, and balancing professional and private activities. 

Prioritising Needs 
While nine main challenges were identified through the SWOT analysis, the prioritisation of these 
challenges emerged as another important activity in collaborative planning: 

Good people, we cannot do everything. It will do this meeting good if we focus on few 
things rather than doing everything. We need to be realistic. Let us identify few things for 
improvement. (DH, p. 31) 

I am happy that my suggestion to rank the priorities in order of their importance was 
accepted. We managed to prioritize planning, meetings, communication, accountability, 
and monitoring. I feel that if HODs can improve in these five areas of their needs, the four 
other areas which fell by the wayside shall be automatically improved. The nominal group 
technique was helpful. (DH, p. 20) 

The excerpts above indicate that the research group members applied their minds to the nine main 
needs of the DHs and prioritised five needs that they felt deserved attention because of their relative 
importance (Firesmith, 2004). The group’s successful prioritisation process is congruent with 
McChesney et al.’s (2012) assertion that it is wise to focus on a few core aspects of a problem, rather 
than attempting to improve everything at once. Dealing with too many issues can negatively affect a 
team’s focus. The decision about which needs to prioritise was not haphazard because we used the 
nominal group technique (Werner, 2014), which democratised the prioritisation process. Huntjens et 
al. (2011) added that prioritisation minimises domination and marginalisation within groups. In this 
study, the nominal group technique increased the participation of all during the identification of 
challenges.  

Developing an Implementation Plan 

A strategy might make sense when it is conceived, but an implementation plan is crucial to ensure that 
the strategy is adequately executed. The research group arrived at this conclusion organically: 

It will make sense for us if we have a plan. This plan will indicate to us what should be 
done, when, and by whom. Without it, we will be like people groping in the dark looking 
for a black cat. (DH, p. 31) 

At long last we have finalised our blueprint and roadmap today. We know what to do when 
and how. This is great. The different activities, milestones, and their related time-horizons 
are clear. All that is left is to implement the ideas in our documents to make them alive. 
This holds true for our HODs, who should action the activities that are aimed at improving 
their practice. Having said this, I must confess that doing the plan was quite demanding, 
yet possible, because of the SWOT analysis we had done. (Principal, p. 29) 
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Lazenby (2016) argued that planning gives direction and allays uncertainties and anxieties—a 
sentiment that is evident in the hopeful tone of the above passages. 

The implementation plan drawn up by the research group consisted of priorities that needed to be 
addressed. Each priority included deliverable activities with clear timelines that which were assigned 
to specific individuals according to their expertise. In this sense, the implementation plan specified 
both the ends and the means (Lazenby, 2016). In other words, it indicated what should be done and 
how/by whom it should be done. It was therefore a detailed plan of who did what, when, and how 
(Johnson & Christensen, 2014). PAR acknowledges that some individuals in the research may be tasked 
with leading certain phases of the research enterprise at particular points. In this study, the resources 
needed to address a specific priority were allocated and success indicators were agreed upon as the 
basis for evaluation during the monthly reflection meetings.  

Cant (2010) identified poor implementation of a strategy as the Achilles’ heel of many organisations. 
Similarly, Booysen (2015) warned that planning becomes futile in the absence of implementation. With 
this in mind, the plan developed by the research group in this study was carefully implemented: 

Practical steps were given, including good practices locally, continentally, and 
internationally. Mind blowing. Of importance is the fact that this is our seventh meeting 
and all activities before this meeting took place as scheduled, without any deviation. I 
want to unashamedly report to this meeting as a principal that the four departmental 
heads have implemented the guidelines on planning, communicating, monitoring, 
meetings, and accountability to the letter, though in some instance with modifications due 
to the unique nature of our school, and it is beginning to yield dividends. (Principal, p. 21) 

Looking back, this project became successful because everything we agreed on was fully 
implemented. Kudos to our hardworking HODs who implemented almost everything they 
learned from all the workshops. (Deputy principal, p. 36) 

