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Editorial October 2022 
 

A World in Crisis: When Mother Nature Cannot Take It Anymore! 
 
Mathabo Khau 
Nelson Mandela University 
Mathabo.khau@mandela.ac.za  
 
What do you do when Mother is tired and can take no more? Whom do you ask for food or your 
clothes? Whom do you ask to kiss your “boo-boo”? Who is expected to do all that Mother does for her 
children? Who takes care of the carer? As I write this editorial, I am asking myself these questions. I 
am wondering why human beings expect Mother Nature to never get tired. In my mind’s eye, I see a 
baby trying to coax milk from its mother’s dried-out breast, even biting it a little to get some flow of 
milk. Alas! There is no more milk. The breast has run dry. Mother is exhausted, hungry, sick, and at her 
wits’ end—but baby still wants to eat. Usually, Mother would lovingly reprimand or even smack the 
baby to stop it from biting her. However, babies often do not take heed of Mother’s actions to protect 
herself. They keep suckling until there is nothing left. 

In the same vein, Mother Nature is tired. She needs rest and recuperation. I believe that she is trying 
to reprimand us, using the current calamities facing the world. From floods in Pakistan, typhoons in 
Japan and China, hurricanes in the Americas, drought in Africa, to Ebola in Uganda, she is crying out to 
the human race to stop and take stock of her dried-out breast. Instead of listening, humankind has 
continued to produce more catastrophes leading to deadly sea crossings by African migrants, the war 
between Russia and Ukraine, and the abuses of undocumented immigrants and asylum seekers fleeing 
economic insecurity and political upheaval in Central and South America. These disasters pile onto 
Mother Nature’s already overburdened shoulders to protect and care for all her children. Although her 
spirit may be willing, she has little strength left! She needs everyone’s assistance for her to rest and 
recuperate. It is in our hands to ensure that our loving mother is taken care of in her time of need so 
that she can take care of us, in turn. 

We live during a critical time when the saying, “An injury to one is an injury to all,” is visible across the 
globe. There has never been a time when there were so many challenges to global stability as we have 
now, with countries wanting to control natural resources without taking heed of the humanitarian 
consequences. Although the war between Russia and Ukraine may be far from our borders, it is 
affecting every aspect of our livelihoods by increasing the already high cost of living. The poorest of 
the poor are affected more than others when energy prices increase, food production decreases, 
financial institutions increase lending rates, environmental disasters rage, and sources of livelihood 
are depleted. It is a gloomy picture indeed. Yet, the sun still shines and the birds still sing. Thus, we still 
have hope that we can make a difference if we try hard enough. 

This issue of the journal appears 10 years since the inception of Educational Research for Social Change. 
Despite all the challenges highlighted above, there are many milestones that should be celebrated in 

mailto:Mathabo.khau@mandela.ac.za
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our journey towards creating the world we want. We need social change and transformation in all 
spheres of life. Education and research are critical components of creating agents of hope and 
transforming mindsets. The contributions in this issue highlight the importance of humanity and the 
human being in community with others. And they all stress one thing: we are human beings before we 
are scholars, students, researchers, and academics. 

The first article, by academic veterans Jack Whitehead and Marie Huxtable titled, “Developing a Living 
Educational Theory Research Approach to Community-Based Educational Research,” explores what 
Whitehead has termed living-educational-theory and how through its cultivation, educational 
practitioners and researchers can contribute to learning and teaching that promotes human 
flourishing. Whitehead and Huxtable discuss how individuals and communities can realise their 
humane responsibilities through creating constructive educational practices that lead to positive social 
change in this complex and interconnected world—towards positive local and global futures.  

That discussion is continued by four emerging researchers and scholars, Ntokozo Mkhize-Mthembu, 
Khulekani Luthuli, Nontuthuko Phewa, and Siphiwe Madondo. Their article is titled, “Using Memory 
Work To Recall Childhood Experiences of Learning: Collaborative Reflections on Four Self-Study 
Projects.” This collaborative self-study explores their doctoral work as critical friends teaching and 
learning using arts-based research in education. The authors used memory work to remember their 
childhood educational experiences and their engagements in mentorship knowledge sharing. They 
assert that reflecting on their past has assisted them in shaping their current and future practice. Thus, 
they argue for the importance of collaborative and interactive learning and teaching, and 
acknowledging learners’ and educators’ earlier learning and socio-cultural backgrounds. 

Belinda Verster and Carolien van den Berg continue by discussing the importance of collaboration in 
their article, “Theorising With Sociomateriality: Interdisciplinary Collaboration in Socio-Technical 
Learning Environments.” They explore the possibilities offered by sociomateriality in engagements 
with complex learning environments. The authors positioned students as active community members 
with intimate knowledge of their local sustainability challenges so that they could develop social digital 
innovations to solve such challenges. They propose four pedagogical notions of relationality, 
reflexivity, responsiveness, and recognition to guide the pedagogical decision-making when designing 
complex learning environments.  

And, on the other hand, Ilse Fouche reminds us that learning has to be contextually relevant to be 
meaningful for students. Her article titled, “‘Stop Bombarding Us With Work We Don’t Even Need’: 
Reconceptualising a First-Year Course for Increased Relevance Through Action Learning,” explores the 
demands of an increasingly globalised world and how they affect pedagogical strategies for harnessing 
students’ local knowledges and contexts. Fouche considers how a first-year academic literacies course 
could be reimagined through action learning and project-based learning to create a programme that 
might encourage students to draw on their lived experiences and counter the effects of alienation in 
resource-poor contexts.  

Adding a different layer to undergraduate learning are Tracy Nicole Bowles and Mark de Vos, whose 
article is titled “Creating an Epistemically Diverse Undergraduate Linguistics Curriculum.” They discuss 
a service-learning course in linguistics for second- and third-year students. These authors highlight the 
importance of service-learning in the attainment of an epistemically diverse linguistics curriculum with 
reciprocal benefits for both students and community partners. Bowles and de Vos contend that a 
thoughtfully constructed disciplinary-based service-learning programme can be a useful tool in 
fostering epistemic diversity within a specific discipline such as linguistics—and contribute towards the 
decolonisation of the discipline.  
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Reimagining curricular offerings using a decolonial lens is important across all learning phases. Due to 
its taboo nature, sexuality education in the Foundation Phase (FP) becomes critical in curricular 
redesign. Obakeng Kagola and Robin Notshulwana use their article, “Reflecting on Sexuality Education 
in Teacher Education: Using a Life History Methodology of a Same-Sex Desiring Male Foundation Phase 
Teacher,” to highlight the need to rethink the offering of sexuality education in the early years of 
learning. Kagola and Notshulwana use life history methodology to explore the case of a same-sex 
desiring male FP teacher in the Eastern Cape in order to understand how incidental moments relating 
to sexuality education are addressed. They use a feminist post-structural theory to discuss how their 
participant and the participant's colleagues implicitly perpetuate heteronormative discourses in their 
pedagogical approaches to the teaching of sexuality education. Their research allowed them to reflect 
on redesigning a fourth-year FP Life Skills module and to reimagine the learning experiences offered 
to FP pre-service teachers.  

The final article in this issue is by Jessica Schroenn Goebel and Suriamurthee Moonsamy Maistry and 
is titled, “In Search of an Inclusive Participatory Research Methodology: The Appeal of Interactive 
Qualitative Analysis to Novice Qualitative Researchers.” The authors explore the need for inclusive 
participatory research methodologies to address the national imperative of decolonising universities. 
They assert that the decolonial agenda requires research methodologies that have the potential to 
elevate participant voice. Goebel and Maistry argue that interactive qualitative analysis (IQA) is a 
variant of participatory research that offers advantages for transformative shifts in South African 
higher education. They point out that IQA may appeal to cross-over researchers because it provides a 
structured and rigorous path through qualitative research, and disrupts power relations that cast the 
researcher as “expert.” According to the authors, IQA grants participants control over data generation 
and preliminary analysis, and foregrounds their voices. Thus, they present and outline the key steps 
and protocols of IQA and draw on their own application of the methodology in a study at a South 
African university to reflect critically on its affordances, limitations, and possible modifications. 

This issue closes with a book review and a conference report. The book review by Prosper Lunga is of 
Community-Based Research With Vulnerable Populations: Ethical, Inclusive and Sustainable 
Frameworks for Knowledge Generation, edited by Lesley Wood. According to Lunga, the book helps 
readers to understand “the complex relationships and transformative potential of learning, knowledge 
creation, ethics and action in the context of social justice” (Tandon & Hall, 2022, p. v). This book could 
be useful in enhancing the capacity of academics in higher education institutions to conduct 
community-based research (CBR) and partner with marginalised populations to generate relevant, 
useful, and contextualised knowledge. Although the book’s emphasis is on educational CBR in higher 
education institutions, it could be valuable and well suited to researchers and practitioners in areas 
beyond education, for example, those in community development, health sciences, social sciences, 
and other related fields. 

Last, and not least, Andri Schoonen presents her report of Critical Service-Learning Across the Globe: 
Transforming Teaching Into Social Action (8th International Symposium on Service-Learning hosted by 
the University of Nicosia, University of Indianapolis, Stellenbosch University, and Indiana Campus 
Compact in Nicosia, Cyprus, 8–11 June, 2022). This bi-annual conference emphasised the need for 
transformation in higher education through rethinking the role of critical service-learning for social 
transformation. As a transformative pedagogy, critical service-learning uses the local community as its 
textbook, out-of-classroom experiences as learning spaces, and theory as real-life application. 
Participants in the conference had an opportunity to learn about interdisciplinary projects and could 
reflect on how teaching, doing research, and working in communities during a global pandemic made 
them think differently about the role of critical service-learning in higher education. Presentations 
foregrounded the embodiment of values of care, ethical actions, transparency, and justice in service-
learning engagements.  
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As I said earlier, the articles in this issue accentuate the human in community within a living planet. 
They present a hopeful educational and research future that is contextually, culturally, 
environmentally, mechanically, and digitally transformed. Sustainability and transformation begin with 
teachers and researchers. However, it is upon all of us to partake in ensuring that we heal the world 
and all who inhabit it. Thus, readers of this issue are invited into a chaotic world in which there is hope 
for humanity to promote planetary justice and cure Mother Nature of all her ills. 

References 

Tandon, R., & Hall, B. (2022). Foreword. In L. Wood (Ed.), Community-based research with vulnerable 
populations: Ethical, inclusive and sustainable frameworks for knowledge generation. Palgrave 
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Abstract 

What educational practitioners have in common is the intention of contributing to the 
learning of communities and those who comprise them, to live values of human flourishing, 
and to help other people and communities to do so too. Professional educational-practitioner 
researchers can contribute to communities creating positive futures locally and globally by 
making public valid values-laden explanations of educational influence in learning. Whitehead 
(1989) coined the term living-educational-theory for such explanations. The implications of 
educational practitioners accepting professional responsibility for realising their humane 
values as fully as possible in practice, and contributing to the growth of a global educational 
knowledgebase by developing a Living Educational Theory Research approach to community-
based educational research, are explored in this article. These include individuals and 
communities identifying where they experience their educational-practitioner self as a living 
contradiction and their values negated, and creating constructive ways forward—testing the 
validity of claims of improving educational practice that enhances educational, values-laden 
influences in learning—and strengthening accounts of learning to make positive social change 
in this complex and interconnected world through a process of social validation. Illustrative 
examples are given and limitations, challenges, and next steps identified. 

Keywords: Living Educational Theory Research, community-based educational research, values of 
 Humanity, living-educational-theories, validity 

Copyright: © 2022 Jack Whitehead and Marie Huxtable 
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Commercial License, which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction 
in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.   
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Introduction 

When we reflect on the monumental challenges that exist in today’s world, it is clear that 
we must go beyond our single-issue campaigns and dig into the very heart of how human 
beings understand themselves, and their relationship with our living world. To imagine a 
new way of being requires us to dispatch with the old narratives that anchor us to deep-
rooted ideas of individualism, separatism and domination over the natural world. 

 
It is only through a cultural rebirth that champions our intrinsic values that human beings 
will have a chance of reshaping the systems that define our lives, the lives of all other living 
beings on our shared planet and the wellbeing of future generations. (Taylor, 2021, p. 60) 

 

As we write, we are aware of the wars that are raging between various communities in this 
interconnected world, and of Russia’s invasion of the Ukraine—the latest to be of global concern. We 
are also aware that human beings have yet to learn how to resolve differences so that individuals, 
communities, and Humanity can make positive social progress rather than sow the seeds of future 
wars. Given the potential for global destruction, the need to imagine new ways of responding more 
productively to the challenge Taylor (2021) identified is urgent. In that context, we explore in this paper 
what the development of a Living Educational Theory Research2 approach to community-based 
educational research can offer. A Living Educational Theory Research approach to understanding, 
improving, and explaining practice, emphasises the importance of learning to live, as fully as possible, 
values that carry hope for a future of Humanity flourishing in a humane world and helping others to 
do so too. We continue with our belief that education is a major influence on individuals, communities, 
and Humanity learning how to make positive social progress. The meaning we give to education here 
is that of a values-laden, life-long process of individuals and communities learning to live a satisfying, 
productive, and worthwhile life for self and others, which brings into being a humane world. By 
“Humanity,” we mean a global social formation that transcends place and time. In this approach, an 
individual accepts their responsibility to research their educational practice to understand and improve 
it and contribute to the growth of a global educational knowledgebase. In doing this they create valid, 
values-laden explanations of their educational influence in their own learning to improve their 
educational practice, in the learning of others to improve theirs, and in the learning of social formations 
to make positive social progress. The individual also accepts their professional responsibility to 
contribute valid accounts of their research to a global educational knowledgebase for the benefit of all 
(Huxtable & Whitehead, 2021a, 2021b; Whitehead & Huxtable, 2016).  

Aim 

We aim to demonstrate how this research can enhance the educational influences in a community in 
order to be productive and ethical as individuals who comprise the community realise their values-
laden responsibilities to themselves, the community, and to Humanity to bring into being a more 

 
2 It is important to recognise the distinction between a living-educational-theory, which is an evidence and  
   values-based explanation of an individual’s educational influence in their own learning, the learning of others,  
   and in the learning of the social formations within which the practice is located, and Living Educational Theory  
   Research, which is the conceptual framework that distinguishes the paradigm of the research. 

 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i2a1
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humane world. We also provide evidence that supports our assumption that by making public valid 
accounts of such research, a community can contribute to other communities and to Humanity 
learning to make positive social progress.  

We have previously applied a Living Educational Theory Research approach to the continuing 
professional development of individuals in order to realise their educational responsibilities to the 
communities within which they practice and to Humanity. In this paper, we reexamine accounts of 
living-educational-theory research to understand the educational influences that adapting this 
approach to community-based educational research can have on the learning of communities in order 
to realise their values-laden responsibilities. The communities we are concerned with in this paper are 
those, such as universities, that are social formations created to fulfil a social need ethically. Words 
describe and bring into being a reality, so we try to use words that help to bring into being a humane 
world. We therefore use the word “community,” to describe a social formation with a raison d’être 
expressed in the statements of its mission, aims, and goals together with a code of ethics - the values 
the community holds itself and its members accountable to in the process of fulfilling the purposes it 
was created for.  

Positive Social Change and Education  

Education is a human right and a force for sustainable development and peace. Every goal 
in the 2030 Agenda requires education to empower people with the knowledge, skills and 
values to live in dignity, build their lives and contribute to their societies. (UNESCO, 2017) 

We understand “education” to be a life-long values-laden process of learning to live a satisfying, 
productive, worthwhile life for self and others, and helping others to do so too, and contributing to 
Humanity’s learning to flourish. Values of human flourishing (because they form the standards by 
which change is evaluated) define the nature of educational practice and research and the positive 
social change that community-based educational research is engaged in to bring about. 

Community-Based Educational Research 

There are various forms of community-based research. In this paper, we are focused on community-
based educational research, distinguished by what makes it “educational” research. The principles of 
community-based participatory research constituted the theme of a 2021 special issue of this journal, 
Educational Research for Social Change (ERSC), and include: 

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. 
(Israel et al., 1998, as quoted in Koen, 2021, p. viii) 

We are extending these principles of community-based research to include the embodied values of 
human flourishing in a social formation and the individuals who comprise it, as explanatory principles 
and evaluative standards of practice that distinguish educational practice and educational research. 
This is consistent with the focus of the journal (ERSC, n.d.) and its publishing criteria: 

The idea of educational [emphasis added] research having the potential of being 
transformative—through working with communities and through various participatory 
[educational] research approaches. (Para. 1) 
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The research itself must lead to some form of change in at least one of the following 
areas: change in the researcher, change in the participants, change in the situation. (Para. 
2)  

We have underlined “educational” above to emphasise the importance of its omission in relation to 
the scope and aims of the journal: 

ERSC publishes scientific articles which draw on participatory methodologies . . . and other 
such empirical research, located in critical and transformative paradigms, seen as key in 
contributing to the transformation of education[al] research and education itself. (ERSC, 
n.d.)  

We believe that the omission of those two letters, “al,” from the scope and aims of ERSC results in 
unintended changes to the purpose and meaning of the research methodologies and approaches 
adopted—and what is meant by education itself. As a consequence, individuals and communities lose 
sight of the educational, humanitarian values that motivate them to do what they are doing, and which 
serve as the explanatory principles and evaluative standards by which they judge the influence they 
have on learning as contributing to positive social change. 

There is an important distinction between education research and educational research. Education 
research is research carried out within the conceptual frameworks and methods of validation of the 
forms and fields of education knowledge such as the philosophy, psychology, sociology, history, 
economics, politics, and administration of education. Educational research is research that generates 
valid, evidence-based explanations of educational influences in learning, together with values of 
human flourishing. Living Educational Theory Research, is a form of professional, practitioner 
educational research. The values embodied in practice by a person or community are clarified in the 
process of engaging in Living Educational Theory Research to serve as explanatory principles in their 
explanations of their educational influences in learning and the standards by which they evaluate 
improvement.  

Embodied Values as Explanatory Principles and Evaluative Standards of Positive Social 
Change  

Humans are motivated by various values as illustrated in Image 1.  
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Image 1  

Values Map (adapted from Schwartz, 2006, in Crompton, 2022) 

 

It can be argued that all people and communities embody a complex and fluid ecology of all these 
values, and more, with varying emphases. Values and needs are interrelated. The emphasis a person 
or community places on the values that are of most importance to them at any particular time, is 
influenced by a variety of factors such as current needs for physical and economic security, prevailing 
sociopolitical orientation, or how they experience social, local, global events. This has implications for 
what people construe as “positive” social change and the values that form their explanatory principles 
in explanations for what they do to enhance their educational influences in learning, and how they 
evaluate improvement.  

Human beings are social animals and come together in social formations—not only to physically 
survive. A driving need of most human beings is to feel recognised (Fukuyama, 1992, pp. 182–183) and 
valued, not only by themselves but also by others. The same appears to hold true when people get 
together to form a community. It seems that many communities have a need to feel they are 
recognised and valued by the people who comprise them and “serve.” It also seems some communities 
want to be recognised and valued by other communities and the people who comprise them.  

If Humanity is to survive, let alone flourish, in this interconnected world, a way has to be found of 
enabling people and communities to be able to tap into, and work with, the affirming energy of feeling 
recognised and valued and the creative energy that can be generated by working with difference. 
However, many humans often seem to find it difficult to positively engage with those who are different 
to themselves in, for example, appearance, thought, accent, language, ideas, values, needs. Yet, there 
is often more difference within groups than between them and more to be learned for positive social 
change from dialogue focused on exploring difference. So, what to do?  
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Rather than emphasising “rights,” which seems to imply demands without responsibility, we believe 
that more progress might be made if we focused more on how to improve education. By education, 
we mean a life-long process of individuals and communities learning to realise their responsibilities to 
learn to flourish and contribute to the learning of Humanity to flourish, and helping others to do so 
too. These sentiments are intrinsic to Living Educational Theory Research. The purpose of practitioners 
engaging in Living Educational Theory Research is to research their educational practice to understand 
and improve it, and to contribute their living-educational-theory to the growth of educational 
knowledge. A living-educational-theory (Whitehead, 1989) is a valid explanation created by an 
educational-practitioner researcher of their educational influence in the learning of themselves, 
others, and the social formations that are the context of the practice, to improve educational practice 
for positive social change. The embodied humane values clarified in the course of the research, form 
the explanatory principles and evaluative standards of the practice. 

We have, to date, mainly focused on the implications for an individual professional educational 
practitioner adopting a Living Educational Theory Research approach to understand, improve, and 
explain their educational practice and create valid accounts of their living-educational-theory research. 
As we worked together on this paper, we extended our thinking to consider the implications for a 
community adopting a Living Educational Theory Research approach to their community-based 
educational research to understand, improve, and explain its educational practice and to create its 
living-educational-theory ass a contribution to positive social change—not only for itself, but also for 
other communities and for Humanity. We conclude this paper with an invitation to readers to test our 
claims that we are contributing to positive social change through developing a Living Educational 
Theory Research approach to community-based educational research and that they can do so too. 

Living Educational Theory Research  

Living Educational Theory Research is a form of professional practitioner self-study educational 
research. Each has their own unique constellation of values they use to explain the meaning and 
purpose of their life. These values influence their practice. As they research their practice to 
understand, improve and explain it, they identify where they experience themselves as a living 
contradiction (Whitehead, 1989) and find educational ways of learning to resolve tensions 
constructively. The emphasis on explaining educational influences in learning is because not all 
learning is educational. History shows that individuals and cultural influences can support learning that 
negates values of human flourishing, hence the focus in Living Educational Theory Research on learning 
with values of human flourishing.  

Living Educational Theory Researchers use whatever methods they have available, including those 
from different research paradigms that help them to improve their practice and research. Where no 
appropriate methods are available, they try to create their own. For example, action-reflection cycles 
and community-based audit are drawn on from other research methodologies. Empathetic resonance 
with digital visual data was developed by Whitehead (2010) as a research method to clarify and 
communicate the meanings of embodied values as they emerged through his research. Living posters 
were initially developed by Huxtable to provide for educational practitioners engaged in values-led 
research for systemic change (which contributes to the flourishing of Humanity), an opportunity to 
quickly and easily communicate about their sites of practice, research passions, and interests, and see 
themselves in a global community of like-minded people (see 
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/homepage2021.pdf). Over the years, some 
practitioner-researchers have developed other uses for living posters, for example, as a research 
method to help them to identify changes in their educational practice as their circumstances change. 

https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/homepage2021.pdf
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Practitioners engaged in Living Educational Theory Research draw insights from a range of theories 
from other disciplines and paradigms that help them to understand and improve their educational 
practice and create their evidence-based and valid explanations of their educational influences in 
learning. For example, when creating validation groups of some three to eight peers to help them 
strengthen the validity of their explanations and to take forward their research questions, drawing on 
Habermas’s work (1976, pp. 2–3) on social validity, are put by researchers. Questions such as:  

 How can I improve the comprehensibility of my explanation?  

 How can I strengthen the evidence I use to justify my claims to know in my 
explanation?  

 How can I deepen and extend the sociocultural and sociohistorical understandings 
that influence my practice and explanations?  

An example of this process can be found in the account by Kok (1991) when working on her master’s 
of education assignment where she also drew on Winter (1989) to enhance the rigour of her research. 

A Living-Educational-Theory  

A living-educational-theory is a term coined by Whitehead (1989) for an individual’s explanation of 
their educational influence in their own learning, in the learning of others, and in the learning of social 
formations. The explanatory principles are values-laden with values of human flourishing. Each 
individual has their own unique constellation of values that they use as explanatory principles in 
explanations of their educational influences in learning. 

As we engage in Living Educational Theory Research, we draw insights from knowledge generated in a 
variety of disciplines and fields of practice, such as that created through education research, to help 
understand and improve educational practice and generate valid, living-educational-theories. As we 
research, we create our own living-educational-theory research methodology. The application of 
preexisting methodologies (either individually or in any combination) to researching an “I” question 
cannot generate the methodology that emerges through the construction, by an individual, of their 
valid, evidence-based explanations of their educational influence in learning.. For a full justification of 
this claim, see Whitehead (2022). 

In judging the nature of social change, we recognise the importance of identifying, accounting for, and 
militating against the influence of bias and prejudice on practice and in the research account. We 
therefore stress the importance of validation groups that support the mutual rational control of critical 
discussion (Popper, 1975). Popper developed this idea from his recognition that the objectivity of a 
knowledge claim could be strengthened through inter-subjective testing. The process of validation 
emphasises the mutual rational control of critical discussion that is grounded in an agreement between 
peers that the force of a better argument, rather than the power of position, will govern them.  