I have so far held one departmental meeting, four subject meetings, and three 
developmental meetings. Teachers are told in advance what to prepare for each meeting 
and the departmental year plan. During the departmental meeting, I present my term plan 
to educators. I allowed them to make inputs during these meetings. They are beginning to 
own up to our programs and decisions we take during meetings. I have noted that I, too, 
have changed. I talk less and listen more, and this is helping me to understand teachers 
more clearly and in context. I listen to understand, but not to hear. Through listening, I am 
able to gather a lot of information around issues, and this contributes to making informed 
decisions. Notices for meetings are issued at least five days before meetings are held, 
thereby allowing teachers in my department to make inputs on agenda items and to 
prepare themselves for the meetings. (DH, p. 28) 

In my department, we hold accountability sessions during the second week of every new 
school term. During these sessions, teachers give reasons for performance of learners in 
subjects they teach. I also account to the teachers for failing to provide them with requisite 
resources. In one meeting, a teacher wanted to know why mathematics books for Grade 
10 have not yet been procured when the decision to do so was taken four months ago. 
Accounting is upwards, downwards, and horizontal. (DH, p. 27) 

I have verified and brought evidence to this meeting. I need to share with you how they 
monitor and control the work of the teachers and learners. They have programmes of 
monitoring, implying that teachers know when they are going to be monitored. 
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Monitoring is done weekly. During this monitoring, five things are looked into. Firstly, 
compliance with the annual teaching plan. Secondly, they monitor the quality of 
assessment activities. Thirdly, they check the frequency of assessment activities. Fourthly, 
whether activities are marked. Fifthly, the writing of correct corrections by learners. 
Curriculum coverage has improved a lot because of this type of monitoring by the DHs. 
(Deputy principal, 16) 

As is evident from the above, the research group implemented its plan eagerly and efficiently. PAR 
demands that a research group acts on its plans (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005) and, indeed, individuals 
in the group who were assigned specific responsibilities fulfilled them diligently. This outcome may be 
attributable to the inspirational vision and commitment shared by the group. Similarly, Johnson et al. 
(2017) found that ownership and commitment play a vital role in the successful implementation of 
plans. It can therefore be argued that commitment is the fuel that enables teams to remain steadfast 
in pursuit of their goals (Johnson et al., 2017). 

Developmental Sessions 

Professional development is important for teachers because it ensures that their practice does not 
calcify. Workshops were a constant feature of the conversations that took place among the research 
group, and were affirmed as a necessary component of management performance strategy:  

I want to confess that I remain unhappy with workshops that I attended before the start 
of this project. They were misplaced, compared to the several that we attended during the 
duration of this period. These were very relevant and enriched our practices as 
departmental heads. The knowledge and skills have given us the confidence we did not 
have before. This is the way to go. (DH, p. 20)  

For every area wherein HODs are weak, we need to organize workshops for them. I believe 
that they are the tried and tested form of development. They should be real workshops 
and not mere talk shops, if they are to be meaningful for our HODs. (DH, p. 21)  

Workshops have become the staple of teacher-development initiatives. The 2009 Teaching and 
Learning International Survey found that workshops were second (81%) only to informal dialogue 
(93%) in terms of efficacy in improving teaching (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2009). However, Mizzel (2010) observed that poorly conceived workshops can leave 
people feeling disgruntled. For example, workshops that are too theoretical and general can have the 
effect of casting teachers as passive recipients of knowledge rather than co-generators of knowledge 
(Wood & Goba, 2011), thereby perpetuating Freire’s (1993) notion of banking education, because this 
kind of approach disavows teachers’ prior learning and rich, lived professional experiences (McNiff, 
2016). Workshops need to earn the commitment of participants and this can only happen if 
participants are involved in decision-making processes regarding their development. When people are 
fully involved, ownership emerges, which spawns commitment. Commitment, in turn, yields 
sustainability (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). 

After a series of workshops carried out in line with the group’s implementation plan, one member of 
the group reported:  

The six workshops were informative; we learnt a lot. They were for us and about us. Do 
you still remember that all workshops started at 14:00 and were supposed to adjourn at 
16:00? What happened? The workshops on meetings and monitoring, for example, were 
adjourned at 16:45 and 17:00, respectively. The discussions were lively and the level of 
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participation in both was unprecedented. Very enriching. I want to report to this meeting 
three things. Firstly, meetings are the order of the day at my school. Teachers in my school 
refer to their DHs as the “democrats.” They are humble, respectful, and listen a lot. They 
give teachers and learners hope. Secondly, the school culture has improved, due to the 
supervisory roles of the DHs. The third one excites me most. Our school, which has always 
been a perennial underperformer, performed well in the matric exams. We are no longer 
an underperforming school. (DH, p. 30) 

This statement highlights the importance of workshops and, more importantly, how they are 
conceived. Participants identified with the contents of the workshops, which were based on challenges 
that they themselves had prioritised. Evidently, Tsayang et al.’s (2010) recommendation that 
workshops be based on the developmental needs of teachers was borne out during the workshops 
conducted for this study.  

Reflecting 

Reflection was a defining feature of this study, as the two excerpts below show: 

Fellow participants, the first meeting that I held in my department failed to yield the 
projected results. The meeting failed to come up with a template for the subject-
improvement plan. Looking back, I think I never allowed room for my colleagues to air 
their views and make inputs. I am looking forward to my next meeting next week. (DH, p. 
28) 

I had a similar situation. Realising that teachers showed no interest, I adjourned the 
meeting for five minutes and when we resumed, I popped the questions: “Colleagues, how 
should we approach this?” “How best can we do this?” The response and inputs were 
overwhelming. (DH, p. 28) 

The first excerpt exemplifies the kind of reflection that happens post practice. The second, meanwhile, 
reveals reflection happening mid practice, with the DH in question reflecting and changing course on 
the spot. Planning, acting on plans, and reflecting on actions are key features of PAR (Kemmis & 
McTaggart, 2005). 

Reflection is a tool that enhances continuous professional development. Helyer (2015) posited that 
reflection becomes effective when it is done with others; ideas are shared that may result in new ways 
of doing things. Consequently, collaborative reflection deepens self-awareness (Wood & Zuber-
Skerritt, 2013). In this study, awareness helped people challenge assumptions, resulting in the 
assimilation and adoption of fresh insights and perspectives. The transformative potential of PAR was 
also evident. DHs, who before the study were cast as autocrats, were by the end of it labelled 
“democrats,” as corroborated by the following excerpt: 

The HODs at my school are now humble, respectful, and listen a lot. Before meetings are 
called, they now [emphasis added] invite inputs on agenda items from teachers in the 
departments. They are amenable to ideas of teachers and some of these inputs are 
implemented. (Deputy principal, p. 22) 

As democrats, DHs afforded the teachers in their departments the chance to participate in decision-
making processes, which would have had an empowering effect (Addi-Raccah, 2009). Importantly, 
participation promotes social justice by eliminating domination and marginalisation (Bell, 2007; 
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Theoharis, 2007). By treating teachers as equal partners and with respect, DHs are more likely to 
uphold teachers’ dignity. 

Refining the Implementation Plan 

The research group reflected on the change process and made revisions where necessary. Certain 
tactics were refined in line with particular contexts and developments, leading to an overhaul, at times, 
of the implementation plan. Plans should not be cast in stone but should instead be flexible for 
adaptation. According to Booysen (2015), weaker areas of implementation should be tweaked to 
improve performance in the future. Tweaking and adjustments are possible in PAR because the 
framework is not rigid and “linear,” but “emergent and unpredictable,” and ultimately “people-
centered” (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013, p. 2). 

Conclusion  

From the above discussion, the following conclusions are made: firstly, people appear to respond 
extremely well to programmes in which they are part of decision-making processes. This favourable 
response is further buttressed when a programme addresses participants’ specific developmental 
needs.  