Ethical Considerations  

At the heart of Living Educational Theory Research are ethical considerations because individuals and 
communities hold themselves publicly accountable, in evidence-based explanations of educational 
influences in learning, for living as fully as possible their embodied values of human flourishing. 
Through developing a Living Educational Theory Research approach to community-based educational 
research, each individual holds themself publicly accountable for living, as fully as possible, their values 
and the ethics of the social formation that is the context of their practice. For example, each 
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professional body has an ethics statement that members are required to abide by. The British 
Educational Research Association’s ethical guidelines include that “all educational research should be 
conducted within an ethic of respect for: the person; knowledge; democratic values; the quality of 
educational research; and academic freedom” (2018, para. 13). 

All organisations concerned with education, such as a university, include a statement of their 
educational, values-led purpose. For example, Nelson Mandela University (n.d.) on its website states:  

What are Nelson Mandela University's values?  

Inspired by the leadership qualities of Nelson Mandela in the transformation to democracy 
in South Africa, Nelson Mandela University has six core values which give us direction as 
to how we should behave. They are: Diversity, Excellence, Ubuntu, Social justice and 
equality, Integrity, Environmental stewardship. (para. 1) 

It is incumbent on universities to weave ethical considerations into their research. Alongside the ethical 
concerns of the organisation, professionals such as educators also have a responsibility to abide by the 
ethics of their professional body and to hold themselves to account for realising values of human 
flourishing in their individual and collective practice. They also have a responsibility to contribute to 
the learning of the organisation (the context of the practice) to realise its values-laden contribution to 
the flourishing of Humanity.  

Limitations 

Limitations of Living Educational Theory Research can be set by internal or external conditions. For 
example, we know that the mental health of people and communities can influence the rationality 
with which they research their practice to understand, improve, and explain it. Although Living 
Educational Theory Research may be experienced as therapeutic in the sense of contributing to an 
individual’s feeling of wellbeing, it is not a therapy in the sense of a treatment for a mental health 
issue. 

Using this research approach, practitioners have researched their practice to understand and improve 
it and, in the process, created valid values-laden explanations of their educational influence in their 
own learning, the learning of others, and the learning of the social formations that form the context of 
the practice (Whitehead, 1989). To date, this has primarily been used by individuals who accept their 
professional responsibility to understand and improve their educational practice and that of others 
with whom they work, and to contribute valid accounts of their living-educational-theory research to 
a global educational knowledgebase. This can be seen both as a limitation and as an area for 
development. In the next section, we illustrate how a Living Educational Theory Research approach to 
community-based educational research is developing. 

Results 

Here, we draw on the work of Living Educational Theory Researchers to illustrate the implications of 
adopting a Living Educational Theory Research approach to continuing professional development for 
improving community-based educational research. We provide evidence that connects positive social 
change through a Living Educational Theory Research approach to community-based educational 
research to global communities of practitioners with intercultural values who recognise and value 
individual differences within global communities without masking conflicts that require resolution 
when differences emerge between them. We use quotations to enable the researchers to speak for 
themselves. 

https://www.mandela.ac.za/Apply/Frequently-asked-questions/NMMU-Lifestyle/What-are-NMMUs-values-#collapse36219
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Mark Potts (United Kingdom), Swaroop Rawal (India), and Máirín Glenn (Ireland) were the three 
keynote speakers at the first International Living Educational Theory Research Conference in 2020. This 
conference had extended an invitation to: 

All those who, at the time, wished to develop their knowledge, understanding and practice 
of Living Educational Theory Research as they focused on researching the question, “How 
do I, individually or in cooperation with others, enhance the difference Living Educational 
Theory Research can make in a community (and/or an organisation) concerned with 
extending human flourishing?” (1st International Living Educational Theory Research 
Conference website, http://www.spanglefish.com/livingtheoryresearchgathering, para. 
1) 

Potts, Rawal, and Glenn introduced their research into how Living Educational Theory Research 
enabled them to make a difference in communities with values of human flourishing. Forty-nine 
researchers from 14 countries participated, with the intention of: 

 Learning what practitioners engaged in Living Educational Theory Researcher are 
doing as they research in their own context, “How do I, individually or in 
cooperation with others, enhance the difference Living Educational Theory 
Research can make in a community (and/or an organisation) concerned with 
extending human flourishing?” 

 Engaging in research conversations in small, relaxed, facilitated groups in breakout 
rooms to progress their own research and that of others, focused on the question, 
“How do I, individually or in cooperation with others, in my context, enhance the 
difference Living Educational Theory Research can make in a community (and/or 
an organisation) concerned with extending human 
flourishing?” (http://www.spanglefish.com/livingtheoryresearchgathering, 2020, 
paras. 2–3) 

Details of the conference, participants, and the recording of the keynotes can be accessed from the 
conference website (http://www.spanglefish.com/livingtheoryresearchgathering).  

Now, drawing on the published writings of Potts, Rawal, and Glenn, we illustrate the educational 
influence in the learning of individuals and communities to improve their educational, values-led, 
practice that Living Educational Theory Researchers have had in the learning of communities to make 
positive social progress. 

Drawing on the Work of Mark Potts 

A picture of the evolution and implications of Living Educational Theory as an approach to community-
based educational research is provided by Mark’s latest living poster and writings. Mark’s latest living 
poster provides a multimedia snapshot of the evolution of his research journey (Image 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.spanglefish.com/livingtheoryresearchgathering
http://www.spanglefish.com/livingtheoryresearchgathering
http://www.spanglefish.com/livingtheoryresearchgathering
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Image 2  

Mark Potts’s Living poster (Potts, n.d.) 

 

Potts completed his doctorate in 2012, contributing living citizenship to the global educational 
knowledgebase that emerged through his research into “how, over a ten-year period the partnership 
activities between Salisbury High School and Nqabakazulu School in the black township of KwaMashu 
in Durban, South Africa have influenced the education of the participants” (2012, p. 1). He left teaching 
but continued a professional approach to his educational practice by researching it to understand and 
improve it. He has continued to contribute to the growth of educational knowledge by making 
publically accessible valid accounts of his research, as he summarised in his paper, “Living Global 
Citizenship: A New Pedagogy for Citizenship Education”: 

This multi-media account is based on the ideas in the book, International Educational 
Development and Learning through Sustainable Partnerships (Coombs, Potts, & 
Whitehead, 2014). . . . I also explain why it is significant for those involved in international 
development work to engage in self-studies of their own influence in enquiries of the kind, 
“How do I improve what I am doing?“ in ways that avoid colonisation, but enable mutual 
negotiation and agreement of common values. Finally, I call for others to use living-global-
citizenship as a standard of judgment to help to critically evaluate and strengthen this 
contribution to authentic knowledge. (Potts, 2014, p. 102) 

And, more recently, researching his educational practice as a living-global-citizen: 
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This paper narrates my post-doctoral journey as a Living Theory action researcher as I seek 
to continue to live out my values as a global citizen without the support of an academic 
environment. . . . This was the motivation for my involvement in the development of a 
Democracy Cafe and a Citizen's Jury in my home town of Salisbury, UK. I claim that both 
of these activities are examples of how I am living out my values as a living-global-citizen 
and a democrat, in order to enhance my own learning, the learning of others and to 
influence the social formations in which we are operating. (Potts, 2019, p. 20) 

Swaroop Rawal, like Potts, is a member of the EJOLTs community and of a global community of values-
led researchers researching for systemic change that contributes to the flourishing of Humanity (Image 
3.) When she learned of Potts’s work with Democracy Cafes in Salisbury (United Kingdom), she brought 
it into her work with the social work students she was working with in Saddar Patel University (India). 
The interest has spread to include others in the university community and beyond.  

Image 3 

Living Theory Posters Homepage (Whitehead, n.d.a) 

 

 

Some of those who form the evolving Indian researching community with Swaroop can be seen in 
Image 4. To learn more about these researchers, follow the links to their living posters on the home 
page of living posters (https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/indiangp21.pdf).  

  

https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/indiangp21.pdf
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Image 4 

Living posters Indian Group Page (Whitehead, n.d.b) 

 

 

Drawing on the work of Swaroop Rawal 

Rawal completed her doctoral research in 2006 (Rawal, 2006). She developed life-skills education 
“based on the premise that it promotes mental well-being in young people and equips them to face 
the realities of life” (Rawal, 2006, p. 73). She concluded: 

Life skills are enhanced effectively in a participatory learning class atmosphere where 
students can express their feelings and opinions freely. However, in most schools in India, 
teachers are used to the traditional teaching method and the students are expected to 
accept whatever the teachers say without questioning . . . teachers need to be “educated” 
first so that they could be capable of facilitating human-centred lessons, thus making 
learning an enjoyable, stress-free experience, enabling the children to face the world with 
interest, curiosity and resilience. (Rawal, 2006, p. 288) 

Rawal provides a snapshot of her work and access to her contributions to the growth of educational 
knowledge in the form of publications on her living poster (Image 5.)  
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Image 5  

Swaroop Rawal’s Living poster (Rawal, n.d.) 

 

 

Since completing her doctorate, Rawal has continued to research her educational practice to develop 
life skills education to improve the educational opportunities, experiences, and relationships of 
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children living in, not only the rural areas, but throughout India and other countries too. She provides 
a brief overview of the evolution and implications of adopting Living Educational Theory Research as 
continuing professional development for the development of her community-based educational 
research in Image 5. The contexts of Rawal’s research are currently those of Saddar Patel University, 
India, and international communities of professional educational practitioners. Rawal’s educational 
influence in the learning of communities to make positive social progress is extending at national level 
as she contributes, for example, to the Indian National Steering Committee for the National Curriculum 
Framework and are as illustrated by the titles of some of her publications, which contribute to the 
growth of a global educational knowledgebase: Making Magic (Rawal, 2014); Making the “Impossible” 
Possible: Using a Living Theory Methodology To Improve My Practice (Rawal, 2017); An Interface: How 
Do I Overcome Challenges To Justify and Communicate Claims to My Educational Knowledge and the 
Educational Influence of My Practice? (Rawal 2018).  

Drawing on the Work of Máirín Glenn  

On the EJOLTs living poster group page 
(https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/ejoltsgp21.pdf), you will see Potts, and Rawal, and 
Glenn. Glenn’s is the third voice we bring into this paper (see Image 6). Glenn is a member of the 
EJOLTs community, the Network of Educational Action Research in Ireland (NEARI; 
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/neari21.pdf), and the Values-Based Practitioner 
Action Research Special Interest Group of the Educational Studies Association of Ireland (ESAI; 
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/vpar21.pdf).   

https://ejolts.net/biblio?page=5&f%5Bauthor%5D=48
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/ejoltsgp21.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/neari21.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/vpar21.pdf
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Image 6 

Máirín Glenn’s Living poster (Glenn, n.d.)  

 

Glenn is one of those leading the way developing a Living Educational Theory Research approach to 
community-based educational research, working with colleagues to establish NEARI, as described by 
Sullivan et al. (2022, p. 1), “We explain the generation of a living-educational-theory from the research 
community, which was convened by the authors. We have created both a face-to-face and an online 
professional development community of action researchers.”  

Glenn completed her doctoral research in 2006, and concluded: 
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My living educational theory, which has been drawn from my practice, is being put forward 
for legitimation as I present this thesis for approval to the academy and, provided it is 
accepted, it, too, will become part of the new resource bank of teacher knowledge as 
called for by Snow (2001). It is exciting to be part of a movement and part of a university 
that is beginning to reconceptualise practice as a source of theory and theory as a form of 
creative practice. (Glenn, 2006, p. 284) 

Since graduating, Glenn has continued to evolve the sites of her practice as she works with and in many 
communities to contribute to the learning of the communities and those who comprise them to make 
positive social progress and help others to do so too, for example: 

 As a member of the EJOLTs editorial board, which is the community working to 
publish values-led research for systemic change, and which contributes to the 
flourishing of Humanity (see https://ejolts.net/about, the archive of publications at 
https://ejolts.net/archive, and also the EJOLTs living poster group page for an 
introduction to the community at 
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/ejoltsgp21.pdf). 

 Máirín, together with Bernie Sullivan, Caitriona McDonagh, and Mary Roche 
created NEARI as a platform for professional educational practitioner to share and 
support the development of their research stories and links to others who share 
their values and purpose in Ireland and global communities (see 
http://www.eari.ie/).  

 ESAI with the special interest group of ESAI on values-based practitioner research 
(see http://www.eari.ie/values-based-practitioner-action-research-vpar-esai-
special-interest-group/).  

The titles of the following publications illustrate Glenn’s continuing journey working with people and 
communities researching to understand and enhance their educational influence in learning to make 
positive social progress: Enhancing Practice Through Classroom Research: A Teacher's Guide to 
Professional Development (McDonagh et al., 2013), Introduction to Critical Reflection and Action for 
Teacher Researchers (Sullivan et al., 2016), Learning Communities in Educational Partnerships: Action 
Research as Transformation (Glenn et al., 2017), Co-Convening the Network of Educational Action 
Research Ireland (NEARI; Glenn, 2020), Connecting Research and Practice for Professionals and 
Communities (Glenn, 2011).  

The contributions Potts, Rawal, and Glenn are each making to the learning of communities to make 
positive social progress are developed through their commitment to post-doctoral Living Educational 
Theory Research. Despite changes in personal circumstances and sites of practice, Potts has persisted 
since graduating in 2012, and Rawal and Glenn since graduating in 2006. Positive social change is not 
easy to achieve or maintain and requires a great deal of energy, creativity, and commitment to 
persevere for many, many years through the highs as well as the lows, when evidence of what is 
contributing to positive social change is hard to notice and harder to find. The work of Potts, Rawal, 
and Glenn illustrates the energising power of individuals gathering together for mutual support to 
continue to research their educational practice and generate their living-educational-theories and 
contribute them to the growth of not only local knowledge but also to a global educational 
knowledgebase. Their work also provides evidence that connects positive social change through a 
Living Educational Theory Research approach to community-based educational research to global 
communities of professional educational practitioners.  

https://ejolts.net/about
https://ejolts.net/about
https://ejolts.net/archive
https://ejolts.net/archive
https://ejolts.net/archive
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/ejoltsgp21.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/ejoltsgp21.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/ejoltsgp21.pdf
http://www.eari.ie/
http://www.eari.ie/values-based-practitioner-action-research-vpar-esai-special-interest-group/
http://www.eari.ie/values-based-practitioner-action-research-vpar-esai-special-interest-group/
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We now move on to what we can learn from Living Educational Theory Research that might help 
people, communities, and Humanity learning to move beyond retelling stories of pain to create a space 
for dialogue that carries hope for positive social change. 

Working With Difference 

Here the three Living Educational Theory Researchers’ work we draw on when trying to work with 
difference are those of Eden Charles, Phil Tattersall, and Jack Whitehead. 

Drawing on the Work of Eden Charles  

In his doctorate, on ubuntu, Charles (2007) clarified his values of guiltless recognition and societal re-
identification: 

They are intimately related concepts. Guiltless recognition allows us to move beyond the 
guilt and blame that maintains separation and closes down possibility. It provides a basis 
for action and conception that moves us towards the imagined possibilities of societal 
reidentification with Ubuntu. (p. 1) 

In bringing into the public domain values of guiltless recognition and societal re-identification, Charles 
offers a way, as Mandela and Gandhi have, for individuals and communities to go beyond reliving hurt, 
validating conflict, and repeating past mistakes. 

Drawing on the Work of Phil Tattersall 

Tattersall in his, On Becoming an Activist: A “Progress Report” on a 37-Year Journey to Date, wrote: 

The author, writing as a 6th generation Tasmanian, tells the story of his journey to a new 
form of environmental activism. The influences of social context, family history and 
personal learning on his development as an activist are described and discussed. (2010, p. 
74) 

Tattersall successfully completed his doctoral research in 2011 and offered community-based auditing 
(CBA) as an experiential tool for:  

empowering citizens to undertake their own disciplined inquiry into natural resource issues 
affecting them either directly or through their role as taxpaying stakeholders. CBA has 
arisen in answer to the concerns of increasing numbers of citizens who seek direct input 
into resource planning and management. Much of the time citizens find themselves on the 
outside of such process and given only limited opportunity to play an active role in 
decision-making. 

By taking the view that citizens are “experts in their own locale,” CBA creates a space 
where citizens can work together to develop their skills and confidence. CBA is about 
citizens generating valid knowledge using inquiry processes they themselves design and 
implement. (Tattersall, 2011, p. 263) 

Drawing on the Work of Jack Whitehead 

Educational practitioners around the world are drawing on Living Educational Theory Research 
(Whitehead, 1989) to develop their educational practice and theory in diverse communities and fields 
of practice to create positive futures through contributing to positive social change in the present. 
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They do so by clarifying the unique constellation of the embodied values that give meaning and 
purpose to their educational practice, and identifying where they experience themselves as a living 
contradiction and/or their values negated. Other key ideas integral to a Living Educational Theory 
Research process are those concerned with educational practitioners accepting their professional 
responsibility to create accounts of the educational knowledge they believe they have created, testing 
the validity of their knowledge claims, and making their accounts public so as to contribute to the 
learning of other people, communities, and Humanity to make positive social progress.  

Whitehead identified three key transformations in his work as he summarised in his 2021 paper. The 
first transformation (in 1976) moved from applying the models and theories of others in an individual’s 
explanation of their educational influences in learning, to a recognition of the capacities of individuals 
to generate their own explanations of these educational influences. The second transformation (1988–
2012), focused on the academic legitimacy of the explanations generated by individuals to explain their 
own learning with Whitehead’s supervision of doctoral programmes in an individual’s continuing 
professional development. The third transformation (2000–2001) involved a further shift in 
Whitehead’s personal, intellectual, and relational awareness. This transformation involved an evolving 
understanding of his educational responsibilities as an educator and global citizen in enhancing the 
influence of community-based educational research through his role as an extraordinary professor in 
community-based educational research with the North-West University, South Africa. 

We value our reviewers’ comments about the importance of showing how an individual approach 
becomes collective through co-creating outputs with others focused on their Living Educational Theory 
Research. Thus, by way of example, the communities of practice at Nelson Mandela University, North-
West University, and Durban University of Technology in South Africa are exploring the implications of 
clarifying and sharing an ubuntu way of living for their collective development of values on a global 
scale. For evidence of this see: 

 Durban University of Technology’s home page of living posters 
(https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/dut22.pdf) with Nalini 
Chitterand’s work as an academic development practitioner-scholar in which she is 
embodying the values of ubuntu. 

  North-West University’s home page of living posters 
(https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/nwu22.pdf) with Corné van der 
Vyver’s focus on strengthening community identity through storytelling as a 
teaching strategy 
(https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/corne22.pdf). See also Lesley 
Wood’s research in community-based educational research into the well-being of 
learners, teachers, and community members 
(https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/lesley22.pdf). 

 Nelson Mandela University’s home page of living posters 
(https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/nmu22.pdf), which is focused 
on professionals in higher education working together to research their 
professional 
educational practice to understand, improve, and explain it and publish the results 
of their high quality research to impact on policy and practice. See also Bruce 
Damon’s living posters 
(https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/bruce22.pdf) with his 
contribution to academic engagement and collaboration in advancing the 

https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/dut22.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/nwu22.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/corne22.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/lesley22.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/nmu22.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/bruce22.pdf
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aspiration of Nelson Mandela University as a transformative, responsive, African 
university in service of and with society.  

Developing a Living Educational Theory Research approach to community-based educational research 
as values-led research for systemic change that contributes to the flourishing of Humanity is a “slow 
burn” rather than a “flash in the pan.” Therefore, evidence both of its development and contribution 
to creating positive futures through social change are sometimes only evident when looked for with 
the benefit of hindsight. During 2020 and 2021, the world was locked down to a greater or lesser extent 
in an effort to contain the Covid-19 pandemic. Whitehead made the best of the opportunity this 
afforded by contributing in the virtual world to communities locked down in the physical world and 
developing a Living Educational Theory Research approach to community-based educational research. 
He provided many virtual keynotes, workshops, and support to communities in Malaysia, Mauritius, 
Croatia, South Africa, Nepal, Greece, Ireland, United Kingdom, and India—contributing to the learning 
of communities and those who comprise them to live values of human flourishing and to help other 
people, communities and Humanity learning to do so too. The development of more of these 
communities can be seen on the living posters homepage 
(https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/homepage2021.pdf).  
 
We agree with a reviewer’s comment that communities can realise their values-laden responsibilities 
when they are collectively co-creating and reflecting on their values-laden and lifelong learning 
processes. Community-based educational requires collective action and outputs. We think that this 
recognition can be seen clearly in our contributions to the NEARI meeting on critical reflections in 
educational practice (https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/jack/jwNEARImeet020422.pdf) and to 
transforming practices in higher education through critical reflection in the Higher Education Learning 
and Teaching Association’s Professional Learning Project 
(https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/jack/jwheltasa140722.pdf). 

 

Conclusion 

We conclude this paper with an invitation to readers to test our claims that we are contributing to 
positive social change through developing a Living Educational Theory Research approach to 
community-based educational research—and that they can do so too. 

Answering Our Research Question 

By offering this paper as an answer to our research question, “How are we contributing to positive 
social change through a Living Educational Theory Research approach to community-based 
educational research,” we believe we are contributing to positive social change. At the heart of this 
approach are individuals and communities who accept their personal responsibilities for living values 
of human flourishing as fully as possible. And who also accept professional responsibility as educators 
and educational practitioners to research our educational values-led practice, test the validity of the 
educational knowledge we generate, and contribute to the growth of a global professional 
knowledgebase of education in the process.  

We recognise that our systemic influence in spreading the global influence of Living Educational Theory 
Research rests upon many people being convinced of the worthwhileness of developing a Living 
Educational Theory Research approach to their community-based educational research. We also 
recognise that for values-led research to have a systemic influence in the learning of a community to 
understand and improve its educational practice requires time, energy, and persistence by individuals 
who accept their personal and professional educational responsibilities.  

https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/posters/homepage2021.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/jack/jwNEARImeet020422.pdf
https://www.actionresearch.net/writings/jack/jwheltasa140722.pdf
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We have identified that this is helped when individuals identify others who recognise and value them 
and what they are doing and make a connection. Further work is needed to identify the necessary 
conditions for a community to work productively with the tension of identifying itself as a living 
contradiction and testing the validity of its educational knowledge claims to enhance its learning of 
how to understand and improve its educational practice that spreads positive social change—
particularly when it feels its values and needs are denied by another community. 

Implications 

One implication concerns the nature of the “we” in the question, “How are we contributing to positive 
social change?” So far, the implication has been focused on moving from “I” and “my” in the question. 
Moving from I to we, without subsuming the integrity of the individual I by the we, requires continual 
recognition of the value of the other, together with recognition of the quality of the co-created 
community they form. We recognise a quality expressed in Africa as ubuntu, which we understand as 
a way of being that embodies a meaning: I am because we are and we are because I am. Gumede and 
Mellett (2019) offered some ideas on how they realised such a meaning in practice as they analysed 

their own movement as individuals working together on a paper. They moved from separate “I”s to an 

integrated “we” through good quality conversations in which Ubuntu defined the quality of their 

cooperative relationship:  

Many Living Theory papers are jointly authored and written with a voice that uses the 
collective pronoun “We.” By what process can separate, isolated “I’s” claim to become a 
composite “We”? This paper discusses the process by which its authors—two initially, 
separate authoring voices—came to feel able to claim that they can speak as a believable 
and authentic “We.” The process of that merging develops around the concept of a “good 
quality conversation.” (p. 23) 

An implication yet to be explored is that of asking the above question with a commitment to improving 
the educational practice of a community and those who comprise it without individuals subordinating 
or dominating. It requires a commitment to educational conversations over time that, while looking 
for points of resonance, do not shy away from recognising, understanding, and working to learn from 
differences. Many of these differences can contribute to extending each individual’s cognitive ranges 
and concerns if worked with creatively, and if the others feel recognised and valued. Another 
implication yet to be explored is that of a community asking the above question with a commitment 
to understanding and improving its educational practice and contributing to Humanity learning to 
flourish with humane values, and helping other communities to do so too. 

We conclude the paper with an invitation to readers to test our claim that by adopting a Living 
Educational Theory Research approach to their community-based educational research, they can 
contribute to positive social change for themselves, their community, and other communities so 
Humanity can learn to flourish in a humane interconnected world.  
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Abstract 

We are South African self-study researchers who started building our collaborative 
relationship as critical friends completing our doctoral studies. We have a keen interest in 
self-study research, and we all received our doctorates through self-study using arts-based 
research. Our collective self-study explores our doctoral work as critical friends teaching and 
learning using arts-based research in education. This article presents how we used memory 
work in a self-study project to elicit childhood memories for teacher–learner engagement and 
mentor–mentee knowledge sharing. We understand that a sociocultural theoretical 
perspective highlights the fundamental requirement of working together in educational 
contexts to make sense of collective and personal experiences. In addition, employing self-
study research and revisiting our learning has assisted or even encouraged us to engage 
deeply with past life experiences to improve our teaching practice. We understand that our 
past experiences have the power to shape our teaching practices now and in the future. 
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Although these experiences occur both inside and outside the classroom, the principles that 
we endorse remain the same: collaborative and interactive teaching and learning, and 
acknowledging the children’s and our own earlier learning and backgrounds. 