Another conclusion is drawn from my personal reflections. The research process confirmed that the 
success or failure of a PAR study rests on the ability of the researcher to descend from their proverbial 
ivory tower and see themselves as an equal partner in the research group. As such, the researcher 
must collaboratively set objectives with members of the research group and spend more time listening. 
Yet they must also act—when necessary—as a critical friend who invites the entire team to take leaps 
into uncharted territory. Overall, the researcher should create an atmosphere in which the untapped 
reservoir of experience, knowledge, and skills in the research group can emerge.  

Traditional research approaches seem to not be effective in ameliorating the plight of DHs in South 
African primary and secondary schools. PAR, embedded in the CER paradigm, was operationalised in 
this study as an antidote to the professional malady plaguing DHs. The result was a strategy that 
transformed DHs into effective practitioners whose practice was rooted in social justice principles. 
They became effective because they were fully immersed in collective efforts to improve their 
management practices. This outcome illustrates the ontological and epistemological potency of PAR 
as a practice-enhancing process.  
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The knowledge shared in this publication pertains to questions often asked by researchers, 
supervisors, and students. The questions relate to what it means to employ participatory action 
learning and action research (PALAR) when conducting research, and how research questions should 
be constructed to ensure the participation of all group members. These questions also have a bearing 
on how to guarantee adherence to ethical considerations while simultaneously striving to develop a 
trusting relationship with participants.  

In aiming to answer the said questions, Lesley Wood offers a concise yet analytical interpretation of 
the transformative, collaborative, and democratic PALAR research approach. In her foreword, Ortrun 
Zuber-Skerritt, a pioneer in the field of action research, applauds the significant contribution of this 
first comprehensive volume to a decidedly non-conventional research approach (pp. x–xi). She 
encourages readers to explore beyond their preferred research genres in order to learn and discover 
lessons, understandings, and insights on PALAR with the author. This book, however, offers more than 
the mere understanding of PALAR as a methodology. It comprises an authentic and critical reflection 
from the perspective of a researcher in Africa, showing readers how PALAR is also a philosophy, a 
theory of learning, and a facilitation tool for a much-needed transformative research approach. 
Readers are taken on a professional PALAR journey in which Wood’s deep knowledge, understanding, 
and passion in serving communities are portrayed. 

There is a growing interest among academics, stakeholders, and community members in the different 
forms of participatory research. This book draws on the idea of building bridges between the academic 
and the real-life worlds by arguing for the need of using PALAR, not only in our lifetime, but also in the 
future. It explains why participatory research is useful and relevant in contexts where a group of people 
have a desire to improve on present practices by means of a shared responsibility. The purpose of the 
book is twofold: to develop the capacity for community engagement, and to allow readers to 
deliberate and reflect on their own research and on their involvement in the research process. After 
the introductory chapter, the book is divided into three clusters, namely, the theoretical foundations 
of PALAR, the practice and process of PALAR, and reflecting on PALAR. The two chapters in the first 
cluster specify the theoretical foundations of participatory research by focusing on the philosophies 
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and theoretical frameworks suited to the implementation of PALAR. The author outlines how these 
philosophies and theories provide standards of judgment in terms of which the practice of PALAR may 
be assessed. While she convinces the reader of the need for this collaborative and democratic research 
approach, the author also draws our attention to the fact that action research is not always conducted 
from an emancipatory and transformative paradigm. An important warning for researchers who intend 
to use PALAR is clearly articulated in this chapter: the author reminds researchers that their personal 
philosophical positions should be thoroughly scrutinised to guarantee alignment with the PALAR 
methodology.  