Keywords: self-study, personal history, sociocultural perspective, arts-based methodologies  

Copyright: © 2022 Ntokozo S. Mkhize-Mthembu et al. 
This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-
Commercial License, which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction 
in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.  
 

Please reference as: Mkhize-Mthembu, N. S., Luthuli, K., Phewa, N. & Madondo, S. (2022). Using 
Memory Work To Recall Childhood Experiences of Learning: Collaborative Reflections on Four Self-
Study Projects. Educational Research for Social Change, 11 (2), 24-38. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i2a2 

 

Introduction: How Can Memory Work Be Used in a Self-Study Project To Elicit 
Childhood Memories That Will Encourage Teacher Learning? 

This paper showcases four doctoral studies by Ntokozo Mkhize-Mthembu, Khulekani Luthuli, 
Nontuthuko Phewa, and Siphiwe Madondo. The discourse explores how these South African 
researchers used self-study methodologies, in particular memory work, to recall their experiences of 
how and what they learned. In essence, the four researchers used memory work to recollect incidences 
of the past in order to transform their respective educational practices. They explored various arts-
based research tools such as artefacts, memory drawings, their personal histories, and the recalling of 
experiences and incidents to collect data. 

Ntokozo was a teacher at a multiracial primary school. Her self-study project explored social and 
emotional learning in her past and in her Grade 4 classroom (Mkhize, 2020). Ntokozo wanted to 
discover ways of improving her teaching practice to create a secure, compassionate, and loving 
learning environment for her learners. This project inspired her to re-examine her childhood and 
adolescent experiences and to reflect on learning as stimulated by her parents, teachers, friends, and 
other significant people in her life. In her memory work, she recalled incidents in her personal history. 
The strategies she used were artefact retrieval and narrative writing. LaBoskey (2004, p. 829) stated 
that “the challenge for teacher educators is to provide ways for students to articulate and interrogate 
their personal histories and resultant understandings.” Ntokozo was motivated to recall and question 
her experiences as a child and as a teacher. Ntokozo used the artefact retrieval technique to make 
sense of her social and emotional learning as it occurred in her classroom.  

Khulekani is an experienced deputy principal in a multiracial urban primary school. The focus of his 
self-study (Luthuli, 2020) was on mentoring novice teachers in learner behaviour support. He aimed to 
explore how to improve his mentoring practice to guide his protégés appropriately and to help them 
negotiate sound learner behaviour in their classrooms. To achieve this purpose, he involved novice 
teachers at his school as participants in his study. 

In this article, Khulekani focuses on his personal history that he recalled to enlighten his own past 
experiences of being either supported or not to improve his practice. To rekindle these past 
experiences, Khulekani used narrative reflection to remind himself of some of his experiences as a 
novice teacher. Khulekani also recalled early experiences that paved the way for his ability to mentor 
novice teachers in learner behaviour support. This research has offered new strategies to empower 
prospective mentors to assist novice teachers in coping with learner behaviour in classrooms. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i2a2
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Nontuthuko is a Grade 1 teacher in a semi-urban under-resourced school. Her self-study research 
project explored play pedagogy as an effective teaching and learning strategy in her Grade 1 classroom 
(Phewa, 2020). Nontuthuko wanted to better understand the role of play in children’s learning and 
development, and explored the benefits of employing play pedagogy in her teaching practice. Her 
research motivated her to rekindle childhood memories of play inside and outside the school 
environment. She used artefacts and drawings to stimulate her memory and to vividly recall the games 
she and her peers played as children. Samaras (2011) explained that self-study methodology comprises 
several diverse self-study methods to generate data. Nontuthuko thus infused play with various 
activities in her classroom to enhance her teaching practice. 

Siphiwe is a primary school teacher in a semi-rural area. His self-study research project aimed to 
explore children’s popular culture as a tool for teaching and learning English creative writing in his 
Grade 6 class (Madondo, 2020). Siphiwe explored diverse strategies to stimulate isiZulu home language 
children to engage in English creative writing. His self-study research project prompted him to recall 
past experiences of children’s popular culture as a tool to aid him in teaching creative writing. Siphiwe 
used artefact retrieval and memory drawing as well as narratives of his experiences of children’s 
popular culture (Mitchell & Reid-Walsh, 2002) as tools to aid him in teaching creative writing.  

Theoretical Framework: Sociocultural Perspective 

In our larger studies, the sociocultural theoretical perspective framed our thinking in our exploration 
of various self-study methods to pursue our lived experiences as tools for teaching. This approach 
adequately supported the elicitation of ideas and illuminated our attitudes and mind-sets during the 
teaching and learning processes in our respective classrooms. This paper focuses on the memory work 
we are all engaged in and we hope that the information that we share will assist teachers to renew 
their thinking about the sociocultural background of learners so that they will be exposed to positive 
experiences in classrooms. We also foresee that emerging researchers will be encouraged by the 
methodologies we used and that they will build on the positive results of our respective studies for 
future research projects. A common aim of our studies was to integrate learners’ and teachers’ daily 
encounters to create positive teaching and learning experiences that would be embedded in their 
various sociocultural backgrounds. Danish and Gresalfi (2018) observed that the sociocultural 
perspective in the educational field focuses on the involvement of individuals in social practices that 
are associated with a particular background. We hope that our attempt to present and discuss the 
results of our respective self-study projects will offer teachers the opportunity to consider the manner 
in which they reconnect with the past, in the present, in order to prepare their learners for the future. 

Furthermore, the sociocultural perspective urges active and interactive engagement because it 
supports the exchange of ideas and perspectives that influence and enrich learning. Björklund and 
Ahlskög-Bjorkman (2017) argued that an individual’s primary learning occurs through processes of 
meaning-making in which interaction and communication are pivotal. This implies that learning occurs 
through interaction with others.   
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Research Methodology: Self-Study Methodology 

Self-study research is a research approach that engages teachers in the process of introspection. It 
raises self-awareness because teachers learn about themselves, and this allows them to develop a new 
perspective of self in regard to their teaching practice. As Austin and Senese (2004) noted, self-study 
motivates teachers to evaluate their primary teaching principles and to bring valuable changes to their 
classroom approach. This implies that educationists who wish to study their teaching practice need to 
be alienated from the self and engage in introspection. In this process, they gain a new perspective on 
their beliefs, attitudes, and values as teachers and are guided to understand how their earlier 
experiences influenced—and are still influencing—their teaching practice. This knowledge enables 
them to acknowledge their mistakes and to make significant changes to their teaching practice. Austin 
and Senese (2004) commented that self-study urges teachers to re-examine their practices in order 
change and improve their teaching so that more effective learning can occur. Likewise, Samaras and 
Freese (2009, p. 5) maintained that self-study research “requires openness and vulnerability since the 
focus is on the self.” The self-study approach thus requires one to be honest about one’s teaching 
capabilities and to allow space for self-criticism and other people’s constructive insights.  

As the authors of this paper, we did not only utilise the self-study methodology in our respective 
research projects but we also recently engaged in collaborative reflection and writing to interrogate 
our respective personal histories and teaching practices and to share what we have learned. When we 
started on our self-study journey, we needed to blend our past and professional experiences with 
theory and practice and we thus chose the self-study approach because it helped us to focus “on the 
nexus between public and private, theory and practice, research and pedagogy, self and other” 
(LaBoskey, 2004, p. 818). We admit that we harvested accounts of, and yielded insights into, our 
teaching practices through processes that were transparent, critical, authentic, and troubling at the 
same time.  

We acknowledge that collaboration needs to be open, frank, and unambiguous given that 
understanding often arises through dialogue that is based on an ontological stance in research 
(Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009). To achieve a lack of ambiguity, Pinnegar & Hamilton (2009) proposed a 
variety of data collection and analysis methods that can be used effectively by the self-study researcher 
who wishes to improve educational practices. This paper explores our collective experiences as self-
study researchers who used, amongst others, memory work to gain insight into our teaching practice 
and to improve it.  

Ethical Considerations 

It is important to note that as researchers we adhered to all ethical considerations as required for the 
nature of our study. We also approached our gatekeepers and requested permission to explore our 
personal history and memories. The University of KwaZulu-Natal’s research ethics committee also 
granted our study permission. 

Methods 

Memory work in self-study is a method to explore how individuals construct their identities. It is used 
to expose what we remember about events that unfolded in our lives and how these forged us into 
becoming who and what we are (O’Reilly-Scanlon, 2002). According to Pithouse-Morgan et al. (2019), 
memory drawing, which is entrenched in memory work, is a self-study method that aims to explore 
early memories (of school, for example) that can aid teachers in attending to issues of practice related 
to educational and social concerns. Mitchell (2008) stated that memory drawing has been used by pre-
service teachers in South Africa to study different phenomena they might encounter in the classroom 
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one day. The notion is that, by revisiting our childhood experiences and events in our personal 
histories, we can learn to anticipate what and how we can improve our teaching practice. 

Having a memory is an essential part of human existence. Coles (2017) reminded us that, by using our 
memories, we can explore the various experiences and emotions that made us who we are at present. 
Likewise, Pithouse-Morgan et al. (2019, p. 1) highlighted the importance of memory work as follows:  

Memory work is underpinned by the premise that memories play a fundamental role in 
current individual and collective patterns of thought and action and that we can 
consciously work with memory to become aware of and intervene creatively in these 
patterns. 

In the same disposition, Brunke (2018, p. 24) maintained that “re-remembering is self-work: it is the 
work that must be done on oneself and by oneself, and as such each must come to it on their own.” 
This means that recalling memories for learning creates a foundation for appropriate behaviour in 
reaction to present and future situations. Against this background, our decision to choose self-study 
as our research methodology was informed by our intention to explore our memories to assist us in 
learning about and improving our teaching practices. To illustrate the learning that occurred, we share 
our key narratives in turn below. 

Ntokozo’s Narrative of Her Personal History: My Hiding Place 

It was an unforgettable, sunny day. The sky was clear and painted the horizon blue. If my memory 
serves me right, I was eight years old. Summer days were always days of exploration and adventure 
regardless of the heat. The sun was out to play, and we expected to be sun-kissed and indulge in ice 
lollies or ice cream. Unfortunately, we could never venture on any mission or plan without informing 
our parents because they held our world in their hands. We had to abide by rules and laws, and their 
authority was unquestioned. These were days to cool off, and what better way to cool off than to have 
an ice lolly? We were young and carefree—little things mattered, and essential things made little or 
no sense.  

Looking at the picture of this wardrobe (Figure 1) allowed me to reminisce and to relive my childhood 
days. I remember the lingering scent of my mother’s clothes that hung in it. I recall seeing my mom in 
her beautiful form-fitting dresses, her beaded blouses, and high-waist skirts that I always longed to try 
on.     

Figure 1 

The Wardrobe: My Place of Safety and Security 
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I remember my fragile little body, my dry knees and elbows, and my piercing voice that, when used 
optimally, made everything come to a halt. I recall the coat hangers and the glass drawers that always 
left me with bruises and cuts. I also recall the gold-coloured door handles. The wardrobe was of a 
heavy dark brown colour and was quite ornamental. I also remember coordinating my mother's mutely 
neutral, nude, and bright colours. Her clothes were always neatly ironed and stacked. This wardrobe 
constantly allowed my mind to escape into a place that echoed royalty and fairy-tale experiences, and 
it easily allowed me to get lost in my imagination. 

When I look at the picture of this wardrobe, a host of childhood memories bubbles to the fore. I do 
not have only one vivid picture in my mind, but I recall a host of scenarios and they are constantly 
playing in my head. I am reminded of our four-room house that was situated in Umlazi Township. A 
township in South Africa is a residential suburb for predominantly Black people. These areas were 
developed and were officially designated for Black occupation by apartheid legislation. I have a picture 
in my mind of informal settlements that encircled our home and avocado and peach trees. We would 
play detective and watch people who tried to steal fruit from our trees. It was fascinating and 
entertaining, and we would sing “Aphela amape” (a song in IsiZulu that means that there will soon be 
no more peaches). I also recall seeing malnourished children and children walking around with ragged 
and worn-out clothes and who had very little.  

Yes, the photograph of the wardrobe evokes many memories. I remember homes with no electricity 
and families using only candlelight, and the tranquil and soothing voices of church members who sang 
harmoniously whenever there was a death or a sick person in the community. This is where I learned 
to sympathise with other people and to feel compassion and humility.  

One of the most profound memories this picture evokes is my fretful search for money in my mother’s 
purse. When she had left her purse carelessly on the kitchen counter, this signalled a perfect 
opportunity to snaffle some money for an ice lolly. My friends were outside enjoying their ice lollies, 
and I recall looking at one of them and desperately wanting one too. My friends refused to share theirs 
with me, and I knew if I asked my mom, she would say no, especially given that I had heard my parents 
discussing their finances and wondering how they could make ends meet. Of course, this did not mean 
much to me because I was too young to comprehend the gravity of the situation. I just wanted an ice 
lolly. The pleasure of sin was knocking on my mind’s door, and I knew I had to open the door to this 
opportunity. I had to make a choice: surrender to my greed and be socially in line and relate to my 
friends, or listen to the voice of discipline that said it would be wrong to take the money. So, I fed my 
gluttony and decided to steal from my mother's purse. I bought a raspberry-flavoured ice lolly. It was 
juicy and succulent with a sweet, delicate flavour and a pleasant aroma. When I realised that it had 
melted and dripped onto my lemon-coloured t-shirt, the earth resounded with thunder because I 
would have a lot of explaining to do when I got home. How did I manage to stain my top? Where did I 
buy the ice lolly? And who gave me the money? I knew I had put myself in deep trouble. I entered the 
house nervously and walked down the passage straight to my room. 

My mother gave me an unfathomable look when I entered the house, but I knew she was disappointed 
and broken-hearted. In a matter of seconds, my world came crashing down, and my selfish action 
defeated me. My mother was fuming, and I knew I had to confess because my crimson mouth and 
dirty t-shirt told the story. My parents used this opportunity to impress on me that I was the eldest 
and needed to set a good example for my younger siblings. But worst of all, they expressed their 
disappointment in me. I was ordered to fetch a belt from the wardrobe. I knew I had to face the 
consequences of my actions. 
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On that day, the wardrobe was not only my magical space, but it also became my hiding place—a place 
of safety and security. I would hide in the wardrobe when I was overwhelmed by my emotions and felt 
defeated by issues I could not control. This was where I talked to myself and where my sense of 
freedom surged. I learned several values that day: to be patient, to practise self-control, to control my 
desires, to know my boundaries, and to respect the feelings and emotions of others. Today, I know 
that these are potent values that I would like to instil in the learners in my classroom. 

I realise that a hiding place is a place of emotional safety and security. I thus imagine that my learners 
would also like to be in a space where they feel emotionally safe and secure. I think writing about this 
journey of self-discovery provided me with an opportunity to heal and to understand my own 
emotions. When we speak of our life experiences, I realise that we explore our weaknesses and find 
our inner strength. We also remind ourselves of our power, which gives birth to new perspectives. My 
hiding place allowed me to live in an imaginary world, think freely, be emancipated from my emotional 
struggles, and explore different spaces. It was a safe space that I treasured as my sanctuary. 

Khulekani’s Narrative of His Personal History: My Sister's Positive Influence on Me 

I remember that one of my older sisters, who was a primary school teacher, shared a story of buffaloes 
while we were sitting under a tree one day in the summer holidays. My sister told me that I should 
treat my learners the same way the buffalo family conducts itself in the wild.  

This is how my sister related the story of the buffalo family: 

Buffaloes are social animals and live in groups called herds. Buffaloes are very protective 
of one another and always take care of the sick and old members of the herd, shielding 
them from predators. The protection of the species allows for weak individuals, such as 
the blind or three-legged members, to survive. They always follow the leader, for the herd 
relies on him for guidance and protection. If one individual buffalo is attacked, the entire 
herd will defend it. When chased by predators, a herd sticks close together and makes it 
hard for the predator to pick one member. Buffaloes also exhibit a symbiotic association 
with birds, such as ox-peckers that pick off and eat lice, ticks, fleas, and other parasites 
that the buffalo may be infested with. The birds get food, and the buffaloes get cleaned 
up. 

I related this story to the kind of classroom climate I longed for when I became a teacher. The wild, the 
habitat of the buffaloes, represented the vulnerability our learners face every day in the classroom 
environment. Learners learn everything about surviving in this “jungle.” They learn how to deal with 
behaviour, how to relate to fellow learners, how to focus on academic demands, and more. The herd 
of buffaloes is the learners from diverse walks of life who gather in the school community for one 
purpose: to learn. Just like buffaloes in the wild, learners do not only need to achieve academically, 
but they also learn how to accommodate one another, how to behave and follow the rules, how to 
take care of their peers, and how to help and embrace those who need help along the way. 

For me, the pivotal part of the story is that the herd of buffaloes ensures that they follow the leader—
an adult and wise buffalo—and keep the family a close-knit unit in the jungle. A leader buffalo makes 
certain that no buffalo goes astray, for they are then in danger of falling prey to wild cats. In the same 
way, as a leader of the learners in my classroom, I had to demonstrate leadership and ensure that my 
learners received my optimum support and guidance. Learners relied on me as a teacher to steer them 
in the correct direction by making each of them feel a valuable member of a positive school climate. 
Brown (2004) also stressed that attaining learners' cooperation requires a classroom environment 
where teachers address learners' cultural, ethnic, social, emotional, and cognitive needs. 
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As a novice teacher in 1995, this story made me realise that it was incumbent on me to ensure that 
each learner in my classroom received adequate attention. They all came from various home 
backgrounds and possessed different academic capabilities. I therefore looked forward to creating a 
classroom environment the following year that would resemble the life of buffaloes in the wild. I was 
more than prepared than ever to give my learners a platform to help them demonstrate their 
capabilities. At the same time, I acted as the leader buffalo by guiding, protecting, supporting, and 
leading them to become responsible citizens with excellent academic results.  

I also embraced other metaphors associated with buffaloes. For instance, establishing a library in the 
corner of my class was just like the birds feeding on the insects on the back of a buffalo because this 
was going to have a positive effect on my learners. I adopted the idea of having a “corner library” from 
a Department of Basic Education English workshop in 1994. When I recalled this, I realised that I could 
advise the novice teachers that a collection of newspapers, magazines, and books in a corner library in 
each classroom could significantly promote a culture of reading among their learners. I anticipated 
that the learners would then be exposed to various bits of information that they would gather by 
reading different genres and sources. 

I had an elder sister who would tell me stories about her learners and school, which made me develop 
a love of teaching. It also gave me tips about managing my learners and establishing cordial working 
relationships with my colleagues.  

Nontuthuko’s Narrative of Her Personal History: Something To Ease Our Minds—Craftwork 

Looking back, I recall that primary school was not an exciting place for me because we had to follow 
the teachers’ predetermined instructions. School meant sitting at your desk, writing, reading, and 
listening, and the same routine was observed every day. However, while the other classes were busy 
reading and writing, the weekly craftwork period brought so much joy to me. I remember how 
craftwork on Wednesday afternoons was appreciated by almost everyone because we would get a 
break from reading and writing.  

Figure 2 depicts a mat like the ones we wove in primary school craftwork lessons. The mat shown is 
made of different coloured plastic bags; we believed blending different plastic colours would make our 
mats look more attractive. Craftwork was an activity that was part of the schoolwork programme. In 
primary school, craftwork was valued and handwork was promoted, so we allocated time to these 
activities. Usually, we would make doormats and small baskets. Craftwork was gender-based given 
that girls made doormats while the boys had to do woodwork.  

Figure 2 

Photograph of a Colourful Mat Nontuthuko Made 
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The craftwork was assessed based on learners’ creativity; for example, whether it was attractive in 
design and use of colour. We used to collect grass from the field and plastic items for our craft.  

I recall going outside to a nearby field where we would cut grass to make mats. After collecting enough 
grass, we would find shelter and sit under a tree to weave our mats until school ended. I think 
craftwork was the only thing I did myself given that I created it from scratch and finished it myself. I 
believe I did my craftwork with confidence and without fear of being judged or feeling the fear of being 
labelled by my teacher and laughed at by classmates.  

Having the opportunity to do craftwork made us feel more positive about school. Craftwork gave hope 
to most learners who were struggling academically because we could trust ourselves to do something 
on our own. Thus, I believe it encouraged independence and developed our creativity, focus, and 
concentration. It promoted confidence and cheerfulness about our efforts and achievements. It was 
not that craftwork was play per se, but it was the only classwork activity that allowed learners to be 
more involved and feel that the teachers valued our opinions.  

Our teachers might not even have been aware of all that we gained from craftwork, or recognised the 
importance of those times for us. For example, I do not remember any teacher guiding us on how to 
weave a doormat, but traditional know-how was passed down to us by our older sisters. So it seems 
to me that many teachers valued craftwork less. Our teachers never seemed to emphasise that we 
should work on craftwork independently or saw to it that we were not getting help from others. They 
only appeared to concern themselves about the result—that is, whether the craftwork was completed 
or not. 

I associate craftwork with play because it was a time when we felt free and comfortable. We felt no 
pressure compared to other subjects, in which we needed to follow the teachers’ instructions and 
meet their expectations. We had opportunities to bring forward our ideas and creativity without the 
teachers’ influence on the craftwork. I think this was because teachers were only supervising and 
guiding us to make sure that we were working or making progress, and it was only once in a while that 
the teacher would ask us to bring our craftwork in to view our progress. Hence, that gave us the 
freedom to initiate and create our crafts to our satisfaction. I believe craftwork was of enormous value 
to us and helped us grow and develop emotionally, socially, and intellectually. It gave us the chance to 
work in teams, share ideas, be creative, negotiate, solve problems on our own and, most of all, to help 
and respect each other and to tolerate each other when we had different opinions. Craftwork helped 
us because we could relate to one another. It developed a sense of caring, even though we had 
competition when sometimes we looked to see who made the most beautiful craftwork. Everyone 
wanted their craftwork to be the best, so we made sure that we tried, by all means, to make ours look 
different from those of others, although we also taught and helped each other design the best 
craftwork. 

Looking at craftwork period (see Figure 2) gave me a sense of belonging because I felt comfortable, 
warm, relaxed, and happy. It also allowed me to express myself because it enabled me to create and 
implement my ideas to make my craft look attractive. Likewise, I believe learners’ talents and skills 
should be appreciated. I think my teaching and learning should encourage learners’ creativity.  

Siphiwe’s Narrative of His Personal History: Dangerous Toys 

Playing with a spinning top (Figure 3) was a favourite activity among boys during my childhood. Most 
boys enjoyed playing with this toy because most owned one. The negative thing about this game was 
that, to participate, you had to have a top. A spinning top was a cone-shaped piece of wood with a 
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sharp steel point at the bottom. It was coated with varnish for a smooth finish. It was not big; it could 
fit in the palm of a hand. It required a string of about 30 to 50 centimetres, which we made ourselves. 
The top was designed to spin rapidly upright on its axis with its point on the ground. 

Figure 4 

“Dangerous Toys”: Memory Drawing of a Spinning Top Used by Boys 

 

This toy was sold at nearby shops in the local area, and they made a lot of money out of it. Every one 
of us, as boys, saved the little funds we carried from home to buy treats to own a spinning top. 
“Toppies,” as we called them, were small in size and we therefore brought them to school. However, 
they were prohibited on the school premises because of the danger they posed. We hid them in our 
school bags and took them out during lunchtime. Teachers confiscated the tops if they were found in 
your possession, and you were also harshly disciplined through corporal punishment. As an adult, I can 
now see that banning these toys was meant to be in the best interest and safety of the learners. If 
someone was mistakenly hit by a toppie, it could leave a lifetime scar on a foot. Children’s culture 
played a role in this artefact because we all wanted to participate in the game and have friends who 
owned toppies. 

To enjoy playing with a spinning top one required a group of friends or participants with sets of strings 
and toppies. This reminds me of my primary school friends who even taught me how to make 
homemade toppies, which was extremely dangerous because we made the point using iron nails. I 
recall how the group would stand in a circle. We would draw a circle on the ground, and we all had to 
start by spinning our toppies and catching them, using strings to pull them up. The last person to pick 
up his spinning top would be the first to leave it in the centre of the circle drawn on the ground for 
other participants to use their toppies to hit and damage it while it lay there. We would hit it hard so 
that the sharp point would leave a scratch mark or even and break it. It was such an outstanding 
achievement to crack or break a spinning top belonging to another competitor. Sometimes we would 
miss hitting the toppie and it would accidentally hit a person's foot, and that was when the trouble 
began with teachers. 

Looking back, I can see how we developed friendships with other participants. Social interaction 
improved as we shared ideas on surviving painful situations and protecting our belongings. Playing 
toppies taught me about surviving difficult times in life because sometimes our spinning tops got 
scratched or were broken beyond repair. Playing toppies also required precision not to miss the target, 
and we had to act or move very fast. 

I remember I bought a new toppie with the money that I had saved for quite a long time. It was on a 
weekend when I got it. I longed for Monday and I felt that time was so slow before I would get to 
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school. When Monday came, I was very excited and wanted to show the top to my friends. During 
lunch recess, we went to play spinning tops on the sports field. When it was my turn to leave my toppie 
in the centre of the circle, I was very nervous because I was so attached to it. It was brand new. I did 
not want any scratches on it because it looked so good. Every member of the circle started to hit my 
toppie hard. However, most of them could not dent it because it was slippery because of its varnish. 
At last, one boy hit it with his homemade toppie—precisely in the centre and it cracked wide open. 
They all laughed at me and I was speechless. My heart was bleeding deep inside, and I was fuming with 
anger and frustration because the toppie was new. 

I learned from this memory that learners gain a sense of pride when they play and win popular culture 
games. Victory is important for learners who participate in such activities. This shows that teachers 
need to consider the experiences learners have when they play with their precious objects, such as 
toppies. And when they write creatively, it is essential to give them a chance to write about such 
experiences. Taking part in popular cultural activities can also boost children’s confidence and ignite 
in them an intrinsic sense of motivation.  

Discoveries: What We Have Learned  

When we revisited our narratives collectively, a key insight that emerged was the need to establish 
inclusive classrooms, and acknowledge teacher practice through shared knowledge and teacher–
learner diversity and inclusive classroom engagement. We also learned that learning is stimulated 
when we revisit and rectify our past learning occurrences as learners to enhance and embrace an 
accommodative teacher–learner relationship. Another lesson is that our childhood emotions were 
important then and are still important now.  

We acknowledge that learning is not an individual journey but that learning communities are created 
along the way. Collaboration in both the learning and teaching processes are therefore pivotal inside 
and outside the classroom. This understanding was enhanced by the memory work in which we 
engaged as a research method, and we now realise that the outcomes will equip us with the skills to 
create a nurturing classroom environment. Our memories allowed us to recall our childhood 
experiences and to remember how and what we had learned, and this enriched our collaborative 
writing experiences as well. Samaras (2011) argued that meaningful teacher learning occurs through 
mutual effort. Thus, re-remembering the past and sharing the knowledge we acquired has facilitated 
our mutual understandings that now enrich our teaching practices.  

Moreover, when we collaboratively revisited the narratives that we had explored individually earlier, 
we were able to identify similar patterns and findings that linked our respective studies. We employed 
thematic data analysis as proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) and arrived at insightful outcomes that 
we share in this paper. As explained by Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis encompasses a 
learning process based on experiences that reveal patterns, similarities, and consistencies or 
inconsistencies that result in various outcomes and lead to clear conclusions. We identified key themes 
by exploring the patterns that emerged as we read through and discussed the narratives. Three themes 
emerged from our memory work and are discussed in turn, below.  

Theme 1: Memory Work Can Help Teachers Improve Their Teaching Practice  

Our memory work enabled us to comprehend the nature of collaborative interactions. Memory work 
helps teachers to reflect on their own early learning to accelerate and improve teacher practice. Witt-
Löw (2019, p. 365) observed that memory work can “facilitate learning through the joy of gaining new 
insights and through following one’s interests.” We established that teachers could learn from their 
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past learning experiences to forge a more profound understanding of how learning occurs. This is 
illustrated by Ntokozo’s comments: 

I think writing about this journey of self-discovery provided me with an opportunity to heal 
and to understand my own emotions. When we speak of our life experiences, I realise that 
we explore our weaknesses and find our inner strength. We also remind ourselves of our 
power, which gives birth to new perspectives.  

Through memory work, our views on school are influenced by memories of our own learning 
experiences. Moreover, memory work can help to optimise positive teacher–learner engagement and 
minimise making the mistakes of our former teachers. This is evident in the following excerpt from 
Khulekani’s narrative: 

This story made me realise that it is incumbent on me to ensure that each learner in my 
classroom received adequate attention. They all came from various home backgrounds 
and possessed different academic capabilities. I therefore looked forward to creating a 
classroom environment the following year that would resemble the life of buffaloes in the 
wild. I was more prepared than ever to give my learners a platform to help them 
demonstrate their capabilities. At the same time, I acted as the leader buffalo by guiding, 
protecting, supporting, and leading them to become responsible citizen with excellent 
academic results.  

Memory work can help improve teachers’ diverse methodological engagement with learners. Memory 
work thus aided us as researchers and teachers to understand the value of relationship reparation and 
to value the lesson we learned that success is the order of the day when learning happens through 
play. By remembering and comparing our experiences, we could identify key ideas that will serve as a 
guide, now and in the future, on how to improve our own teaching practice. This illustration by 
Nontuthuko is the indication that embarking on diverse teaching strategies can enhance learner 
academic engagement and critical thinking abilities: 

I associate craftwork with play because it was where we felt free and comfortable. We felt 
no pressure compared to other subjects, in which we needed to follow the teachers’ 
instructions and meet their expectations. We had few opportunities to bring forward our 
ideas and creativity without the teacher’s influence on the craftwork. I think this was 
because teachers were only supervising and guiding us to make sure that we were working 
or making progress, and it was only once in a while that the teacher would ask us to bring 
our craftwork in to view our progress. 

Memory work can thus be used as a tool to help teachers embark on a journey of discovery to achieve 
optimal social and educational understanding and skills. This journey should clearly not be undertaken 
alone because collaborative work and interaction among teachers is pivotal.  

Theme 2: Memory Work Can Help Teachers Promote Emotional Value Systems for Teacher 
Learning  

Using memory work as a self-study tool to recall key learning experiences can help to make one a 
better teacher. This process allows teachers to step into a space where they can reflect on their state 
of mind when they recall emotional experiences during their schooling days. When memory work 
becomes reflective, it aids teachers improve learner emotional stability because they will give them 
the necessary leeway to be themselves when they are confronted by and have to deal with issues. The 
following excerpt illustrates what Ntokozo learned about coping with her emotions: 
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I would hide in the wardrobe when I was overwhelmed by my emotions and felt defeated 
by issues I could not control. This is where I talked to myself and where my sense of 
freedom surged. I learned values that day: to be patient, to practise self-control, to control 
my desires, to know my boundaries, and also to respect the feelings and emotions of 
others.  

Teachers must ensure that they deal with their emotional experiences to transfer that to the learners 
if they want teaching and learning to continue with few mishaps. Preparing to support and enhance 
an emotional value system is equal to preparing for a lesson. For instance, memory work now allows 
Khulekani to look forward to creating a classroom where minimal emotional issues will disrupt the 
teaching and learning processes: 

Learners learn everything about surviving in the “jungle.” They learn how to deal with 
behaviour, how to relate to fellow learners, how to focus on academic demands, and more. 
. . . Just like buffaloes in the wild, learners do not only need to achieve academically, but 
they also learn to accommodate one another, how to behave and follow the rules, how to 
take care of their peers, and how to help and embrace those who need help along the way. 

Memory work undoubtedly elicits memories that remind teachers to reflect on their own emotional 
patterns and experiences. An important outcome of this process is that they become equipped with 
the knowledge to nurture their learners' emotions when they engage in interactive learning activities 
in the classroom environment. 

Theme 3: The Outcomes of Memory Work Can Help Enact Children’s Popular Culture in 
Teaching  

Teachers' use of memory work can serve as a catalyst for learning in the modern classroom. Teachers 
are pivotal in cultivating learner popular culture in their classrooms that can encourage active and 
interactive learning. The teacher thinking capability can be enhanced through memory work by 
creating activities that can stimulate learners to be independent thinkers and take charge of their own 
learning. Kwadwo and Danso (2018) argued that learning becomes profound when learners craft and 
shape their own knowledge. Siphiwe’s understanding of this notion is as follows: 

Victory is important for learners who participate in such activities. This shows that 
teachers need to consider the experiences learners have when they play with their precious 
objects, such as toppies. And when they write creatively, it is essential to give them a 
chance to write about such experiences. Taking part in popular cultural activities could 
also boost children’s confidence and ignite in them an intrinsic sense of motivation.  

The use of memory work could help teachers to establish what works for learners in the classroom 
environment and what does not. Teachers should thus balance their teaching strategies and the tasks 
they prepare for learners to perform. Learners’ independent thinking skills could also be encouraged 
and heightened if teachers reflect on what worked for them during their schooling years. The following 
is Nontuthuko’s explanation of the value of being allowed to express oneself freely: 

The craftwork period gave me a sense of belonging because I felt comfortable, warm, 
relaxed, and happy. It also allowed me to express myself because it enabled me to create 
and implement my ideas on making my craft look attractive. Likewise, I believe learners’ 
talents and skills should be appreciated. This will motivate them to work hard towards 
their dreams. I think my teaching and learning should encourage learners’ creativity.  
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According to Ntokozo, teachers should unearth diverse spaces to think independently so as to 
encourage and grant learners leeway to always find suitable spaces to think and believe in their 
capabilities. This excerpt illustrates this view: 

We also remind ourselves of our power, which gives birth to new perspectives. My hiding 
place allowed me to live in an imaginary world, think freely, be emancipated from my 
emotional struggles, and explore different spaces.  

Memory work may thus serve as an essential tool for teachers to blend their teaching prowess with 
their learners’ prior knowledge and skills in order to ultimately benefit the learners.  

Conclusion 

As self-study researchers, we understand that our past experiences have the power to shape our 
teaching practices now and in the future. Although these experiences occur both inside and outside 
the classroom, the principles that we endorse remain the same: collaborative and interactive teaching 
and learning, and acknowledging our own earlier learning and background. Based on the 
understandings we gained from our respective self-study research projects and our subsequent 
collaboration, we shall continue to encourage our peers to expand their pedagogy through self-study. 

Furthermore, engaging in a self-study requires a deep sense of introspection and self-analysis. Thus, it 
could be challenging to wear two hats: one of being a participant, and the other of being a researcher. 
We were guided by the elements of self-study as outlined: self-initiated and focused, improvement 
aimed, interactive and mainly qualitative methods (LaBoskey, 2004). We as critical friends 
collaboratively worked together, inspired by how our memories could be used to improve our teaching 
experience and practice. The study illuminates the value of positioning children's voices in our 
classrooms and paying careful attention to daily encounters, experiences, and challenges.  
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Introduction 

This paper presents findings from the first iteration of a longitudinal design-based research (DBR) 
study. A DBR study consists of several phases that take place over a number of years and are generally 
reported separately. The process of designing and refining the conceptual framework and testing the 
pedagogical principles during the first iteration of the overall DBR study is discussed. The study was 
initiated in 2020 when we became acutely aware that our current learning environments were not 
adequately preparing our students as future professionals for an uncertain and complex world. 
Moreover, a neoliberal agenda and deeply embedded structures and processes in higher education 
institutions had little to offer the socioeconomically marginalised, the citizens on the fringes, and the 
vulnerable. We acknowledge our responsibility as academics to implement values that foreground 
ethics, sustainability, agency, and social justice. This requires the engagement of students with the 
complex challenges in their local environments, to acknowledge the local voice, and to act responsibly 
and sustainably.  

Whilst trying to find different approaches to situate the learning within these interconnected, complex 
realities, we started exploring the intra-action between the social and the technical. We responded to 
(Allen & Marshall, 2019) and explored sociomateriality as a possibility for action to conceptualise 
organisational and societal change for sustainability. We position sociomateriality as a theoretical lens 
for an increasingly complex and interconnected world because of its ontological fusion of social and 
material relations. To this point, Orlikowski (2007, p. 1437) provided an entrance to exploring 
sociomateriality by stating that “there is no social that is not also material and no material that is not 
also social.” Inspired by social theorists, we argue in favour of the ability to move beyond our 
disciplinary confines to experiment with new ways of thinking and doing in our academic practice. We 
focus on learning environments and explore how sociomaterial theories of learning might be applied 
in interdisciplinary and collaborative contexts. Gherardi (2017, p. 48) summarised the complex 
entanglements we engage with when she proclaimed that “the materialities of bodies, technologies, 
discourse could not be separated from the society that formed them, and vice versa the social was not 
external or separate from materialities.”  

The format of this paper follows an initial engagement with literature on the topics of interdisciplinary 
collaborative learning and sociomateriality. The conceptual framework with the four propositions of 
relationality, reflexivity, responsiveness, and recognition is developed in the following section through 
an exploration of critical literature. The DBR research method was used for the student project (Verster 
& van den Berg, 2021) that serves as a case to determine how students responded to the learning 
intervention. This provides the context for a discussion of the results by mapping student responses, 
experiences, and project artefacts to the four dimensions of the conceptual framework. It is argued 
that by mapping the student experience, an enriched and practical understanding of a complex 
learning environment can be offered.  

The Need for Interdisciplinary Collaborative Learning  

It has been proven that the cultivation of a collaborative learner-driven environment where students 
engage with real-life issues, enabled by information and communications technology, gives a sense of 
purpose and internal motivation and enables students to bring about positive change (Makrakis & 
Kostoulas-Makrakis, 2021). As educators, we are in a very uncertain and turbulent time that has been 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i2a3
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further exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic. The quest is for a shift to education for sustainability, 
to rethink what we learn, where we learn, and how we learn (Makrakis & Kostoulas-Makrakis, 2021). 
Within this, we are acutely aware of the fundamental social, political, economic, and ecological 
challenges that shape our society creating complex, wicked problems. In our practices, information 
systems (IS) students need to develop an acute understanding of the impact of technology on the 
future whilst urban planners (URP) are instructed in design and the wider implications thereof on 
society. Consequently, we incorporate multiple perspectives in the learning environment and expose 
students to complex, wicked problems. The learning environment incorporates interdisciplinary teams 
working collaboratively, and the ultimate aim is to incorporate transdisciplinary (Nicolescu, 2012) 
collaborative designs by partnering with multiple stakeholders in local communities.  

The complex and interconnected nature of real-life problems requires students to engage in cross-
cutting forms of inquiry. Although disciplinary specialisation remains relevant, interdisciplinary inquiry 
can enable students to work towards the cross-fertilisation of disciplinary and practical knowledge to 
address complex, interconnected current challenges (Mcmurtry, 2013). The same can be said for the 
focus not only on interdisciplinary learning but on collaborative learning, where interdisciplinary work 
can be associated with collaboration as opposed to cooperation. We understand the difference to be 
that although both cooperation and collaboration focus on a group working together to reach a shared 
goal, with collaboration there is no distinction between the contributions of the individuals. Knowledge 
becomes shared and owned by all. On this point, Herrington et al. (2013) commented that complex 
real-life problems cannot be solved by working independently. 

Overall, within curricula, it is crucial to create the space for students to engage in critical and 
constructive dialogue by applying multiple perspectives and views (Tassone et al., 2018). Such spaces 
can enhance collaboration and embrace social and transdisciplinary learning that has the potential to 
contribute to sustainable transformation in communities. This can facilitate learning to take place 
intra-actively and thereby distribute the responsibility for learning among all actors in the assemblage 
(Latour, 2005).  

A Return to Theory Through a Sociomaterial Lens  

It was clear from the outset of this project, that a purely practice-based intervention for this very 
complex learning space would not suffice, and that a deep dive into relevant theory was needed to 
frame the learning intervention. Based on a critical literature review (Fu, 2013; Jesson & Lacey, 2006) 
in the field of learning for sustainable development, we engaged with several theories that enable the 
inclusion of multiple actors within the learning space. It is important to acknowledge the importance 
of transformative learning spaces where communities, institutions, and individuals can engage with 
sustainability problems and acknowledge the collective voice involved in such transformation 
(Boström et al., 2018). 

This led to the engagement with sociomateriality as a theory that recognises the social or the human 
realm as well as the material or the nonhuman realm. Sociomateriality does not juxtapose the social 
and material but focuses on its entangled relationality and ways in which one constitutes the other. 
Our engagement with the social relates to the students and their own local communities and the 
situatedness of environmental challenges within their own perspectives, social classes, values, and 
worldviews. The material encompasses the physical space, locations, and also technology. With 
sociomaterial perspectives, it is possible to explore how social and material elements come together 
to engage with complexity in society (Burm & Macleod, 2020). 
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To make sense of everyday practice, our work involves “inserting oneself” into the situation to better 
understand the flow of practice (Hultin, 2019, p. 101). Rather than an independent or detached 
observer of a world who is “out there,” a sociomaterial researcher conceptualises themself as very 
much a productive element within the field of analysis. We found this helpful to engage with the 
complexities of a learning environment. These theories look beyond isolated individuals and view the 
people, social dynamics, and artefacts with which we interact not merely as backdrops to learning, but 
as inseparable entanglements (Mcmurtry et al., 2016). We recommend responsiveness to these 
entanglements on the potential impact of digital technologies and further recognise the effect thereof 
on marginalised communities. We agree with Feenberg (2012), and acknowledge that social groups 
could challenge dominant technical codes (Chiasson et al., 2018). This paper does not, however, offer 
a comprehensive literature review of sociomaterialism because that would require a much longer 
discussion. 

We do, however, summarise that sociomateriality consists of different strands of work such as actor-
network theory (ANT; Latour, 2005) and other post-ANT strains such as posthumanism, new 
materialism, social practice-based theories, spatial theory, and complexity theory. According to 
Fenwick et al. (2011), the overlapping elements in all these strands are that human activity cannot be 
separated from material objects, technologies, and settings. There is an intra-acting that occurs (Barad, 
2007), with intra-action assuming that entities emerge through their relationship. The interconnected 
nature of sociomaterialism does not privilege or centre humans above nonhumans but sees them on 
an ontological similar plane with no preexisting relationships, but constituted through relationships 
(Leibowitz & Naidoo, 2017). This refers to Barad’s (2007) concept of entanglement, with which we 
continually engage to be aware of the complexity associated with interdisciplinary collaborative 
learning. 

Furthermore, in sociomaterial perspectives, uncertainty is accepted as part of the process and seen as 
potential for the emergence of new ways of seeing and being, or new assemblages or combinations of 
things (Fenwick et al., 2011). The broad banner of sociomateriality presents us with an opportunity to 
open our thinking about the interconnected nature of technology artefacts and their influence on 
humans, and vice versa, to examine how actions and relations are materially constituted in practice 
(Scott & Orlikowski, 2013, 2014). We adopt a relational ontology (Latour, 2005) that centres relations 
as more fundamental than entities (Scott & Orlikowski, 2014) and by doing so, we can engage with 
complexity more authentically. 

With a sociomaterialist theoretical positioning, we make an effort to disentangle—to some extent—
the highly complex practice of interdisciplinary collaborative learning. This disentanglement is 
necessary to attempt an understanding of the complex interactions of the social (people) and material 
(things, including technology) within the learning event. We are also conscious of disentangling, not 
diluting, the complexity of what Gherardi (2017) referred to as sociomaterial practices. 

In summary, we argue that the complex entanglements of an interdisciplinary, and now digital, 
learning environment require the application and development of collective and sociomaterial learning 
theories. In this, we attempt to recognise the complex entanglements between the human and 
nonhuman; devices, objects, digital and analogue texts; spaces and time, to create fluid assemblages 
of practice (Gourlay & Oliver, 2018).  



43 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 11 No. 2 October 2022 

An Assemblage Approach to Engaging Theoretical Concepts 

The development of the four pedagogical propositions in the conceptual framework occurred during 
the first phase of the study. They are derived from the principles of responsible research innovation 
(Tassone et al., 2018) and principles of responsible management education (Cunliffe et al., 2020).  
The responsible research innovation framework identifies four dimensions, namely, anticipation, 
reflexivity, inclusiveness, and responsiveness. For each dimension, there are different competencies 
identified such as the anticipation of possible futures associated with societal challenges and ethical 
implications thereof; reflecting on ways of knowing, ways of doing, and ways of being related to 
societal challenges; inclusiveness by involving, communicating, and collaborating with multiple 
stakeholders in open and transparent ways; and responding to societal challenges by navigating 
complexity and being flexible to revise and adjust the course of action. The concepts are grounded in 
education with and for a society where students collaboratively engage with real issues to respond to 
societal problems to engage with the wider societal and ecological contexts (Tassone et al., 2018).  

The purpose of the principles of responsible management education is to facilitate the development 
of participants who are responsible, ethical, reflexive, and sensitive in their relationships with others 
and with the world around them, that is, responsible ecocentric professionals as per Cunliffe et al. 
(2020, p. 299), “through a pedagogy that draws on radical-reflexivity and transdisciplinarity.” 

The four pedagogical propositions emerged from our engagement with these concepts in our own 
learning environments and the entanglements of the socio-technical complexities that we were facing. 
The application of a sociomaterial lens opens up the possibilities of a collaborative engagement with 
the social and the material in this space, and positions agency within this complex entanglement. We 
aimed to bring in the collective voice of multiple actors (and to move away from a linear and overly 
predetermined understanding of both learning and teaching) to an entangled space where the social 
and material render each other capable—or incapable.  

Conceptual Framing of Interdisciplinary Collaborative Learning  

The application of design-based research (DBR) requires researchers to follow a phased approach to 
designing learning interventions. We have applied a four-phase approach as espoused by Reeves 
(2006). In the first phase, we identified problems in our learning environments and then consulted 
with different stakeholders such as fellow practitioners (academics), industry partners, students, 
NGOs, and local communities—and further supplemented findings with a review of existing literature. 
During the second phase, we developed a conceptual framework and drafted design principles for 
interdisciplinary collaborative learning as discussed in this section.  

Relationality  

Relationality acknowledges that human and nonhuman entities are continually brought into being 
through relations (Latour, 2005; Orlikowski, 2007; Scott & Orlikowski, 2013, 2014). Instead of assuming 
that entities, people, and technologies have inherent properties, they are seen as continually 
performed in a web of relations (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al., 2014). One such example of relationality is 
found in the focus on the collective in South African society. The complexities of the collective voice 
and how a community comprises people, their relationships, communal activities, and how 
communities depend on social relationships and relational structures to both solve day-to-day and 
long-term problems, need to be understood by our students. We argue that interdisciplinary project 
teams can assist in understanding the relationality that exists in complex communities.  
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Relationality plays out in the complex society we live in, and also in the social-technical or sociomaterial 
relations. The broad banner of sociomateriality presents us with an opportunity to shift our thinking 
about technology as only being artefacts that influence humans, to a way where we examine and focus 
attention rather, on the entanglements of the social and the material. 

From our engagement with the theory, the following principles that informed our learning 
environment emerged: 

 Awareness of local knowledge.  

 The significance of the collective voice.  

 Awareness of complexity.  

 The relationality between the social and the technical. 

Reflexivity 

Sociomaterial research takes place intra-actively and the researcher is no longer an independent or 
detached observer of a world that is “out there,” but part of all aspects of the research projects. For 
this reason, being reflexive is particularly important in sociomaterial studies. Researchers must 
continually monitor their study design to allow for a sustained consideration of entanglements 
between the social and material elements (Burm & Macleod, 2020). 

Reflexivity requires a radical shift of the individual in relation to others and their broader society. This 
form of reflexivity is not done from a detached perspective but recognises our embedded nature within 
a social and material world. Cunliffe et al. (2020) recognised that we are embedded in our social and 
material worlds and therefore need to interrogate our place, activities, and responsibilities within our 
local experience. Students need to develop self-awareness about their own assumptions and 
worldviews and interpret these in any particular situation. There is further, a need for social awareness 
and empathy underpinned by ethical reflections. It is important to encourage disruptive thinking to 
challenge the current status quo and go beyond conventional ways of knowing and doing (Tassone et 
al., 2018).  

The following principles emerged in this context:  

 Embed exercises that encourage reflection-in-action (Schön, 1987). 

 Instil an ethic of care (Tronto, 2010). 

 Disrupt the traditional by using transformative learning to revise frames of 
references and perspectives (Boström et al., 2018). 

 Empowerment. 

Recognition 

Barad (2007, p. 450) highlighted the issues we should recognise as fundamentally framing our learning 
and teaching endeavours: 



45 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 11 No. 2 October 2022 

The possibilities of making a better world, a livable world, a world based on values of co-
flourishing and mutuality, not fighting and diminishing one another, not closing one 
another down, but helping to open up our ideas and ourselves to each other and to new 
possibilities, which with any luck will have the potential to help us see our way through to 
a world that is more livable, not for some, but for the entangled wellbeing of all. 

Recognition is engaging with the human and nonhuman relationship within different practices and 
disciplines, for example, the centrality of the human (URP) and nonhuman (IS). We opened the learning 
space for multiple perspectives to navigate the complexity of an interconnected world. Furthermore, 
as we adjusted our fundamental understandings of human and nonhuman knowledge and ways of 
being in the world, we explored design methods, frameworks, and practices that better address the 
challenges we face as a planet (Ou Yang, 2016). The following principles emerged for the learning 
design: 

 The value of multiple perspectives. 

 The interdependence of the human and nonhuman relationship. 

 Create the space for creativity to inspire innovation. 

 Recognise context-driven interventions.  