In the cluster regarding the practice and process of PALAR, the author uses five chapters to review the 
following five features: forming the core action-learning group, ethical considerations, the research 
design, rigour and integrity, and writing for publication. The first of these chapters provides examples 
of how to form the heart of the PALAR process when involving participants in collaboratively 
addressing challenging and complex real-life issues. Fostering core action-learning groups often gives 
rise to numerous challenges, which include facilitation glitches, power issues, diversity, and language 
and personality differences or domination. Action researchers are well aware of these challenges in 
group facilitation and, in this chapter, the author shares valuable thoughts and practical advice on 
communication and relationship skills (the 7Cs and 3Rs) that readers can employ as means to monitor 
and evaluate discussions during group facilitation (see p. 77). In the next chapter, the author 
demonstrates the need for working in partnership with participants by guiding readers on the ethical 
requirements of participatory research. Critical elements such as respect for other individuals, justice, 
and beneficence are evident from the example of an ethics agreement from a past community project 
(see p. 97). In the third chapter of this cluster, a blueprint for taking action by utilising PALAR is 
expounded. Here, the author provides suggestions and practical guidelines for using suitable, creative, 
and innovative methods such as visual or arts-based methods when researchers generate or analyse 
data. The rigorous nature of PALAR is discussed in the penultimate chapter of this cluster. PALAR 
researchers are shown working closely with people over a period of time and practical, real-life 
examples from various studies are provided. The cluster ends with Chapter 8, in which the course of 
action when writing for publications is outlined. Examples from previously completed projects are sure 
to help the reader to learn about reporting on findings. Different approaches regarding the writing and 
publishing of findings from PALAR projects, such as theses, articles, book chapters, or research reports, 
are included in the discussion.  

The final cluster of two chapters comprises a critical reflection on the PALAR process. In the first 
chapter, the author discusses the challenges of using PALAR in projects and, moreover, aims to 
stimulate interest and motivate readers despite the identified challenges. The reader is reminded of 
obstacles when conducting participatory, democratic, and transformative research and ideas are 
offered on how to overcome the challenges by drawing on the actual experiences of researchers 
involved in PALAR projects. True to the critically reflective nature of participatory research, the last 
chapter concludes with the author’s reflections on her own learning and research journey during the 
process of writing the book. Evidence of the educative value of PALAR for people who are not likely to 
access higher education can be seen on the last page of the book in which a participant applauds 
participatory research for having provided them with an opportunity for personal growth and 
empowerment (see p. 198).  

A decided strength of this book is that it suggests feasible ways of engaging in research with 
communities for social and educational improvement. Of particular value, is the inclusion of practical, 
real-life examples of projects and of studies drawing on experiences of the author, other researchers, 
and postgraduate students. The scholarly contributions in the three clusters demonstrate that 
research can serve the learning and developmental needs not only of researchers but also of 
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community members. An important message that runs through the book is that researchers should 
recognise all participants in their projects as coresearchers, and cocreators of knowledge.  

Participatory Action Learning and Action Research: Theory, Practice and Process contributes to creating 
knowledge about community-based research and will be of interest to both emerging and experienced 
researchers. The book succeeds in showing readers feasible ways of bringing about change at the 
individual, professional, organisational, or communal level. It is clear that the author endorses the idea 
of community engagement for social change by promoting the notion of doing “research with, rather 
than on people” (Wood & Zuber-Skerrit, 2013, p. 2). 
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The Collaborative Action Research Network (CARN) aims to encourage and support personal, local, 
national, and international action research, action research projects, and contributions to the theory 
and methodology of action research (CARN, 2020). Although CARN had to cancel their planned face-
to-face conference for 2020 due to Covid-19, they recreated it in the form of an online event. The 
conference was held on two separate days to enable colleagues from all over the world and from 
various time zones to participate. The session on 24 October was from 08:45 to 12:30 (BST) for 
colleagues from Asia and Australasia and on 25 October from 16:45 to 20:30 (BST) to suit colleagues 
from the Americas (CARN, 2020). 

One hundred and seventy three delegates from 32 countries attended the conference over the two 
days (C. Wilby, personal communication February 4, 2021). The conference comprised a number of 
theoretical and practical presentations that explored action research. Fifteen conference 
workshops/symposiums were presented over the two days, and 40 individual and group papers were 
presented. 