Responsiveness 

One of the most demanding challenges of our time is to engage simultaneously with both sustainability 
and social justice issues. Responding, in the local context, to these two issues is considered to be one 
of the most pressing responsibilities of our students as young professionals. Designing a learning 
environment with a focus on the proposition of responsiveness is considered not only ideal but 
necessary for our students to appreciate their social responsibility. For this reason, we incorporated 
both the Sustainable Development Goals and the United Nations 2030 Agenda as framing mechanisms 
in the student project (United Nations, n.d.). 

Responsiveness manifests in many ways in an interdisciplinary collaborative learning environment, and 
Sleeter (2011) provided guidance specifically about culturally responsive pedagogies. Being culturally 
aware is essential in a culturally diverse country such as South Africa, and adds both a rich learning 
experience as well as a highly complex one. We applied responsiveness in order to cultivate the 
collective knowing and doing (Haraway, 2016) that is foundational to interdisciplinary work, and also 
called on sociomateriality to think wider than collective knowing and doing as a human function to 
include the material. Thus, considering the students, facilitators, discourse, texts, performances, 
drawing, face-to-face and online coming together in collective knowing, being, doing, making, and co-
constructing.  

The learning design needs to incorporate the following aspects: 

 The value of multiple lenses when reviewing wicked problems.  

 Utilisation of a design thinking process in the roll-out of the project. 

 Focus on agency through the empowerment of multiple entities. 

 Social responsibility. 
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Figure 1 illustrates the adaption of these principles using a sociomaterial theoretical underpinning.  

Figure 1 

Four Propositions for Interdisciplinary Collaborative Learning  

 

 
 

Research Methodology  

The application of design-based research (DBR) as a methodology allows an escalation of the impact, 
transfer, and translation of education research to improve practice. A DBR study follows a collaborative 
process in communities of practice that negotiates the study from initial problem identification, 
through literature review, to the design and implementation of interventions. Design research 
foregrounds innovativeness, responsiveness to evidence, connectivity to basic science, and dedication 
to continual improvement (Mckenney & Reeves, 2020).  

A DBR study is longitudinal and consists of a collection of sub-studies that are reported separately. In 
this paper, the process to design and refine the conceptual framework, and testing the principles 
during the first iteration (as part of Phase 3, in Figure 2) of the overall DBR study, is discussed. As 
depicted in Figure 2, in the first phase of this DBR study, practical problems in an interdisciplinary 
online learning environment were collaboratively explored (in a process of collaboration with other 
practitioners and stakeholders) as well as a review of the literature. The study was initiated in 2020 
with the identification of problems in our learning environments and ways of incorporating 
interdisciplinary collaborative student projects to address systemic problems in communities.  
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Figure 2 

Design-Based Research Process (adapted from Reeves, 2006) 

 

Design of a Learning Intervention  

The researchers obtained ethical clearance from their respective institutions to conduct research from 
2021 to 2024 to enable multiple iterations. Data are collected from online surveys prior to, during, and 
after each iteration. Furthermore, students are requested to create and update a reflective blog during 
the semester, which details their experience of working in an interdisciplinary team. Other data 
sources include project artefacts produced during the roll-out of the student projects. Participation in 
the study is voluntary, and individual participants are assured anonymity and confidentially. The 
identities of students are protected and there are no anticipated risks to participating in the project.  
During the first semester (February–June) of 2021, 38 students from the honours group in IS 
collaborated with 21 URP students doing the advanced diploma. Seven interdisciplinary groups were 
purposively selected. Groups were constituted in a two-phase process: first by letting the IS and URP 
students choose their own partners in their classes; they were able to draw on their intimate 
knowledge and experience of fellow students to make an informed decision. The result of this phase 
was seven groups of three URP students each, and seven groups of five or six IS students. These groups 
worked independently on identifying and sharing via a poster on GoogleDocs, a single most pressing 
environmental challenge. The second phase of creating student groups entailed the facilitators 
consulting the posters and matching similar environmental challenges, thus bringing IS groups and URP 
groups with similar interests together.  

In the learning environment created by the interdisciplinary group project, sociomaterial principles 
were embraced and groups were actively encouraged to explore the uncertainty that stems from 
wicked problems such as sustainability and equity. The intra-action between the human, nonhuman, 
technologies, community, culture, voice, space, and time was examined. We applied Schön’s (1987) 
reflection-in-action approach with students to monitor actions as they are being performed to 
generate awareness of the intra-actions of the collective. Groups were briefed to follow a design 
thinking cycle that consisted of a combination of five stages as illustrated in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3 

Design Thinking Phases (Brown, 2008) 

 

 

 

The project roll-out was as follows: 

 
 Pre-production phase: Collaborative workshop to identify pressing environmental 

problems in local communities. The workshop was in a blended learning format 
consisting of Zoom sessions with the IS students where online tools such as 
Jamboard were used for brainstorming. The URP students collaborated via a face-
to-face session. Groups had to identify a single problem and the output was a 
problem statement informed by a deep dive into the relevant literature.  

 Phase 1 (empathise and define): Authentic understanding of the problem from the 
community perspective was required. The output was interviews with respondents 
in their communities and the responses were captured as digital stories. From the 
digital stories, two personas to use in the roll-out of the project were designed by 
each group.  

 Phase 2 (ideate and prototype): The teams were aided to brainstorm ideas during 
an online session using Jamboard. This was followed by a process where teams 
utilised a decision matrix to determine potential ideas to be prototyped. Prototypes 
were created and pitched to other groups for feedback.  

 Phase 3 (test and design): Prototypes were tested by a wider audience and one 
prototype was selected to be designed and presented to a wider audience 
consisting of representatives from communities and local government.  

 Post-production phase: Reflection in the form of a survey and compilation by the 
groups of digital portfolios. 

Discussion: Mapping Student Responses/Experiences to the Conceptual 
Framework  

In this section, we consider how students responded to the interdisciplinary collaborative learning 
intervention in terms of the four propositions. We draw on the students' reflective tasks and project 
artefacts as sources of data.  



49 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 11 No. 2 October 2022 

Relationality  

In the framing of relationality, we review the intra-action between the social and technical 
entanglements that reside in the group’s collective and local knowledge. In the design of the learning 
intervention, the framing needs to occur by not only stressing the problem in a community but also 
the situatedness of all elements, human, nonhuman, and relational complexities. Due to the intra-
action of technology, agency, society, materiality, morality, and ethics, the social and material are 
inherently inseparable (Orlikowski, 2007).  

Student groups were encouraged to pause and explore the interconnectedness of a problem in their 
community. More time was allocated in the first phase of the project to emphasise relationality via 
stories and what happens when stories are told (Chiasson et al., 2018). This created the space to 
explore the problem deeper, which was specifically challenging in the online learning environment. 
We propose to be excessive with the time allowed for the problem identification and understanding 
phase of the project. See Figure 4 for outlays of digital stories created by groups. 

Figure 4 

Digital Stories  

 
Students responded positively to the different perspectives represented by the digital stories for 
example:  

It made me understand that it is important to involve different perspectives when trying 
to solve an issue, especially one that affects everyone. I got to learn more through the way 
the project was structured and gained more insight from the CPUT students, other IS 
students, and most importantly from the community. (Student 14) 

However, the relationality of an interdisciplinary learning environment was unfamiliar and many 
students were very uncomfortable at the beginning of the project, for example:  

At first, nothing made sense to me and I had no idea of where we were heading with our 
project. But completing each activity, collaborating with the Urban Planning students, and 
also having discussions with members of my community gave me a clearer picture of 
where we are heading. It was quite interesting to see how everything came together and 
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how IS, URP as well as the community could be intertwined to create something really 
extraordinary. (Student 22)  

It was interesting to notice how most of the students experienced the shifts in learning from an in-
person to an online environment. These shifts represented the integration of both the social and the 
technical, for example: 

The different technologies allowed each student to not only learn from one another but 
also gave a comprehensive overview of inclusivity through differences in opinions, views 
etc. (Student 30) 

I can connect and talk to more people, the online learning has helped me engage more 
with others. It has also played a part in the fact that without online learning, I would not 
be as skilled as I am today when using online platforms in order to communicate with 
others. I think that online learning has broadened the way I learn and the way that I learn. 
(Student 17) 

All the participants were aware of the different platforms regardless of our backgrounds. 
I think to a certain extent it improved the learning environment. (Student 5) 

There were, however, students who felt isolated and needed more scaffolding and initial support:  

Some students who did not have access to and were unaware of how to navigate Google 
Meet or the Drive were excluded from the learning environment until they could get on 
board. (Group 2) 

Reflexivity  

We encouraged the practice of radical reflexivity (Cunliffe et al., 2020), and incorporated activities 
where we as facilitators and our students needed to recognise that we are embedded in our social and 
material worlds and therefore need to recognise our place, activities, and experiences. Students were 
tasked to reflect on the process individually (in blogs) and as a group in reflective questionnaires. See 
Figure 5 for examples of extracts from the student blogs on aspects that they reflected on during the 
semester.  

Figure 5 

Student Reflections  
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In the project, students were constantly tasked to better understand their problem area from different 
perspectives, and to open discussions to allow multiple views. They were tasked to reflect on this and 
share their learning during the roll-out of the project. Extracts from the students include: 

It made me see that there are many more perspectives than only mine, I always thought 
that most of us think the same. (Student 5) 

I learned that it is important to involve different perspectives when trying to solve an issue, 
especially one that affects everyone. I got to learn more through the way the project was 
structured and gained more insight from the CPUT students, other IS students and most 
importantly from the community. (Student 40)  

We acknowledge that in future projects, we will encourage more disruptive ways of thinking where 
students are required to challenge the status quo and go beyond conventional ways of knowing and 
doing (Tassone et al., 2018).  

Recognition  

We found multiple examples of what Barad (2007) referred to as entanglements, involving nonhuman 
actors in the form of digital devices and online learning artefacts. The students were seen entangled 
in various ways with print, digital devices, and artefacts throughout the design process. Interestingly, 
the medium found most conducive by students was the use of brainstorming techniques using 
Jamboard (see Figure 6). This tool simulates in-person brainstorming and therefore promotes creativity 
and the simultaneous capturng and recognition of multiple perspectives.  

Figure 6 

Top Five Activities That Supported Interdisciplinary Learning  

 

  
 

Students were highly creative when given the freedom and space in the learning design to develop and 
represent their community personas, as can be seen from Figure 7.   
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Figure 7 

Personas  

 

 
 
Students did, however, struggle with several constraints within the learning context as captured by the 
following quotes:  

A lesson learned when working on a design project is the insufficient time and effort to 
build the team. We did not have enough time to gel as time is a factor. (Student 21) 

A project such as this is in constant change, we had to learn to adapt to things not working. 
(Group 7) 

Responsiveness  

The quality of responsiveness is portrayed through multiple lenses and agency during the rollout of 
the design thinking process. We acknowledge that design thinking is traditionally considered human-
centred, and as such we concur with observations by (Lake et al., 2021, p. 339) that the process should 
begin by framing not only the situation but also one’s own situatedness: 

This takes place in an iterative exploration of diverse knowledge across space and time. It 
requires the generation of divergent possibilities and the prototyping of these possibilities 
(actionable opportunities to enact and test ideas in relationship with others). As an 
iterative, experimental, relational, and context-responsive process, it leverages these 
commitments.  

By way of example: 

It broadened my understanding of the complexity of solutions to problems in society in this 
generation. Given the interrelatedness of the different sciences and ideologies, it is 
important to approach problems in society by trying to look from and consider multiple 
disciplines. (Student 3)  
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When working in interdisciplinary collaboration, personal factors that influence 
collaboration include the span of the group members’ interests, competence in one’s own 
discipline combined with a recognition of its limits, a feeling of power, accomplishment 
and commitment; intellectual openness and flexibility, and trust and respect for 
teammates with differing disciplinary perspectives. (Group 2)  

A deep, situated understanding of community problems resulted in an extensive ideation phase during 
the design (see Figure 8). The logic followed here being that the more possibilities considered by the 
students, the better the chance of resulting in a responsive and context-driven solution.  

Figure 8 

Ideation  

  

 

Conclusion  

In this paper, we highlight problems encountered within our learning environments to adequately 
prepare our students, as future professionals, for an uncertain and complex world. We adhere to the 
call that there is an urgent need for new types of innovation that will be both technical and social, and 
ways to integrate different approaches that allow for the integration of multiple voices. 

We discuss extracts from a longitudinal DBR study, and our engagement with sociomateriality as a 
theoretical lens to disentangle the complexity associated with interdisciplinary collaborative learning. 
We present a conceptual framework that highlights four pedagogical propositions, namely 
relationality, reflexivity, recognition, and responsiveness. The four propositions are applied in a 
learning intervention between urban planning and information systems students who collaborated to 
find potential digital social innovations for sustainability challenges in their local communities. The 
data gathered from the student pre- and post-reflections, and project artefacts, are applied to further 
enrich the four pedagogical propositions and to provide insight into the potential of these propositions 
to respond to the complex and interconnected world our students, as young professionals, will enter.  
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Findings confirmed that the focus on relationality highlighted the importance of pacing the learning in 
a digital environment to compensate for the lack of intimate nuances that occurs during an in-person 
engagement. Data showed that students easily adapted to an integrated socio-technical learning 
environment. The second proposition, reflexivity, provided a good grounding for students to engage 
with the learning interventions and reflect on their experience during the roll-out of their projects. 
Reflection exercises enabled them to gain a deeper understanding of the problem area and to open 
up their worldviews to allow for multiple perspectives. The proposition of recognition further focused 
attention on the importance of creating a space to allow the influences of both human and nonhuman 
role players to emerge. This facilitated the recognition of multiple perspectives to enhance creativity 
and innovation. The final proposition, responsiveness, foregrounded the importance of focusing 
attention on diversity in both the human and nonhuman environments. This resulted in creative and 
innovative responses to the real-world problems communities experience. 

The paper is limited to findings from the first iteration, and further testing and refinement are being 
conducted and will be reported on in future publications. The objective of the broader study is to 
explore ways to enhance collaboration, and embrace social and transdisciplinary learning that has the 
potential to contribute to sustainable transformation in communities.  
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Abstract 

This article outlines the implementation of a service-learning course, Linguistics and 
Community, in a linguistics combined, second- and third-year curriculum. Adopting a 
qualitative, textual-analytic methodology using Luckett (2001) as an analytical lens, 
supplemented by quantitative data, we set out to enlist service-learning as one useful means 
to attain an epistemically diverse linguistics curriculum with reciprocal benefits for both 
students and community partners. Using a purposive sample, we triangulated data from two 
data sources: students’ reflective journals and an online questionnaire. Our findings showed 
that the Linguistics and Community service-learning course allowed students to engage in 
experiential learning, cross-cultural experiences, and become involved with issues related to 
community building. In doing so, the course exposed students to the relevance of linguistics 
in everyday life. We argue that a thoughtfully constructed disciplinary-based service-learning 
programme can be a useful tool in fostering epistemic diversity within a specific discipline 
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Introduction 

Service-learning is a credit-bearing, pedagogical methodology that draws on community engagement 
to enhance disciplinary learning and civic values of students and allows for a broader appreciation of 
the discipline by integrating real-life learning within an academic curriculum (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; 
Billig, 2011). This is achieved by providing students with opportunities to engage in an organised 
service activity aimed at addressing genuine community challenges, and a systematic reflection on the 
experiences gained from the service by applying course content to develop analysis and understanding 
(Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; Chambers & Lavery, 2012). Service-learning strikes a balance between 
service and learning, with complementary and reciprocal roles for the learning goals and the service 
goals. Service-learning allows for flexible “movement between everyday discourses of the community 
into the more elevated discourses of the university” (Hlengwa 2013, p. 7), and allows for connections 
to be made between theory covered in class and practical experiences from interactions with the 
community.  

This article establishes the following: 

 first, the implementation of a service-learning course in linguistics at Rhodes 
University in Makhanda (formerly, before 2018, known as Grahamstown) and 

 second, the research methods and results deriving from it. 

Specifically, we explore how the service-learning course provides a useful means to attain an 
epistemically diverse linguistics curriculum, using Luckett (2001) as an analytical lens, supplemented 
by quantitative data and a qualitative, textual-analytic methodology. In designing the course, we drew 
on the work of Luckett (2001) with the aim of constructing an epistemically diverse curriculum that 
reciprocally benefits both school learners as well as university students. In this article, we adopt a 
broad view of curriculum that includes disciplinary content (i.e., syllabus) as well as pedagogy and 
assessment (Quinn & Voster, 2016); curriculum is the totality of structured learning experiences 
(Southern African Linguistics and Applied Linguistics Society, 2016).  

This article is structured as follows. First, we explain the structure of the service-learning course, and 
what was done. The next section discusses some of the theoretical underpinnings of the course and 
the role of service-learning in South African higher education. The following section describes the 
method of research on the service-learning course. The final section is empirical in nature and presents 
the results of the research and shows how the Linguistics and Community service-learning is a useful 
means to attain an epistemically diverse linguistics curriculum. 

Structure and Design of the Linguistics Service-Learning Course 

The Makana municipality has just over 82,000 inhabitants (Municipalities of South Africa, n.d.), 72% of 
whom speak isiXhosa, 14% Afrikaans, and 11% English. Situated in South Africa’s poorest province, the 
Eastern Cape, Makana’s statistics reflect a poor rural town with high unemployment and few prospects 
for its youth (see Table 1).   

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i2a4
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Table 1 

Selected Statistics for Makana Municipality (Municipalities of South Africa, n.d.) 

Dependency ratio (2016) 47.9 

Official unemployment rate (2011) 32.5%  

Youth unemployment rate (2011) 42.3%  

Access to piped water inside dwelling (2016) 45.1% 

Have a matric certificate (2016) 27% 

 

Within this context, the linguistics service-learning course, Linguistics and Community, is an ongoing 
project of the Department of Linguistics and Applied Language Studies at Rhodes University. The 
Linguistics and Community course was taught over seven weeks to a combined class of approximately 
70 second- and third-year students.2 It has two broad components: on one hand, the classroom 
activities refer to paired reading conducted at the school service-learning site for the benefit of 
learners; on the other hand, there are also university-level activities in the university classroom for the 
benefit of the students.  

Nominally described as “the science of language” in introductory texts, linguistics can more 
appropriately be considered as a set of interrelated language disciplines each with their own objects 
of study, methodologies, communities of practice, and theoretical desiderata that can be distinguished 
along various axes. One broad distinction exists between functional and context-oriented objects of 
study (i.e., what language is used for) versus formal objects of study (i.e., how language is 
fundamentally constituted). The former covers disciplines such as discourse analysis, applied 
linguistics, pragmatics, and so forth. These tend to use contextual methodologies with a focus on 
naturalistic data from social settings. The latter covers disciplines such as phonetics, phonology, 
morphology, syntax, semantics, and so forth. These tend to use abstracted and decontextualised data 
using empiricist/experimental, one-on-one interview and introspective elicitation techniques.  

The fact that linguistics is diverse in this way sets up difficult tensions in constructing a service- learning 
course that caters to the discipline(s) as a whole: the epistemological values of at least some of the 
disciplines (abstract, disembodied, objective; Luckett, 2010) may be far removed from the experienced 
needs of communities (concrete, embodied, subjective, contextual; Luckett, 2010). For example, if a 
class of linguistics students are paired with Grade 5 learners at a local school with the aim of mentoring 
their literacy and language proficiency, it is immediately apparent that this fulfils a clear need in a 
community (addressing literacy); however, it is not immediately clear how such an experience would 
necessarily lead to a better understanding of language syntax or morphology. Unless these tensions 
could be resolved, it was not immediately obvious how to facilitate a community-embedded 
experience that fulfilled the second fork of service-learning, namely, a reciprocal benefit to students 
in the form of enhanced disciplinary knowledge. Without contributing disciplinary knowledge, a so-
called service-learning experience runs the risk of not fulfilling the condition of mutuality and so 
reduces to voluntarism.  

 
2 This modular configuration was an artefact of other general factors in the department, and is not a design  
   feature of the Linguistics and Community course. 
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Activities at the University 

What sets this service-learning course apart from volunteerism is the fact that it was specifically not 
aimed at merely (re)teaching practical skills to learners in a community setting. Rather, the emphasis 
in on mutuality of learning: reflexively and cyclically drawing on the service-learning context to 
generate insights and understandings that have disciplinary (linguistic) relevance, for example, as a 
venue for application of existing theory, and/or developing self-awareness of lacunae in students’ own 
knowledge, questioning preconceptions about the “proper” objects of linguistic study, and troubling 
the established university curriculum itself. 

Accordingly, traditional lecture slots were used in decidedly nontraditional ways. Instead of using them 
to impart new knowledge, they were aimed at consolidating students' understanding of different 
linguistic approaches covered by the rest of the curriculum, for example, sociolinguistics, language 
contact, syntax, and literacy studies (see Table 2 for an outline of topics covered), and encouraging 
them to reflect on the multiplicity of linguistic dimensions of their experience focusing on description, 
explanation, and practical action. In particular, throughout the course, students were asked to reflect 
on the following question: “What linguistic theory do I need in order to better understand the linguistic 
world of the service-learning context?” 

Table 2 

Outline of Topics     

 Topic of the week Suggested focus for classroom discussion 

Week 1 Introduction to service 
learning and course 
structure/objectives  

 

What is service-learning? What are the course objectives? Why 
are we doing this? etc.  

 

Training on the use of the Nal’iBali literacy materials  

Week 2 Language in society What languages are used, how are they related, what power 
relations do they encode? What is the role of 
“translanguaging”?  

Week 3 Language in education What languages are used in education? To what extent are 
indigenous languages representative of vernacular language 
and to what extent are they normative standards?   

Week 4 Multilingualism and Second 
language learning 

What is the state of L2 and what competencies are encoded? 
How can we improve L2 learning?  

Week 5 Literacy: Metalinguistic skills  What is the state of learners’ phonological awareness? 
Morphological awareness? Lexical retrieval? etc. How well can 
learners read and write in English/isiXhosa? 

Week 6 Literacy: Reading for 
Understanding  

How do the metalinguistic skills translate into comprehension 
skill? How much do learners understand? Can they apply what 
they have learnt?  

Week 7 Literacy: Structure of African 
languages 

What aspects of the structure of language influences their 
literacies? How do their literacies shed light on the structure of 
language? What makes them structurally different to English 
(and what structures do they have in common?)  
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We hoped that this would also drive a reflexivity cycle whereby students were prompted to apply 
disciplinary theory in context and, in turn, see renewed value in theory (Figure 1).3 

Figure 1 

A Service-Learning Reflexive Cycle or Curricular Change 

 

 

 

In keeping with the goal of mutual reciprocity of service-learning, this model sets up the possibility of 
an epistemic feedback loop whereby we, as academics, gain insight both into communities’ needs as 
well as the theory that is most relevant to those needs—and are thus able to adjust future curricula. 
In this way, over time, the walls of the ivory tower of academia could become more permeable and 
responsive to the needs of our communities. The service-learning component thus provides a 
grounded reflexive cycle upon which to proceed with curriculum transformation. In this way, we hope 
to use service-learning as a means of decolonising the curriculum and building a renewed disciplinary 
curriculum fit for purpose in our local context. 

Students were asked to draw on, analyse, and discuss their experiences in terms of the course content 
and readings provided. Formative assessment included weekly reading responses and reflective 
journal entries. Students were required to write about their service experience in relation to assigned 
course readings. To assist them, students were guided through a set of questions in the form of a 
guided reading worksheet (Brown et al., 2016), as detailed in the next section of this article.4 This 
activity was valuable in linking linguistic issues discussed in the course readings to the service-learning 
context. Guided readings are an example of an active learning teaching technique (Brown et al., 2016), 
used to motivate student effort and enhance learning. “The primary goal of active learning techniques 
is to shift away from surface learning toward deep learning, such that students develop their 
understanding through more active and constructive processes” (Ritchhart et al., 2011, cited in Brown 
et al., 2016, p. 258).  

 
3 See also Quinn & Vorster (2016, p. 11), who asked a similar question with respect to academic development:  
  “What do the theories and concepts mean to me in the context of my work as an academic developer in my  
    specific institution?” 
4 Note that “guided reading” is a technical term referring to a particular way of scaffolding reading of academic 
   texts for the students (Brown et al., 2016). It ought not to be confused with “paired reading,” which refers to  
   the approach adopted to classroom reading in the service activity. 
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Students are directed through the prescribed readings via a dialogue-like structure, in which the 
lecturer provides a summary of key sections in the readings and then asks the student questions about 
this content and how they can make sense of it in relation to their experiences in the community 
setting. Table 2 above gives an indication as to the types of issues addressed in the guided reading 
worksheets. Through their reflective journals, students brought the course materials, readings, and 
their experiences through service together in narratives, thereby providing an opportunity to reflect 
on and analyse their thoughts, experiences, beliefs, and assumptions.  

At the end of the course, students wrote a short story in the style of the Nal’ibali (https://nalibali.org) 
series of bilingual (isiXhosa-English) literacy supplements that was custom-made for their learners’ 
linguistic needs (e.g., incorporating learners’ literacy levels, names, interests, language, contexts, etc.). 
As part of the summative assessment for the course, students then wrote an essay in which they 
reflected on the linguistic-disciplinary choices (e.g., word choice, use of code-switching, word length, 
sentence structure, etc.) they made in writing their story.  

Activities During the On-Site Service Learning Visits 

Students visited a local under-resourced Quintile 3 school twice a week for 45 minutes each. Each 
student was paired with a Grade 5 learner with the aim of mentoring learners’ reading literacy using 
the Nal’ibali literacy supplements to guide their interactions. The interactions involved paired reading 
between learners and students in both isiXhosa, which is the home language of the learners, and 
English, the learners’ first additional language and medium of instruction. The benefits for the learners 
are that they obtain mentoring in literacy practices by more experienced readers who are sensitive to 
the nuances of language in the sense that they study linguistics and that ultimately, their literacy skills 
improve. It is important to add that the students do not attempt to teach the learners.  

Theoretical Overview 

In this literature overview, we first outline our analytical lens, namely Luckett’s (2001) model for an 
epistemologically diverse curriculum, before providing an overview of the role of service-learning in 
the South African higher education context. Thereafter, we explore some of the theoretical issues 
informing our choices in the design and development of our own service-learning course. 

Luckett’s Epistemologically Diverse Curriculum 

Luckett (2001) proposed four ways of knowing that contribute to students’ development of different 
kinds of competencies, which she argues should be present in any higher education context. These 
competencies are represented along two axes: practice/theory and subjective/objective (alternatively 
called contextual/decontextual), with each resulting quadrant representing a particular kind of 
knowledge and its associated competencies. The competencies are foundational (knowing that), 
practical (knowing how), personal (knowing from personal experience), and reflexive (knowing how 
you know). Luckett (2001) suggested that the relative emphasis and combinations of each of the four 
ways of knowing would be different for different disciplines, qualifications, and contexts of 
implementation. Luckett’s model is represented in Figure 2 below. 

  

https://nalibali.org/
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Figure 2 

Model for an Epistemically Diverse Curriculum (adapted from Luckett, 2001, p. 31) 

 

 

The first quadrant deals with propositional knowledge: the knowing of specific disciplinary knowledge, 
traditional first-level cognitive learning (Quinn & Vorster, 2016). This includes everyday learning in 
lectures, reading in the library, note taking, and so forth. Given that this quadrant places a strong 
emphasis on propositions and thus on the facts, there is little place for application or practice. Although 
propositional knowledge remains an important pillar of the higher education curriculum, knowing in 
higher education needs to be challenged and complemented with other ways of knowing (Cross & 
Govender, 2021; Gugushe, 2009; Hoadley, 2011).  

Quadrant 2, practical knowledge (Luckett, 2001), deals with practical, embodied knowledge. This refers 
to “knowing how” and involves the application of disciplinary knowledge acquired in the first quadrant 
(Quinn & Vorster, 2016). The development of practical competency requires learning to take place 
through apprenticeship and by doing within controlled, delimited, decontextualised environments 
(Quinn & Vorster, 2016) under the guidance of the teacher in the classroom, in tutorials, or in the 
laboratory.  

The third quadrant deals with experiential knowledge including self-motivation, self-confidence, 
innovation, creativity, teamwork, social sensitivity, negotiation, leadership, citizenship, and so forth 
(Luckett, 2001). Quadrant 3 involves the application of learning from both Quadrants 1 and 2. This type 
of learning takes place away from the safe, constructed contexts of the lecture hall and laboratory and 
students are given opportunities to gain experiential knowledge in authentic, unpredictable, real-life 
contexts; to view and analyse their experience through the lenses of the objective/decontextualised 
knowledges (Quadrants 1 and 2) gained through formal study. It is this process of building experiential 
knowledge that also potentially catalyses the development of Quadrant 4, namely, reflexive/epistemic 
knowledges. According to Luckett (2001, p. 56), “experiential learning is one of the best ways to get 
learners to engage with and commit themselves to their studies and future careers, but also because 
this entails critical epistemic shifts.” Students learn by thinking reflexively and meta-cognitively and 
thus learn about themselves and their own thinking processes (Quinn & Vorster, 2016). Quadrant 3 
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learning also allows students to be exposed to others (Luckett, 2001), forcing them to evaluate their 
own subjectivities and knowledge in the light of other ways of knowing and being in the world.  

Finally, Quadrant 4 deals with epistemic knowledge and reflexive competence. This quadrant places 
emphasis on knowing how you know what you know. Learning involves the development of meta-
cognition, which involves thinking epistemically, contextually, and systematically (Luckett, 2001), and 
requires integration of the first three quadrants. This involves “an awareness of how and why one 
thinks and learns as one does, and the capacity to recognise and evaluate the assumptions and limits 
of theories of knowledge and to be able to suggest alternatives” (Luckett, 2001, p. 57). Quadrant 4 can 
be applied at differing levels of complexity. Initially, it may involve making explicit “disciplinary 
conceptual frameworks, epistemic rules, methods and conventions of the discipline” (Luckett, 2001, 
p. 56), however, at advanced levels, students ought to be exposed to more complex and unpredictable 
contexts and types of problems that encourage thinking beyond the boundaries of a particular 
discipline and embrace paradigmatic and epistemic plurality; “this requires the ability to stand back 
from one's own frame of reference and epistemology and also to recognise the validity of other ways 
of knowing” (Luckett, 2001, p. 57). 

An epistemically diverse curriculum (Luckett, 2001) integrates learning from all four quadrants. It thus 
provides multiple opportunities for students to gain cognitive, epistemic, and physical access to 
knowledge within their discipline and in their studies. It develops both knowledge and skills that are 
required for economic productivity, political participation, and responsive citizenship in a diverse 
democracy. It holds in tension disciplinary knowledge and applied interdisciplinary knowledge, global 
and local forms of knowledge, as well as equity and development demands faced by the higher 
education system (Luckett, 2001). This type of curriculum actively speaks to Moll’s (2004) four domains 
of responsiveness of a curriculum, namely, economic, cultural, disciplinary, and learner 
responsiveness. Accordingly, we set out to enlist service-learning as one useful means through which 
to attain an epistemically diverse linguistics curriculum. 

Service-Learning in South African Higher Education  

The theoretical origin of service-learning can be traced back to John Dewey’s (1933–1938 as cited in 
Giles & Eyler, 1994) theory of experience and education—particularly his ideas of democracy, learning 
from experience, and linking the school to the community. According to Giles and Eyler (1994), the 
aims of learning from experience, a connected view of learning, social problem-solving, and education 
for citizenship—some of the cornerstones of service-learning—are all implicit in Dewey’s writings. 
Another of Dewey’s key contributions to service-learning is that of reflective practice (Giles & Eyler, 
1994). “The role of reflection in learning from experience has been made explicit in Dewey’s assertion 
that ‘we do not learn from experience; we learn from reflecting on experience’” (Pacho, 2015, p. 13). 
This idea of reflective practice has become foundational in service-learning pedagogy and forms the 
foundation of the Linguistics and Community service-learning course.  

Continual demands placed on the transformation of South African higher education attest to the need 
for a more responsive curriculum in higher education programmes (Fomunyam & Teferra, 2017). For 
example, calls for the recognition of different sources of knowledge and acknowledgement of diverse 
styles of learning amongst students (Cross & Govender, 2021; O’Brien, 2005) speak to the need for 
increased learner responsiveness (Moll, 2004). One of the ways in which higher education institutions 
have responded to the calls for transformation is through the development of community-based 
service-learning programmes (Department of Education, 1997), a goal of the National Plan for Higher 
Education, 2001 and the White Paper of 2013 (as cited in Hlengwa & McKenna, 2017). Thus, according 
to Hlengwa (2013, p. 3), “service-learning is afforded a privileged position in relation to the 
transformation of higher education in South Africa.” Service-learning provides a platform for focused 
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activities within the community, and is framed as having the potential for enhanced engagement with 
societal issues (Hlengwa & McKenna, 2017). It is therefore seen as a visible measure of the social 
responsiveness of higher education to the greater public good (Singh, 2014). “Service-learning can be 
seen as a means by which to produce graduates who are not only steeped in disciplinary knowledge, 
but who are also conscious of how that knowledge can be used to alleviate societal pressures” 
(Hlengwa & McKenna, 2017, p. 132).  

Osman and Peterson (2013) situated community-based theory in a South African context and argued 
for a broad theoretical framework of thinking about service-learning for social change. They argued 
that the use of a critical social and educational theory of service-learning challenges dominant 
hegemonic practices within disciplines in higher education (Osman & Peterson, 2013). Thus, students 
are encouraged to take an active role in their learning and in cultivating an awareness of how society 
is shaped by political, social, and cultural systems and how these affect their profession or discipline. 
This builds on the work of Howard (1998), who argued for the disruption and destabilisation of 
traditional roles, relationships, and norms in favour of re-socialising new classroom behaviours in 
attempts to create what she called the synergistic classroom. The synergistic classroom encourages 
social responsibility, active participatory student involvement, academic and experiential learning, all 
in line with the goals and values underlying a service-learning pedagogy as proposed by Giles and Eyler 
(1994), Osman, and Peterson (2013). 

Osman and Peterson (2013) challenged earlier, deficit approaches to service-learning as charitable and 
voluntaristic, which they argued, reinforce positions of power and privilege. What distinguishes 
service-learning from voluntarism and other types of learning is the combination of disciplinary 
learning, service, and personal growth for the students in a mutual, reciprocal relationship (Butin, 
2003; d’Arlach et al., 2009; Rossiter, 2006; Sigmon, 1979). Reciprocity broadly involves mutual benefits 
of the service-learning interaction between the student and the service-learning partner. This can take 
many forms, such as obtaining greater facility with disciplinary propositional knowledge (Quadrant 1), 
putting theory into practice in delimited contexts (Quadrant 2), coming to new personal insights about 
the discipline and its application in authentic contexts (Quadrant 3), attaining increased awareness of 
disciplinary epistemologies and how it may relate to other ways of knowing (Quadrant 4).  

Service-learning is central to the transformation of student perspectives and practices (Felten & 
Clayton, 2011) through assisting students in the development of new understandings, which are based 
on real-life experiences. Such a curriculum can provide students with opportunities in which they are 
exposed to cross-cultural experiences and in which they can start engaging with issues related to 
citizenship, identity, and community-building (Luckett, 2001). In doing so, a service-learning course can 
assist in preparing students to be active and critical civic-minded graduates, which is one of the goals 
of higher education in South Africa (Paphitis & Kelland, 2016). 

Service-learning is also a means of contesting the traditional roles of the lecturer and student (Osman 
& Peterson, 2013, p. 13), thus invigorating the relationship and encouraging students to see 
themselves as knowledge producers. The lecturer is no longer the only “expert” in the classroom and 
both the community partner and students have key roles to play in the learning process as well. The 
lecturer’s role thus changes from being the sole knowledge (re)producer, to the curator of service-
learning experiences and facilitator of students’ learning. The lecturer should provide guidance for 
students in making the connection between what they have learned in the classroom to the actions 
and experiences they gain through the service activity and the consequences of those actions and 
experiences. The lecturer’s role thus shifts from having control over student learning to providing 
students with platforms to manage and structure their own learning, giving students agency in the 
classroom. This can prove quite unsettling for some lecturers whose own assumptions, privileges, and 
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prejudices around “what learning is” often become challenged. Thus, service-learning provides a 
structural change that destabilises cultural understandings of what learning is, on the part of both 
lecturers and students.  

These enabling characteristics of service-learning thus resonate with calls for decolonisation of the 
curriculum and increased responsiveness of the university to both society and the individual student, 
and which have placed pressure on universities as institutional bodies to not only change their colonial 
structures and cultures (Archer, 2005), but also change their curricula. According to Mbembe (2015), 
the university classroom is a colonial construct that needs to incorporate more nuanced spaces, and 
place increasing value on student-teacher relationships that allow platforms for the redistribution of 
different kinds of knowledge. He called this the “classroom without walls” (Mbembe, 2015, p. 5). 
Service-learning pedagogy is one example of this because it challenges the knowledge promoted in 
universities by “drawing on local knowledge, cultural understandings, and practices” (Akhurst et al., 
2016, p. 137). However, this notion of the classroom without walls can be a somewhat contested 
concept within the humanities in general and (at least some types of) linguistics in particular. This is 
because, as pointed out by Seider and Taylor (2011), “most humanities programmes present very few 
opportunities for students to do ‘out of class activities,’ as it is assumed that the humanities is a 
territory of abstraction and reflection, but not one of action” (p. 201). Service-learning thus provides 
an opportunity to engage in real ways with contested notions of transformation and decolonisation of 
knowledge. The discipline of linguistics offers great potential for service-learning because there are 
multiple ways in which language-related theory can be put into context.5 

Method of Research  

In the previous sections, we outlined the service-learning course and its theoretical underpinnings; in 
setting up a linguistics service-learning course, we wished to develop an epistemically diverse 
curriculum with mutual benefits for both learners and students. In this section, we focus on the 
research about the course.  

Having set up a service-learning course we set out to research how the service-learning course 
reflected in changes in the epistemic personal orientations of students, specifically in terms of 
Quadrant 3 types of knowledge (experiential knowledge) and Quadrant 4 types of knowledge 
(epistemic knowledge).  

We adopted a qualitative, textual-analytic methodology using Luckett (2001) as an analytical lens, 
supplemented by quantitative data. We used a purposive sample of participants, consisting of 
Linguistics 2 and Linguistics 3 students of the Linguistics in Community course. We triangulated data 
from two data sources: an online questionnaire after the course, and students’ reflective journals. 

We conducted a post-course online survey of student experiences (N = 22: Linguistics 2, 52%; 
Linguistics 3, 48%). Although participation in the course was compulsory, participation in the 
subsequent research was on an opt-in basis. Even though students were not anonymous when 
submitting, the data were anonymised prior to analysis. No additional personal, biographical, ethnic, 

 
5This especially applies in the areas of language learning and literacy (Fitzgerald, 2010), which is of ongoing  
  national social and economic importance (see Howie et al., 2008, 2012, 2017). It must be stressed, however,  
  that these relate to very specific subdisciplines of applied linguistics. One must therefore avoid the temptation  
  to see these areas as “natural” or sufficient extensions of a linguistics curriculum per se. The disciplines of  
  linguistics encompass a much richer diversity of possible service-learning experiences, as we demonstrate in  
  this article. 
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or individually defining data were collected because these were not variables in our study. Questions 
included responses on a Likert-scale as well as qualitative textual responses.  

In addition, students were also given the opportunity to reflect on their experiences through a weekly 
online journal (n = 67 total submissions) prompted by weekly guided readings. To analyse the 
qualitative data, we used a deductively-driven thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Kiger & Varpio, 
2020) based on Luckett’s (2001) quadrants for the analysis, namely propositional, practical, 
experiential, and epistemic knowledges. The qualitative data were evaluated according to whether 
they expressed a position in relation to Luckett’s (2001) categories, for example, through lexical sets, 
word choice, connotations, denotations, and other general features of the text. The text was then 
thematically coded according to how the text evoked the types of knowledge and epistemic 
orientations of the quadrants.  

Results and Discussion  

This section first presents the results from the quantitative data from the student online questionnaire, 
and then the qualitative data that demonstrate changes in the epistemic personal orientations of 
students, specifically in terms of the types of knowledge associated with Quadrant 3 (experiential) and 
Quadrant 4 (epistemic). 

Evidence of Change for Learners 
In analysing the online student questionnaire, respondents were asked to rate statements on a 5-point 
scale (“strongly disagree,” “mostly disagree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” “mostly agree,” “strongly 
agree”) coded according to their perception of whether their learner’s reading skills or attitude to 
reading had improved, as well as whether there was an overall positive influence on the learner (Table 
3). Results were summarised and neutral responses (“neither agree nor disagree”) were excluded. 
Forty-one per cent of respondents felt that their learners’ reading had improved over the course of 
the mentorship programme and only 23% felt that their learners’ reading had not improved (M = 3, SD 
= 1.29). There were also improvements in attitude to reading (55% vs. 27%; M = 4, SD = 1.51) and the 
perception that mentorship had had a positive influence overall (56% vs. 19%; M = 4, SD = 1.29). 

Table 3 

Evidence of Change for Learners 

I felt that… Disagree (%) Agree (%) 

The learner's reading improved 23 41 

The learner's attitude to reading improved 27 55 

My mentorship had a positive influence on 

the learner 
19 55 

 

Table 3 shows that students generally perceived learners to have experienced some improvement in 
their reading literacy, attitudes toward reading, and positive experience of mentorship in general. 
Anecdotal evidence also suggests that the experience of the school and its learners was very positive; 
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we had several teachers as well as the principal expressing their appreciation, mentioning the positive 
difference the programme had made to the learners.6  

Evidence of Change in Students’ Outcomes  

The main focus of this article is on how the service-learning course was experienced by our university 
students. Using the online student questionnaire, the data pertaining to student outcomes were 
treated in the same way as above. Stimulus statements were coded on a 5-point Likert scale and results 
were totalled while excluding neutral responses. In addition, the stimulus statements were coded 
according to Luckett’s axes of knowledge (Table 4). Forty-six per cent (vs. 10%; M = 3, SD = 0.96) of 
respondents indicated that the service-learning course assisted them in being able to connect theory 
and practice, and 56% (vs. 14%; M = 4, SD = 1.1) agreed that the course aided them in being able to 
develop ideas and support them with appropriate arguments. Sixty-three per cent (vs. 10%; M = 4, SD 
= 1.0) indicated improved ability to critically reflect on and address real-life problems; 64% (vs. 14%; 
M = 4, SD = 1.9) indicated improved ability to take decisions and act ethically and professionally; 72% 
(vs. 14%; M = 4, SD = 1.25) reported improved ability to take responsibility and to reflect on how the 
impact of their choices might affect others.7  

Table 4 

Evidence for Change for Students 

I was able to… Disagree (%) Agree (%) 

Develop ideas and support them with 

linguistically informed arguments 
14 56 

Connect theory and practice 10 46 

Critically reflect on and address real-life 

problems 
10 63 

Take decisions and act ethically and 

professionally 
14 64 

 Take responsibility and reflect on the impact 

this may have on others 
14 72 

 

The ability to develop ideas and support them with linguistically informed arguments reflects 
propositional knowledges (Quadrant 1). Table 4 shows that 56% of students agreed that the course 
supported this quadrant. The remainder of the stimuli attempt to explore Quadrant 3, which is 
characterised by higher levels of contextual and practice-led learning. Quadrant 3 requires students to 
apply their knowledge within the uncertain and unpredictable contexts that characterise the real 
world. It is within Quadrant 3 that learning proceeds through “engaging personally and thinking 
reflexively” (Luckett, 2001, p. 55). Table 4 shows that 46% of students agreed that the service learning 
course supported the opportunity to connect theory and practice.  

 
6 We thank the reviewer for pointing out a possible limitation. A limitation of this research is that we were not  
   able to test learners’ improvements directly because we did not have ethical clearance to do so and it fell 
   outside the scope of a service-learning community engagement project of this nature. 
7 These questionnaire stimuli were drawn from the outcomes in the course outline, which in turn, were drawn  
   from the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA, n.d.) Bachelor of Arts level descriptors. They were also  
   chosen because they resonate with the epistemic orientations described by Luckett (2001). 
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The next two stimuli in Table 4 (“Take decisions and act ethically and professionally” and “Take 
responsibility and reflect on the impact this may have on others”) also require Quadrant 3 knowledges 
embedded in context and reflexive practice. They are also relevant to Quadrant 4, which Luckett (2001) 
suggested “could allow students to rethink their assumptions about values, ethics and social 
responsibility” (Luckett, 2001, p. 57). Orientation within these quadrants of knowledge requires a 
sincere, authentic, and empathetic (Rossiter, 2006) acknowledgement of the other—that one’s 
decisions have an impact on others and that others may see and experience the world differently to 
oneself. Thus, they inherently point to epistemic shifts and an awareness of one’s subjectivity. Sixty-
four per cent of students agreed that the service-learning course supported their ability to take 
decisions and act ethically and professionally, and 72% indicated that the course enabled their ability 
to take responsibility and reflect on the impact this may have on others (Table 4). The majority of 
change was experienced in Quadrants 3 and 4, which is where the strengths of service-learning are 
most significant (Akhurst et al. 2016; Hlengwa & Mckenna, 2017; Luckett, 2001; etc.). The quantitative 
data thus lend credence to the notion of a service-learning course as developing different knowledge 
types as part of an epistemically diverse curriculum. 

An Epistemically Diverse Curriculum: Student Reflections  

A premise of our approach was that students had already been exposed to the relevant theory in other 
linguistics courses. The service-learning course thus differs from traditional linguistics courses in that 
it is not an avenue for the teaching of additional theory (Quadrant 1, propositional knowledges). 
Rather, it seeks to allow students to experience a real-life setting and then evaluate how disciplinary 
theory can be used to better understand it. This epistemic question is encapsulated in what is 
frequently posed to students, ‘What linguistic theory is required to help you engage with your service-
learning experiences?’ 

In this way, the course emphasises application of theory both in Quadrants 2 and 3. For Quadrant 2, 
students are required to start to think meta-cognitively and are afforded the opportunity to make 
connections between theory and application in safe spaces such as the classroom, reflective journal 
entries, and guided reflective exercises. The real strength of the course, however, lies in Quadrant 3. 
Quadrant 3 takes the students out of the classroom and involves experiential knowledge in the context 
of the real-world, emphasising learning from experience, reflective practice (Giles & Eyler, 1994), and 
service-learning for social change (Osman & Peterson, 2013), in which students take on an active role 
in their learning. Students are encouraged to start engaging personally and thinking reflexively about 
what they are doing (Luckett, 2001) and how this relates to linguistic theory. The following student 
quotes show that the course was instrumental in making classroom theory more real and 
demonstrating its applicability: 

We got to see what we were learning via theory and what was occurring in everyday 
situations. 

I think it provided me with more information about issues I knew existed but didn't know 
the intricate details of, for example. 

It embeds you in the context you have been evaluating and studying from afar. It allows 
you to see the effects. 

[The service-learning course] gave us a firm grounding in the area of language and 
linguistics in a South African context, and also clearly illustrated how this knowledge can 
be applied to everyday issues (e.g. the literacy crisis) and help solve them. 
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It [the service-learning course] really highlighted how linguistics is constantly around us 
and impacts daily life. It also showed how a knowledge of linguistics can be used and 
applied to issues. 

It is within this Quadrant 3 that students become more agentive, starting to take control of their own 
learning. The following student quotations indicate incipient agency, mostly indicated through a 
willingness instantiate critical citizenship by improving the lives of others; interestingly, this may also 
indicate the early stages of Quadrant 4 because as Luckett (2001) put it: “It is in this quadrant [4] or 
moment of the curriculum that [students] could develop the capacity for transferring generic skills” (p. 
57): 

Having come from a public school myself, I had to use the resources available to me to 
help someone who was going through what I had gone through. 

This module has helped me to think of ways to improve learners' reading abilities and 
confidence through establishing a relationship with the learner. 

It has made me think of linguistics as making meaningful and relevant contributions to 
sectors of society in order to improve the quality of life experienced by people. 

I used to think that linguistics was too advanced [however the course] has made me realise 
that linguistics is extremely beneficial in my degree, as it helps me to understand how to 
help the learners learn to read and how to improve their reading skills. 

Knowledge of linguistics can be used and applied to issues, and help solve them. 

We can improve literacy and education by only investing some time and effort.  

I am more willing to share and plough back into the community. 

There is also some evidence of students taking positions in relation to the discipline and the service-
learning experience. Admittedly, these are still situated at a fairly emotional level (as opposed to a 
critical and nuanced stance on a theoretical position, for example), but these student quotes 
nevertheless give an indication of them beginning to develop a contextual subjectivity in relation to 
the discipline: 

It has just reaffirmed my belief that having a good understanding of linguistics is necessary 
in a classroom context. 

Mostly, I didn't have a sense of how bad the problem was. Now that I do it just frustrates 
me that linguistic knowledge about literacy isn't receiving enough credence in decision 
making around education in South Africa. 

What excites me is seeing the linguistics theory that I have learnt thus far playing out in 
real-life situations. (Reflective journal entry) 

Deeper personal engagement and honest reflection can also be uncomfortable and lead to concerns 
and fears. Facing these is an agentive act and can lead to personal insights. This is demonstrated in the 
students' reflective journal entries included below (our emphases):  

I feel trepidation at the prospect of having to teach young learners the act of reading. 
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Another fear I had was that neither the learners nor myself would be able to understand 
too much of each other because of our language barrier. However, it turned out that my 
understanding of some words of Xhosa and the children’s knowledge of English was 
sufficient enough to elicit more than basic communication. 

It [the reading] was definitely not a waste of time, there were some really interesting 
points that forced me to re-examine my own ways of thinking and some of that was really 
uncomfortable. 