Raised Voices, the theme of the conference, sought to unite researchers from education, community 
work, and health and well-being to focus on the action dimensions of research and key issues that 
underpin our actions. Julian Stern, Professor of Education and Religion at the Bishop Grosseteste 
University, Lincoln, acted as keynote speaker on both days. 
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Julian Stern 

In his paper, “Conversation as Method: Get Rich Quick,” he focused on conversation as method, which 
he drew from his research with children and adults by using conversation as a means of generating 
rich insights (Stern, 2020). Stern proposed conversation as an important method for researchers 
concerned with power, participation, and the personal in research. Conversation as a research method 
was portrayed as a means of generating rich insights rapidly. 

The conference gave a platform to researchers to promote educational research for social change. It 
was evident in various papers presented, that active involvement with practitioners and participants 
was at the fore, and that practitioners actively contributed to the generation of knowledge and theory. 
Some of the papers on different approaches to action research are highlighted below. 

The presentation by Lesley Wood, “Capacity Building for Participatory Action Research: Challenges and 
Rewards?” highlighted findings from the collaboration of community partners and academics from six 
South African universities who researched and developed a short learning programme on community-
based research, which required critical inquiry into past, current, and future practices of action 
research. 

“Looking Back to Look Ahead: Collaboratively Exploring the Journey Towards Professional Identity in 
Student Teachers,” presented by Carolina Botha, looked at student teachers’ perceptions of the 
teaching profession as developed by their own schoolteachers. She recommended that tertiary 
institutions adopt a participatory action research approach in dealing with student teachers’ view of 
the teaching profession and create a space for active involvement between teacher educators and 
student teachers on their quest towards an ethical and caring professional identity. 

The paper, “An Action Research Study Conducted by Domestic Workers,” presented by Nanditta Bhatt 
from the Martha Farrell Foundation, reported on community development to promote collective 
action for social justice. Domestic workers in India documented their experiences of sexual harassment 
and exploitation through an arts-based action research project and reported their dependence on their 
employers due to their vulnerability to sexual abuse and exploitation. This group of domestic workers 
and their art project were responsible for the implementation of a new law in India. 

“Novice vs. Expert: Facilitation Challenges Encountered When Using Participatory Action Learning and 
Action Research (PALAR),” a paper delivered by Mariëtte Koen, Marinda Neethling, Benita Taylor, and 
Stef Esterhuizen reflected on researchers’ challenges when facilitating PALAR. They came to the 
conclusion that there were various facilitation challenges when endorsing Rogers’ (1957) idea of using 
facilitation to sense participants’ private world as if it were their own, without losing the “as if” quality. 
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It is evident that the papers presented at the conference aimed to bring change inside, as well as 
outside institutional spaces and communities. The paper delivered by Jackie Delong, Elizabeth 
Campbell, and Jack Whitehead from the University of Prince Edward Island, “Improving Our World by 
Raising the Voices of Action Researchers Through Living-Educational-Theories,” reported on how 
educational influences in their own learning, the learning of others, and in the learning of social 
formations have emerged through supporting global practitioner-researchers and contributed to 
human flourishing. 

“Student and Film During Covid-19: A Collaborative Journey Through Digital Storytelling,” a paper 
delivered by Elma Marais and Carolina Botha highlighted the importance of reflective practice in the 
higher education sector when lecturers from South African universities were forced to reconceptualise 
their teaching and learning practices to save the 2020 academic year due to Covid-19.  

The other papers presented covered a wide range of genres of action research, from living theory self-
study approaches to full-blown community-based research—all aimed at bringing about social and 
educational change in various contexts. 

Conclusion 

It is clear that the conference promoted educational research for social change by staying true to 
CARN’s mission to be committed to support and improve the quality of professional practice through 
systematic, critical, and creative inquiry into the goals, processes, and contexts of collaborative action 
research.  
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