I am humbled by the fact that I do not know everything and that there is a lot to learn from 
the learner that I will be assigned to. . . . It is also encouraging because I get to witness an 
immediate effect of the theory that I have learnt. 

I have placed myself in uncomfortable place by mentoring and tutoring learners.  

Quadrant 4 involves the development of reflexive, epistemic knowledge (Luckett, 2001) where 
students are encouraged to start thinking meta-cognitively and epistemically. In their assignments, 
students are encouraged and required to engage critically and demonstrate reflexivity as well as 
demonstrate propositional, practical, and experiential knowledge. Students’ reflexivity is 
demonstrated in their responses to the course evaluation, as included below: 

I have grasped the concept over this past week that in order to engage with issues more 
fully and interact with my learner on a deeper level, I would have to be equipped with 
linguistic theory and tools. (Reflective journal entry) 

This course has helped me in thinking critically about linguistics within the South African 
context in relation to the importance of code switching and familiarising learners with 
their home languages within the classroom.  

It has provided me with a more critical and contextual outlook on linguistics, rather than 
limiting me to just learning from readings.  

An epistemically diverse curriculum provides a platform in which students can come to understand 
that knowledge is socially constructed, historically and culturally specific, and that their personal 
judgments are contextually contingent (Luckett, 2001). This involves a personal transformation on the 
part of the student and often involves some form of cognitive dissonance through exposure to 
different experiences and perspectives (Luckett, 2001). According to Luckett (2001), one of the ways 
in which this can be achieved is through a service-learning course because this provides the ideal 
contexts for the development and integration of personal, social and leadership skills and develops the 
students’ capacity in achieving critical cross-field outcomes. 

In particular, a service-learning course promotes greater social responsibility amongst students to help 
them become better citizens (Felten & Clayton, 2011). For many students, the ways in which the 
majority of South Africans live their lives are mediated through media, common-sense tropes, and 
prejudices. It is therefore important that our students, if they are to be the leaders of tomorrow, have 
direct engagement with real people in real contexts. Through the service-learning course, students are 
placed in positions of responsibility (i.e., mentoring) which allows them to exercise leadership, 
responsibility, punctuality, professionalism and other important values and gives them greater agency 
over their learning. The service-learning course therefore enhances students’ understanding of 
linguistics through the lens of service, and thus promotes the development of critical, civic-minded 
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students, and pushes students to become more engaged citizens. These skills reflect the critical cross-
field outcomes that are outlined in the National Qualifications Framework (SAQA, n.d.). 

An epistemically diverse curriculum is one that integrates learning from all four quadrants (Luckett, 
2001): 

The integration of learning in quadrants one and two with the ways of knowing in 
quadrants three and four is crucial, not only because experiential learning is one of the 
best ways to get learners to engage with and commit themselves to their studies and 
future careers, but also because it entails critical epistemic shifts. (p. 32)  

It thus provides multiple opportunities for students to gain cognitive, epistemic, and physical access to 
knowledge within their discipline and in their studies.  

An epistemically diverse curriculum is thus characteristic of the synergistic classroom (Howard, 1998). 
The Linguistics and Community service-learning course integrates all four quadrants simultaneously 
with differing levels of engagement and reflexivity throughout the course. It is therefore illustrative of 
an epistemically diverse curriculum (Luckett, 2001). This service-learning course allowed students to 
engage in experiential learning, cross-cultural experiences, and with issues related to community 
building (Fitzgerald, 2010; Luckett, 2001). In doing so, it exposed students to the relevance of linguistics 
in everyday life (Fitzgerald, 2010). The course therefore can be seen to have contributed towards 
preparing students to participate productively as critical and civic-minded graduates, which 
corresponds to one of the goals of the university (Luckett, 2001; Paphitis & Kelland, 2016). This is 
illustrated in the student quotations below: 

It has made me think of linguistics as making meaningful and relevant contributions to 
sectors of society in order to improve the quality of life experienced by people. 

Linguistics has become more anthro-centric and relevant to the human condition. 

Conclusion  

Our findings showed that the Linguistics and Community service-learning course allowed students to 
engage in experiential learning, cross-cultural experiences, and become involved with issues related 
to community building. In doing so, the course exposed students to the relevance of linguistics in 
everyday life. By drawing on Luckett (2001), we have argued for the utility of including service-learning, 
designed with the discipline in mind, the linguistics curriculum in order to achieve an epistemically 
diverse curriculum that is mutually beneficial to students and community partners. This meets both 
institutional goals and social reform imperatives but, just as importantly, as we have attempted to 
show in this article, it contributes toward linguistic disciplinary goals such as applying theory to 
practice, situating theory in real contexts, and contributing within toward the decolonisation of the 
discipline.  
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Introduction 

Worldwide, universities have been faced with existential challenges over the past few decades. 
Universities today are almost unrecognisable from the university of the past, as described by John 
Stuart Mill (1874) in his inaugural address as Rector of St Andrews University in Scotland, where he 
stated:   

[The university] is not a place of professional education. Universities are not intended to 
teach the knowledge required to fit men for some special mode of gaining their livelihood. 
Their object is not to make skillful lawyers, or physicians, or engineers, but capable and 
cultivated human beings. (p. 334)  

The role of higher education remains contentious; in recent times, social justice as an imperative for 
higher education has entered the discourse on this topic. As Hornsby and Osman (2014, p. 712) noted, 
“higher education is viewed as an integral part in resolving social and economic inequalities present in 
societies.” In South Africa, this was illustrated by the #FeesMustFall protests that occurred between 
2015 and 2018, which challenged the colonial foundations still present in higher education institutions 
in the country as well as the financial, epistemic, and linguistic exclusion of students from nondominant 
backgrounds (Langa, 2017). In South Africa, as in many other countries, this is both a daunting and 
exciting time for curriculum development in higher education. We have the opportunity to reimagine 
our courses in ways that not only equip students for their chosen professions (as much as this might 
have horrified Mill in the 19th century), but which also work towards social justice and, maybe 
ironically, to something akin to what Mill (1874, p. 334) termed “capable and cultivated human 
beings”—graduates with a sense of civic responsibility who use the knowledge and skills gained during 
their studies for the greater good. 

Two years ago, I took responsibility for an academic literacy course aimed at first-year pre-service high 
school teachers. This course, which aims to equip students with the literacy skills and knowledge to 
support them in their university studies as well as in their chosen profession as teachers thereafter, is 
mainly theoretical with some attempts to make concepts applicable to students’ lived realities. Despite 
existing attempts to make the course relevant to students’ lives, student engagement is largely lacking. 
In this conceptual paper, I consider how this course could be reimagined to enhance student 
engagement and learning by rebuilding it around the paradigm of action learning, centring it around a 
small-scale socially embedded community-based learning project. The two main theoretical lenses 
through which I consider the reconceived course are those of deep approaches to learning (Biggs, 1999; 
Moon, 2013) and alienation (Mann, 2001). By offering one example of an innovative course design that 
could be implemented in resource-poor contexts, I aim to contribute to possibilities of practice within 
the broader field of educational research as social change. 

The paper starts by engaging with the concepts of deep approaches to learning and alienation. 
Thereafter, it briefly describes the current iteration of the course under discussion, drawing on student 
feedback received during yearly evaluations of the course. It then considers the principles of action 
learning and finally, investigates how this course could be reconceived by drawing on these 
principles—consequently, encouraging students to engage with deeper approaches to learning and 
reducing most aspects of alienation while harnessing other aspects thereof for more effective learning. 
The article focuses on imagining new learning experiences for the first-year students participating in 
the envisioned projects. The experience of other role-players in the project fall outside the scope of 
this article.  
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Deep Approaches to Learning 

Marton and Säljö (1976) first conceived of the concepts of surface and deep-level processing as related 
to learning; although this was close to 50 years ago, the concept of deep approaches to learning is still 
widely drawn on in the field of education as an ideal to strive towards to bring about more engaged, 
effective, and lasting student learning. Deep approaches to learning are typically contrasted to surface 
approaches to learning, which are characterised as passive learning, accepting knowledge as absolute, 
being uncritical, learning disjointed facts, and fully trusting the lecturer in conveying undisputable facts 
which students can learn, often relying on rote learning (Biggs, 1999; Entwistle, 2017; Moon, 2013). A 
surface approach “yields fragmented outcomes that do not convey the meaning of the encounter” 
(Biggs, 1999, p. 60). Deep approaches to learning, in contrast, are characterised by a questioning of 
the validity of knowledge, an understanding that all knowledge is constructed and contestable, and 
being critical of what students read and what they are told by lecturers. Students who follow deep 
approaches to learning investigate, question, and critique knowledge, are open to having their own 
beliefs challenged and changed if appropriate evidence is presented, and to forming new opinions 
based on new evidence (Biggs, 1999). Deep approaches to learning bring about “conceptual change in 
students’ understanding of the world” (Biggs, 1999, p. 60). Entwistle (2017, p.3) argued that “effective 
university teaching . . . depends on establishing a relationship between the specific subject content 
and the ways in which students are helped to engage with the ideas, so as to develop their own 
understanding.” This resonates with Biggs’ (1999) argument that while some students naturally 
gravitate towards either surface or deep approaches to learning, it is also possible to structure teaching 
to encourage and facilitate deep approaches to learning.  

For that, specific elements should be in place for students to move towards deep approaches, if 
approaches to learning are seen as being on a continuum. A good course facilitates learning by 
structuring how learners construct the knowledge we want them to learn (Hatano, 2013). A carefully 
planned curriculum that is scaffolded and structured to guide students along this continuum can go far 
in encouraging deep approaches to learning. Such a curriculum should elicit and demand increasingly 
independent and critical responses from students. Furthermore, to enable students to transfer 
knowledge to other contexts, it becomes important that target knowledge is not merely transmitted 
and constructed, but that it is also reconstructed in some way by the student so as to become usable 
in a variety of problem-solving situations; this will assist students in using knowledge not only in the 
domain in which it was acquired, but also in related domains (Hatano, 2013). 

The concept of transfer is of particular importance in the field of literacy, and especially in academic 
literacy studies. Sfard’s (1998) conception of the acquisition and participation metaphors is useful in 
discussing how transfer between domains can be achieved, and is illustrated in Figure 1. The 
acquisition metaphor, where knowledge is considered a commodity, takes the stance that once 
knowledge has been acquired, it can be applied and transferred “like any other commodity” (Sfard, 
1998, p. 5). In the acquisition metaphor, on the other hand, the focus is more on “knowing” than on 
“knowledge,” thus indicating a shift towards action (Sfard, 1998, p. 6). The concept of “having gives 
way to the constant flux of doing” (Sfard, 1998, p. 6). In this metaphor, the learner is viewed “as a 
person interested in participation in certain kinds of activities rather than in accumulating private 
positions [i.e., knowledge, or courses ticked off]” (Sfard, 1998, p. 6). In the case of students studying 
to become teachers, these activities could be considered to be those involving teaching; these students 
do, after all, want to become teachers, doing teaching, rather than having knowledge. 
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Figure 1 

The Relationship Between the Acquisition and Participation Metaphors, in Relation to Deep and 
Surface Approaches to Learning 

 

 
In the Wits School of Education, students’ learning generally remains theoretical until at least the latter 
part of their second year when they are occasionally allowed to teach some classes during a 6-week 
teaching experience period. We do not trust them to draw on their existing resources (cf. Yosso’s, 
2005, discussion on community cultural wealth) to start doing this thing called teaching from the 
beginning of their academic careers in a symbiotic relationship of learning and doing, and learning 
through doing. Therefore, we default to an acquisition narrative for at least the first one and a half 
years of their academic careers, rather than immediately inviting students into their own learning 
through doing.  

Sfard (1998), however, warned of dismissing the acquisition metaphor completely:  

Learning transfer means carrying knowledge across contextual boundaries; therefore, 
when one refuses to view knowledge as a stand-alone entity and rejects the idea of context 
as a clearly delineated “area,” there is simply nothing to be carried over, and there are no 
definite boundaries to be crossed. (p. 9)  

Thus, students do need to acquire knowledge that they can draw on when participating, or which can 
be transferred to other contexts (see Figure 1). Designing a course using a combination of principles 
underlying these metaphors may be the most effective route to enabling transfer and effective 
learning.  

To bring the discussion back to surface and deep approaches to learning, and as indicated in Figure 1, 
it might be too simplistic to equate surface approaches to learning as adhering to the acquisition 
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metaphor and deep approaches to learning as adhering to the participation metaphor. If surface and 
deep approaches to learning are considered to be underpinned by student motivation, one must 
acknowledge motivation as a complex construct that could, to some degree, be influenced by external 
factors such as course design. However, there will always be limits to the impact a course designer can 
have on student motivation. But it can be argued that a course that is underpinned purely by the 
acquisition metaphor is more likely to encourage surface approaches to learning—whereas a course 
that is designed and structured around a combination of the two metaphors (thus, drawing on both 
acquisition as well as participation) is more likely to require students to draw on deep approaches to 
learning to successfully engage with knowledge and be able to transfer it to a variety of contexts. 
Having to extend knowledge to different contexts (i.e., the participation metaphor) might well cause 
discomfort in students (cf. Vygotsky’s, 1967, zone of proximal development) but it is often in these 
spaces of discomfort where students learn. What is important is that students are not constantly made 
to feel inadequate. There should be times where students feel confident in what they are doing and 
times where they are pushed to new ways of learning, thus achieving a balance between challenge 
and success, or knowing, doing, and transferring. Mann’s (2001) concept of alienation, discussed in the 
following section, brings another layer of complexity to the discussion of effective learning. 

Alienation 

Mann’s (2001) discussion of alienation is a useful lens through which to consider how course curricula 
can contribute to environments that encourage either surface or deep approaches to learning. She 
argued that surface approaches to learning could be considered “expressing an alienation from the 
subject and the process of study itself” (Mann, 2001, p. 7); thus, students adopt surface approaches to 
learning because they feel alienated. As this paper will argue, structuring the course around a 
combination of the acquisition and participation metaphors might work towards reducing alienation, 
thus creating a learning environment that encourages deep approaches to learning. Mann discussed 
seven perspectives on alienation, which I summarise below.  

The first perspective considers the postmodern sociocultural context in which humans operate. In this 
perspective, higher education has become functional rather than humanistic, with truth and justice 
being secondary concerns; thus, Mill’s (1874, as quoted in the introduction of this article) fears have 
become fully embodied in the postmodern higher education environment. Education becomes an act 
of consumption that is mainly performative in nature.  

The second perspective considers the positioning as subject/object, and focuses on the primacy of 
discourse. In this perspective, students are alienated because they enter preexisting discourses, 
cultures, and practices (cf. Boughey & McKenna, 2016; Gee, 2008). These position “students and 
lecturers in such a way that constrains how they may behave in relation to each other and the 
discourses they may engage in” (Mann, 2001, p. 10). Mann (2001, p. 11) further argued that “this has 
the potential to provoke [a] sense of estrangement and disorientation, of invisibility, voicelessness, 
and ineffectualness.” As I argue later, however, I also think that alienation resulting from this new 
environment can have advantages in psychologically opening students up to the possibility of change, 
and to transformative learning (cf. Illeris, 2018).  

The third perspective considers the student as outsider and is most relevant to students who could be 
considered “nontraditional.” In the South African landscape, first-generation students and students 
from socially disadvantaged groups would typically make up the bulk of students considered 
nontraditional; what is more, these students also form the majority of student enrolments in South 
Africa (February, 2016). In this perspective, the student is compared to people having to cross borders 
to a foreign country, and to colonised peoples who not only have very little power themselves, but 
where those in power can impose their world views on the colonised. By not only validating but also 
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truly valuing the life experiences of students (especially those of nontraditional students whose life 
experiences are so often disregarded), and drawing on the knowledges and abilities they bring to the 
university (Yosso, 2005), students become subjects in their own learning, capable of enacting agency 
on the learning process. 

The fourth perspective focuses on a loss of creativity, and juxtaposes a creative life to a compliant life. 
Mann (2001, p. 12) stated that “being in a situation where one’s self is not validated in good enough 
relationships and contexts leads to a loss of a sense of self, and of agency and desire.” She argued that 
students should be allowed a “formless experience” (Mann, 2001, p. 12) where neither too little nor 
too much support should be provided—to form a true, autonomous, and creative sense of self as 
opposed to what she termed a “false self,” which would likely lead to surface approaches to learning. 
Although higher education can be rigid in its expectations and conventions, there is a level of creativity 
that academics typically have access to, and which we can give students access to, through our 
curricula in that we can allow students at least some freedom in choosing research topics and in the 
ways they interact with these topics—being allowed to “play” within the confines of disciplinary 
demands. 

The fifth perspective considers alienation as a result of a loss of ownership of the learning process. 
Mann (2001) considered assessed work produced by students as part of a system of exchange in which 
they lose ownership of the work in the process of exchange for a mark. Outcomes become the focus 
of education, rather than the process itself. Course designers should consider how a curriculum could 
facilitate and scaffold a learning experience that instils in students a sense of ownership in their work, 
and over the process of achieving outcomes. 

The sixth perspective considers alienation due to assessment practices. Mann (2001) stated that 
examinations appoint values to students in relation to other students. When this is linked to failure, 
students may feel a poignant sense of alienation “from the product and processes of one’s work, from 
one’s sense of self and from others” (Mann, 2001, p. 15). 

The seventh, and last, perspective on alienation considers alienation as a strategy for self-preservation. 
This is the only form of alienation that Mann (2001) considered to potentially be positive: 

Learning has the potential to trouble, to offer a glimpse into chaos and disorder, and into 
the unknown. In many ways, it is much safer not to engage in it at all but to stay in the 
ordered world in which desire is repressed. (p. 15)  

By not engaging in new learning, “the sense of self is not threatened, safety is maintained and unity is 
preserved” (Mann, 2001, p. 15). This sense of safety, unity, wholeness, however, is an illusion and thus, 
alienation as part of a growth and learning process becomes inevitable. Surface approaches to 
learning, however, can help in maintaining this illusion by causing minimal disruption to the student’s 
sense of self. 

I want to expand on this seventh perspective. Not only is some sense of alienation in learning 
inevitable, but it could also be of great value for learning. As we enter new environments, alien to 
everything we knew and understood before, we are primed to change our ways of doing, believing, 
and being. We anticipate the unprecedented and consequently, we open ourselves up to learning and 
to reorganising our sense of self. This can be the case when moving to a new city or country, when 
undergoing a major health scare, when being forced into new domains (as we have all recently been 
forced into the domain of online learning), or when entering higher education or the workplace for the 
first time. I believe that these “points of entry” into new worlds are valuable learning opportunities 
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and that the extreme alienation that occurs during these periods open us up to radical jumps in 
learning, and in reconceptions of ourselves—what Illeris (2018) termed “transformative learning,” 
where “personality changes, or changes [occur] in the organisation of the self,” and which are  

characterised by simultaneous restructuring of a whole cluster of schemes and patterns . 
. . a break of orientation that typically occurs as the result of a crisis-like situation caused 
by challenges experienced as urgent and unavoidable, making it necessary to change 
oneself in order to get any further. (p. 14)  

This seventh perspective on alienation can also be linked to Meyer and Land’s (2005) conception of 
threshold concepts, if becoming a student or even becoming a novice teacher is viewed as a larger 
threshold. If students are guided towards this new sense of self into a new conceptual space at a point 
where they are primed to change, learning opportunities can be structured that have great potential 
to be “transformative (occasioning a significant shift in the perception of a subject), irreversible 
(unlikely to be forgotten, or unlearned only through considerable effort), and integrative (exposing the 
previously hidden interrelatedness of something),” while also being “troublesome” to students’ 
previous conceptions of themselves (Meyer & Land, 2005, pp. 373–374). Meyer and Land (2005, p. 
374) argued that “as students acquire threshold concepts, and extend their use of language in relation 
to these concepts, there occurs also a shift in the learner’s subjectivity, a repositioning of the self.”  

The ultimate aim of the project that will form the basis of the reconceptualised course is to create a 
carefully structured and scaffolded course that will prime students for a shift in subjectivity, “a 
repositioning of the self” (Meyer & Land, 2005, p. 374), while finding ways of mitigating the adverse 
effects of alienation through the process of action learning. Through this process of both mitigating 
and using alienation as part of the building blocks of the curriculum, drawing on both acquisition and 
participation (Sfard, 1998), the aim of the reconceptualised course is to create a learning environment 
that will encourage deep approaches to learning that will more likely result in students crossing the 
threshold (cf. Meyer & Land, 2005), and lead to students making identity shifts in terms of their 
conceptions of themselves as novice teachers. 

A Description of the Original Course 

The academic literacies course under discussion aims to equip first-year students with the literacy-
related knowledge and skills they will need to navigate their own studies and their emerging identities 
as future teachers. This course considers the various literacies people can possess in various contexts. 
As the course progresses, it starts narrowing in on the use of academic literacies as well as subject-
specific literacies. The outcomes of this course are 1) to analyse and evaluate the links between 
language, literacy, culture, and identity in the South African context, and 2) to read and write for 
academic purposes across the relevant disciplines in the BEd senior phase and FET phase (thus, high 
school) teaching curriculum, analysing and writing academic and nonacademic texts. 

In its current format, the course focuses on various theoretical concepts related to literacy. The course 
attempts to link theory to students’ lived realities by continually asking students to relate these 
concepts to their own lives. It draws on sound pedagogical tools such as the use of portfolios and some 
group work. Despite efforts to make the course relevant to students’ lives, student feedback indicates 
that this is not sufficiently happening. In a recent course evaluation,2 student feedback can clearly be 
linked to the themes of alienation and surface approaches to learning.  

 
2 Ethical clearance was obtained to use this student feedback for research purposes. As part of a larger 
   research project titled “Developing engaged citizens in higher education through subject-integration and  
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Much of the feedback is indicative of a surface approach to learning, for example that the lecturer 
should teach “exam type questions” and “provide us with past paper[s] so that we may understand 
what is expected when writing exam[s]”—even though the subject currently relies on portfolios and 
not exam questions, and students are aware of this, indicating a longing for the safety of familiar 
traditional assessments. Students also requested that “the lecturer must provide slides” and “make 
weekly workshit [sic] easily understandable.” Several students requested that the lecturer uses “more 
quizzes and cancel the discussion forum”—thus, the one place where students were able to deeply 
engage with content, and discuss concepts with peers in the mode of online learning. This might be 
because some students felt that they “hardly receive any constructive criticism” in the discussion 
forums from peers, again indicating a lack of deep engagement from students.  

Alienation, as discussed by Mann (2001), can be sensed from students in that many qualitative 
comments speak of “getting lost” and experiencing content as “a bit disjointed.” There is also a clear 
sense that students feel overwhelmed by the workload, dislike the assessment methods, feel the need 
for more handholding by the lecturer, and do not understand the purpose or value of the course. 
Several comments speak directly to the perspectives of alienation as proposed by Mann (2001).  

The students’ apparent approaches to surface learning, as described above, speak to the first 
perspective of the postmodern sociocultural context in which higher education operates—that it has 
become entirely functional at the expense of humanistic elements, and that it is considered an act of 
consumption. Students want to tick boxes, prepare for answers, and produce “expected” and 
predictable work in a bartering process. The second perspective of alienation, highlighting the primacy 
of discourse in higher education, also emerges from student comments. Students indicated that 
content “was extremely confusing and unclear,” that they “COULDN’T UNDERSTAND SOME 
CONCEPTS,”3 and that the “content knowledge of this course was very challenging for me because I 
was struggling to understand it.” There were requests that the lecturer “should try to not use more 
complex concept,” indicating how alienated students felt by the new discourses we expect them to 
enter and acquire.  

This is linked to the third perspective of students as outsiders when entering their higher education 
studies and their disciplines in general. The general feeling of being displaced is indicated by this 
student stating about the course that “most of its aspects [are challenging] and even I cannot grasp 
everything that challenges me but im struggling [emphasis added].” A feeling related to the fourth 
perspective, namely the loss of creativity, also emerges. The structures of academic writing are seen 
as alien, for example “writing the summative essay, as I struggle to piece the work together.” The lack 
of agency encompassed under this perspective also emerges in students stating that they “do not see 
how this will help me as a teacher or even building me towards becoming one.” This lack of agency 
emerges even more strongly in this student, who distances themself from their own agency in saying 
that “I think everything was valuable saying that something was not valuable would be disrespecting 
the lecturer hard work of preparing the lessons.” This exaggerated respect for hierarchical structures 
robs students form their own agency, their sense of self, and their own creativity.  

This again links strongly with the next perspective of alienation, namely the loss of ownership of the 
learning process. Students said of the course that it does not link “learning to my experience,” that 

 
   community-based learning” (under the NRF Thuthuka grant), students were asked to provide qualitative  
   feedback by means of an online questionnaire on their experience of this iteration of the course at the end of  
   2021. Informed consent, indicating that responses could be anonymously reported on for research purposes,  
   was obtained from each student. 
3 It is unclear whether the capital letters are due to lack of computer literacy or due to the strength of this  
   student’s feelings, but their use seems fitting in this context. 
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“the lecturer [should] use daily life experiences as examples to some topics,” and that aspects of the 
course “are not linked with how we can use them to our advantage in the classroom as future 
teachers.” One student said that “I still don’t understand how I can teach this course,” and another, 
poignantly, that “the lectures should stop bombarding students with a lot of work that we don’t even 
need, things should not be difficult for us because we are now studying to be in our profession.” 

Several students indicated the sixth perspective, which is alienation due to assessment practices. One 
student felt that “fair marks” were not given, while another was frustrated because “though the 
instructions were easy, it was difficult for most of us to meet the requirements of the assessments.” 
Another student noted that “the weekly discussions did not feel relevant as while the lecturers were 
enforcing students to participate, only a few ever did participate and it felt like it was not needed,” 
while yet another felt that “the lecture must try to comment on everyone’s work during the discussion 
forum”—an impossible task in a massified education system with over 400 students in one course. 
Interestingly, several students positively linked to the final perspective of alienation, namely, that of a 
strategy for self-preservation, as these two students indicated: “Writing in an academic way or manner 
was the first challenge that I had with this course as it requires a lot of writing. However, I managed to 
try and adapt” and “The content was intellectually challenging which I believe is the whole point of a 
university module.” 

The proposed reconceptualised course would rely on the principles of action learning to counter the 
approaches to surface learning that the course (as with many university courses) seems to engender. 
In addition, action learning will be proposed as a method of countering some of the perspectives of 
alienation discussed by Mann (2001), while fostering conditions in which these could be used for more 
engaged learning. 

The Principles of Action Learning 

Action learning underlies the proposed course discussed in this paper. Zuber-Skerritt (2011) defined 
action learning as  

learning from and with each other in small groups or “sets” from action and concrete 
experience in the workplace or community situation. It involves critical reflection on this 
experience, as well as taking action as a result of this learning. It is a process by which 
groups of people address actual workplace issues or major real-life problems in complex 
situations or conditions. (pp. 5–6) 

Action learning, as first conceived of by Reg Revans in the 1950s, is based on several core principles:  

True empowerment of learners; minimum interference in the process by external expert 
facilitators; use of real problems that are of genuine difficulty and urgency; getting people 
out of their comfort zones by having them operate in unfamiliar settings and deal with 
unfamiliar problems; and reflecting throughout on these experiences and the assumptions 
behind their actions, including their implementation of solutions to the real problem 
addressed. (as cited by Dilworth, 2010, p. 3) 

Zuber-Skerritt (2018) added that action learning, as it is conceived of today, is both individual and 
collaborative. Further principles of action learning as proposed by Zuber-Skerritt et al. (2020), are as 
follows. Communication between participants is key because this facilitates relationship building. 
Participants must be committed to the project, and take personal responsibility for the aims of the 
project. Competence is seen as gradually emerging from the learning process, and “building confidence 
involves helping people to identify their learning needs and finding ways to help them develop new 
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skills and competences, using talent within the learning set or bringing in expert help” (Zuber-Skerritt 
et al., 2020, p. 36). Compromise and collaboration are needed when working in small groups; 
negotiation and teamwork are inevitable to ensure a harmonious small-group environment. Critical 
self-reflection is key for participants to become aware of their own learning (thus enabling lifelong 
learning), and of how they as individuals influence the group process. Coaching, particularly among 
small-group members, allows participants to share expertise and experience (cf. Bourdieu’s, 2018, 
discussion of cultural capital and Yosso’s, 2005, conception of community cultural wealth).  

Action learning, for the purpose of this course, is considered a more appropriate pedagogy than 
alternatives for various reasons. Figure 2, based on a review of problem-based learning and action 
learning literature by Scott (2017) and comparisons between problem-based learning and traditional 
learning by Hasna (2008) and Abdullah et al. (2019), provides a simplified comparison of three learning 
pedagogies, namely, traditional learning, problem-based learning, and action learning.  

Figure 2 

Three Types of Learning 

 
 
As indicated by Scott (2017), although there are strong similarities between problem-based learning 
and action learning specifically, the main differences lie in the type of problem presented to students, 
the authenticity of the research problem, and the focus on reflection in each type of learning. Although 
both action learning and problem-based learning are centred around a problem, the problems posed 
in action learning tend to be more ill-structured; thus, they are typically not carefully constructed to 
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perfectly fit formal instruction. Further, the problems presented in action learning are always a real-
life, workplace situated problem, instead of a hypothetical problem learners need to solve. Finally, 
reflection takes on a particularly important role in action learning. Not only do learners reflect on 
feedback received, they also reflect, both as individuals and as groups, on all aspects of the authentic 
learning experience to help them make sense of this experience. The affordance of authenticity, and 
the space for agential development that are inherent in action learning, were considered integral to 
this course to encourage students to take deeper approaches to learning, and to counter the negative 
types of alienation that students encounter in a higher education context that is often far removed 
from their lived realities. Scott (2017, p.11) further showed that action learning likely “improves 
motivation to learn and learning transfer because it uses real work problems.” Transfer is of vital 
importance in the field of academic literacy because, if students are unable to transfer what they learn 
in academic literacy classrooms to other contexts, there is arguably little value in academic literacy 
courses. 

The term action research is closely related to action learning, in the same way that learning and 
research are related, and refers to the “systematic, rigorous, scrutinisable” acts of employing research 
methods to collect, analyse and verify data gathered from the learning process (Zuber-Skerritt, 2011, 
p. 6). This conceptional paper, as a first step in an action research process, focuses on how action 
learning could be harnessed towards encouraging students to engage in deep approaches to learning, 
as well as in countering adverse effects of alienation. 

Reconceptualising the Academic Literacies Course To Foster Deep Approaches 
to Learning, and Counter Alienation 

My aim over the next year, is to reconceive the course to be centred around project-based, socially 
embedded experiential learning, underpinned by action learning. The project will require first-year BEd 
students, in groups of four to five, to develop and implement a small-scale educational intervention in 
their respective major elective subjects for 13- to 17-year-old learners in resource-poor communities. 
Each group of students will, in the subject they plan to teach at high-school level, design a 3-hour 
workshop on a topic learners typically struggle with. To successfully implement this project, students 
will have to draw on the theory and academic literacy skills acquired in this course, a range of cultural 
capitals (cf. Yosso, 2005), as well as the learning outcomes of a variety of first-year education subjects. 
My plan for the reconceptualised course is indicated in Figure 3.4 

Because students are likely to be resistant to a pedagogy they are unfamiliar with, it will be important 
to lay the groundwork in Term 1. The concept of action learning will be introduced to students, and 
discussions will be held about how action learning is different from the group work students were likely 
exposed to at school level. The course lecturer will present weekly lectures covering important theory, 
and will be supported by tutors who, in tutorial groups of 50 students each, will guide students as they 
develop their proposals and plan for their projects, as well as through the reflection process in Term 
4. Peer questioning and reflection will be built into weekly tutorial sessions. 

  

 
4 The course runs over the first, second, and fourth terms. In the third term, all BEd students participate in  
   teaching experience. However, at first-year level students mainly participate in an on-campus theoretical  
   component, in combination with observation of classes in schools. 
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Figure 3 

Proposed Course Structure 

 

 

The course structure indicated in Figure 3 allows students to move from the acquisition metaphor to 
the participation metaphor (cf. Sfard, 1998). It draws on the principles of action learning (cf. Zuber-
Skerritt et al., 2020) in that small groups will work towards a communal tangible goal of implementing 
a workshop in a real-world setting that directly relates to their chosen careers as teachers. Competence 
will gradually emerge through a process of theorising, planning, implementing, and reflecting. 
Communication, collaboration, and compromise between group members will be essential in 
achieving this goal, and commitment will be encouraged through the personal accountability that will 
be weaved into the assessment procedure. Activities will be structured to facilitate in-group coaching 
(as well as coaching from lecturers and outside experts, as is needed). Finally, the project will culminate 
in a report that will centre around critical self-reflection. Group work will be employed to "practise and 
live by common values, such as inclusion, participation, collaboration, team/relationship building, 
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openness to new ideas, and trust to enhance mutual understanding through communication, debate, 
discussion, conversation, story-telling, and other participatory methods” (Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2020, 
p. 35). 

The envisioned course has the potential of providing a disruptive space that will use the alienation 
experienced by students in their new environment to push them towards achieving learning outcomes 
that would otherwise be difficult to achieve. This will be done by changing the focus of the course to 
doing knowledge, rather than just having knowledge (Sfard, 1998). The aim is to encourage and 
facilitate deep approaches to learning at the transformative learning level (Illeris, 2018). I would like 
this project to be a catalyst that will lead to a change in the “organisation of the self” (Illeris, 2018, p. 
14) in that students, from their first year of studies, will be able to view themselves as actors with 
agency who can already use a wide variety of resources including community cultural wealth (Yosso, 
2005), peers, and subject knowledge, to effect change in society—specifically in under-resourced 
settings. They are no longer high school learners who one day want to become teachers; instead, right 
from the start of their university careers, they become teachers who are studying towards more 
effective ways of teaching. 

Approaches to deep learning will be promoted in several ways. Firstly, carefully planned group work 
will make students accountable to peers, and will allow them to share their strengths within the group 
while learning from others in areas where they experience challenges (cf. Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2020) 
because approaches to deep learning ideally happen socioculturally, and not in isolation (Hatano, 
2013). Secondly, students will have to not only apply the outcomes of this course, but also the 
outcomes of their other first-year courses, both in relation to each other and in a novel socially 
embedded context—encouraging them to transfer knowledge and skills across both subject 
boundaries and the boundaries of the university itself (cf. Hatano’s, 2013, discussion of target 
knowledge being constructed and reconstructed, and used across domains). Thirdly, in their final 
report, students will have to critically reflect on how theory helped inform their practice, where the 
gaps were, and why challenges occurred. Thus, emerging knowledge is investigated, questioned, and 
critiqued, and students are encouraged to form new opinions based on new evidence (cf. Biggs, 1999). 
Students will be guided towards these outcomes in a carefully scaffolded manner that will elicit and 
demand increasingly critical responses from students (moving from acquiring knowledge to 
performing knowledge, as discussed by Illeris, 2018). 

The proposed reconceptualised course further both draws on the potentially disruptive aspects of 
alienation, as discussed by Mann (2001), and mitigates the levels of alienation experienced. I have 
already addressed how I will draw on the disruptive aspects of alienation, related to the seventh 
perspective on alienation, to promote deep approaches to learning by using learning to cause 
discomfort, to “trouble, to offer a glimpse into chaos and disorder, and into the unknown” (Mann, 
2001, p. 15). The first perspective on alienation discussed by Mann (2001) would be mitigated in that 
education becomes more humanistic. Students use their knowledge and resources to effect change in 
resource-poor communities. Education is no longer purely performative, but aims to achieve social 
cohesion and justice. The second perspective is mitigated in that, although students still move into 
preexisting structures with preexisting discourses, cultures, and practices, the preexisting role of 
passive student is challenged by allowing students to become teachers themselves, thus claiming 
agency. The third perspective, which considers the students as outsider, is mitigated in that their 
knowledges, life-experiences, and other types of community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005) are drawn 
on and valued in the execution of this project in under-resourced contexts. In fact, many nontraditional 
students have first-hand knowledge of these contexts, and are thus able to add particular value in the 
conceptualisation of the project. The fourth perspective of the loss of creativity is mitigated by allowing 
students to play with, and experiment with, teaching and being teachers—and in how they choose to 
approach their respective projects. The fifth perspective on alienation, namely the loss of ownership 
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of the learning process, is mitigated in that at least one part of the product of students’ learning, 
namely, the implementation of the intervention, happens and exists outside of the domain of the 
university. Students take ownership of their projects, and of their growing identities as teachers while 
contributing to social justice. The sixth perspective is mitigated in that assessment practices veer away 
from traditional examinations and essays, and that groups of students take collective responsibility for 
the outcomes of their assessment and partially assess each other. By creating connections between 
students themselves, between students’ content knowledge in various subjects, between theory and 
practice, and between the university and the community, students’ agency is foregrounded and 
alienation is countered. 

With a project of this nature, there are of course several anticipated risks. Community work specifically 
is always risky. High school learners might not show up to sessions, or might not respond positively to 
sessions. Conflict between group members is likely to arise. Students might find it challenging to 
identify appropriate places and groups of learners for their workshops. With large groups such as this, 
it becomes difficult for the lecturer or tutor to micromanage and, of course, that would also go against 
the principles of action learning. Several unanticipated challenges are also likely to emerge. Through a 
process of action research, these will be addressed as they come up to ultimately work towards a 
sustainable project.  

Conclusion 

Sathorar and Geduld (2021, p. 100) suggested that researchers “must ask themselves why they want 
to” embark on community engagement projects before doing so. This conceptual paper aimed to partly 
answer this question: I want to present a subject to students that will make a difference; in which they 
will truly be engaged, and which will help them to link together their past selves (their lived 
experiences, their cultural community-wealth), their current selves (as first-year university students 
entering a new and alienating world), and their future selves (as aspirant teachers who will have the 
capacity of collectively impacting on multitudes of high school learners’ lives). Zuber-Skerritt (2011: 
back cover) stated: “Learning does not mean to fill a barrel but rather to ignite a flame.” Ironically, this 
ideal is arguably not that far from what Mill (1874, p. 334) believed universities should achieve, namely, 
“capable and cultivated human beings.” Yet, as researchers in the field have indicated, it is entirely 
possible to work towards creating both “skillful” (cf. Mill, 1874, p. 334) professionals and capable 
humans who will work towards the greater good of society.  

This article has contributed to the broader field of educational research as social change by indicating 
how one example of action learning could be harnessed to encourage deep approaches to learning 
and to mitigate the effects of alienation that students experience when they enter higher education. 
An advantage of the proposed reconceptualised course is that it does not require more resources than 
its more theoretical counterpart required. Furthermore, the project work will positively impact on 
surrounding under-resourced communities while igniting in students an understanding that they can 
be agents of change in the world beyond the boundaries of the university.  

This project is ambitious, but ambition might be needed to change the status quo. It has the potential 
to guide students over the threshold of becoming teachers while addressing the historical challenges 
they have experienced in the course. The course has the potential to be “transformative (occasioning 
a significant shift in the perception of a subject), irreversible (unlikely to be forgotten, or unlearned 
only through considerable effort), and integrative (exposing the previously hidden interrelatedness of 
something),” while also being “troublesome” to students’ previous conceptions of themselves (Meyer 
& Land, 2005, pp. 373–374). And this, ultimately, is what good teaching should enable. 
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Abstract 

Foundation Phase (FP) classrooms are not immune to incidents directly related to sexuality. 
Sexuality education, which is part of the FP life skills curriculum, is an essential part of the 
holistic development of FP learners. Studies about FP sexuality education report that FP 
teachers' formal approach to sexuality education is often restrictive. In this article, we use life 
history methodology to explore a single case study of a same-sex desiring male FP teacher in 
the Eastern Cape, South Africa to make meaning of how incidental moments that relate to 
sexuality education are addressed. Applying a feminist post-structural lens, we discuss how 
the participant and the participant's colleagues implicitly perpetuate heteronormative 
discourses in their pedagogical approaches to the teaching of sexuality education. The topic 
of sexuality features in one South African university’s FP teacher education curriculum with 
the intention of raising pre-service teacher awareness about FP sexuality education. This 
research allowed us to reflect on the redesign of this fourth-year FP life skills module and to 
reimage the learning experiences offered to FP pre-service teachers.  
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Introduction and Background 

In the South African context, and globally, teachers must be prepared to engage and truthfully answer 
questions from learners regarding sexuality. This is to enable learners to normalise sexuality. Sexuality 
is a social construct, widely referred to in relation to individual practices and cultural norms (Weeks, 
2011). It has been problematised in literature and has, consequently, been interpreted in different 
ways (Bhana & Mayeza, 2016). We prefer the following definition due to its inclusion of multiple 
aspects of a person’s being:  

“Sexuality” may thus be understood as a core dimension of being human which includes: 
the understanding of, and relationship to, the human body; emotional attachment and 
love; sex; gender; gender identity; sexual orientation; sexual intimacy; pleasure and 
reproduction. Sexuality is complex and includes biological, social, psychological, spiritual, 
religious, political, legal, historic, ethical and cultural dimensions that evolve over a 
lifespan. (WHO quoted in UNESCO, 2018, p. 17)  

Considering the above definition, we understand that sexuality begins in infancy (Sauerteig, 2012). As 
early as six weeks of age, infants discover their hands and form attachments with their carer; these are 
the foundations of body and social awareness. After infancy, children show signs of making meaning 
of sex and gender (Paechter, 2003). Moreover, through social interactions young children experience, 
gender, part of one's sexuality, and “certain concepts become reified as symbolic artefacts and 
practices,” creating localised understandings of femininity and masculinity (Paechter, 2003, p. 76). 
Therefore, understanding gender from a perspective of femininity and masculinity is also related to 
how views about our bodies and emotions are shared, and who to show love to or not, to name some 
examples (Paechter & Clark, 2007).  

The experiences children have prior to entering school develop their identity, with sexuality forming 
part of their identity (Paechter, 2003). Exposure to certain worldviews can influence how children 
make meaning of their identity, for example, learning what femininity and masculinity look like through 
dress or action. These experiences continue to occur inside and outside the schooling environment. 
Children use their identities to make meaning of their world and to make decisions (Heyman & Legare, 
2004). Therefore, it is necessary for teachers to understand their own conceptions of sexuality and to 
engage critically with how these conceptions present themselves, implicitly and explicitly, in their 
teaching practices (Bhana, 2016). In so doing, Foundation Phase (FP) teachers are more likely to engage 
critically with planned and incidental moments of sexuality education.  

The topics, body awareness, all about me, friendship, rights and responsibilities, and feelings, form 
part of the Grades 2 and 3 life skills curricula (Department of Basic Education [DBE], 2011), which are 
taught during direct instruction or through incidental moments. These topics provide opportunities to 
engage children about aspects of sexuality. Incidental moments related to aspects of sexuality 
education can occur in a school setting and should be considered opportune times to teach aspects of 
sexuality given that they are brought up by the learners—thus being more meaningful to the learner. 
Many teachers may avoid opportunities to teach about sexuality with the view that they are protecting 
learners (Carrera et al., 2012). Breuner and Mattson (2016) posited that teachers and parents should 
use windows of opportunity to educate children about sexuality. This could allow learners to identify 
and report inappropriate sexual advances and abuse at an early stage, and support the development 
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of healthy relationships overall. Venketsamy and Kinear (2020) postulated that children only formally 
learn about sexuality in their teenage years, which is too late because they may have already acquired 
preconceived ideas about aspects of sexuality such as diverse gender identities. Children are active 
citizens who are aware of their bodies and feelings. Therefore, there is a need for more diverse 
pedagogical approaches to teaching about sexuality in the FP in order to disrupt the rigidity found in 
sexuality education. Teachers need to be fully equipped to teach learners about sexuality in the early 
years and to incorporate comprehensive sexuality education in the life skills curriculum (Robinson et 
al., 2017). Bhana (2016, p. 27) found, however, that many FP teachers construct FP learners as being 
“biological, passive and unprotesting . . . without agency . . . without sexuality.” These narrow and 
dangerous assumptions perpetuate a discourse that fails to teach a comprehensive view of sexuality 
and can cause more harm, taking away the basic educational rights of learners because they limit their 
opportunities and experiences and perpetuate current systems that are regulatory and oppressive 
(Carrera et al., 2012).  

In South Africa, the Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS; DBE, 2011) is a document that 
guides teachers on what to teach. This document is designed flexibly to allow teachers the space to 
contextualise the curriculum and meet the needs of their learners. In the CAPS subject of life skills, 
learning about sexuality is encapsulated under the learning area of personal and social well-being (DBE, 
2011). However, Kirby (2011) has identified challenges in implementing and incorporating 
comprehensive sexuality education in the life skills curriculum and teaching about it. Kirby (2011) and 
Venketsamy and Kinear (2020) found that the majority of teachers in FP deliver comprehensive 
sexuality education content in conventional and rigid ways and promote heteronormativity. Teachers 
are custodians of the curriculum and can facilitate critical engagement with learners around sexuality 
(Bhana, 2016). If they are unaware of how their own practices can perpetuate heteronormative 
narratives or hinder a healthy understanding of their learners’ sexuality, then the status quo—which 
reproduces heteronormativity and renders children sexually innocent—will be maintained (Bhana, 
2016; Francis, 2021).  

Male FP Teachers Delivering Comprehensive Sexuality Education 

FP teacher identity has always been constructed in gendered terms, with women dominating the space 
(Msiza, 2020). Men’s involvement in FP teaching has created space for diversity and the construction 
of an inclusive environment for all identities to exist. However, because of how FP teaching has been 
positioned within femininity, men who enter FP teaching tend to distance themselves from any other 
forms of masculinity that might relegate them to subordinate forms or activities regarded as soft or 
gay (Msiza, 2021). Therefore, male FP teachers enact hegemonic forms of masculinities, depriving 
learners of the opportunity to see a diverse environment in which all identities exist without fear of 
being marginalised. Further, Bhana (2016) and Msiza (2021) posited that men teaching in FP tend to 
dissociate themselves from activities and conversations about sexuality because of the social 
constructions of men as violent and sexual abusers of children. Men teaching in this educational phase, 
instead, maintain hegemonic forms of masculinities that will place them on the higher levels of the 
hierarchy of masculinities in school and society (Msiza, 2021).  

This positioning of male FP teachers as heteronormative and distanced from care relegates other male 
teachers who do not conform to heteronormativity to subordination. Msibi (2019) argued that schools 
are sites that reproduce heterosexism, leading to same-sex desiring teachers keeping their identities 
private—thereby denying the learners and other teachers experiences of authentic relationships with 
an individual who is non-heteronormative. Msibi (2019) argued that there are multiple ways of being 
gay or lesbian depending on the contextual realities of the individual and on identity markers such as 
race and socioeconomic status, for example.  
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We have used different language to identify Thando (pseudonym); we have deliberately used the term 
“same-sex desiring” to move away from the imported terminology of the West (see Msibi, 2019). 
Moreover, there is a lack in studies of how same-sex desiring males teaching in FP experience teaching 
sexuality. In this paper, we focus on how a same-sex desiring male FP teacher polices and regulates 
himself during or when the topic of sexuality in his classroom is presented incidentally; we do so with 
intention to reflect on and influence change to a new teacher education module, namely, Life Skills for 
Foundation Phase. This research supports the development of a unit on sexuality taught at a university 
in the Eastern Cape, especially designed for FP teachers to try and shift their understanding of sexuality 
from an intellectual project to embodied knowledge.  

This life history, single case study was conducted in the Eastern Cape province of South Africa. The 
Eastern Cape is a rural province that is highly patriarchal and conventional in its practices (Mfecane, 
2018; Scott, 2021). The Eastern Cape has also received significant publicity for its high rate of brutal 
deaths of men who are regarded as being within subordinate forms of masculinities such as being a 
same-sex desiring man (Tsewu, 2021).  

Children’s Sexual Innocence as a Discourse in FP  

The hegemonic teaching discourse that positions children as sexually innocent (which is embedded in 
essentialist and developmental theories) continues to be prevalent in FP teaching (Bhana, 2016). 
Teachers continue to believe in childhood sexual innocence and, consequently, identify children as 
passive recipients of knowledge (Bhana, 2016). Bhana et al. (2019) argued that historical and 
sociocultural perceptions of children frame most teachers’ teaching about sexuality. The socially 
constructed discourse of children as sexually innocent leads to the belief that children in FP are not 
mature enough and, therefore, can easily be overwhelmed by the content provided in the 
comprehensive sexuality education curriculum (Bhana, 2016). Venketsamy and Kinear (2020) 
postulated that parents and teachers of young children take for granted that learners make meaning 
based on what they see, hear, and experience in their everyday childhood regarding societal norms 
and sexuality. This means that children are aware of sexuality, even if parents and teachers invalidate 
it. This leaves young children alone to make meaning of sexuality, which can lead to them being 
misinformed and making unhealthy decisions about their sexual health and well-being.  

Queering the Foundation Phase 

The positioning of FP as suitable work for women is underpinned by the assumption that FP teaching 
is care work and that women are better carers than men (Msiza, 2020). Kagola and Khau (2020), in 
their study on school governing bodies, found that gender played a significant role in the division of 
labour, particularly in the employment of FP teachers. Bhana (2016) posited that the maintenance of 
a gendered division of labour in FP functions as a mechanism to disassociate men from working in this 
educational phase. Bhana (2016) and Msibi (2019) postulated that it is crucial for learners to 
experience a diverse teacher component, starting in the early years.  

Although there has been a slight increase in men entering the FP, it is necessary to remember that 
schools are spaces in which patriarchal hegemonic forms of masculinities are reproduced and 
sustained (Msibi, 2019). Msiza (2021) highlighted that male FP teachers in the Mpumalanga province 
of South Africa disassociated themselves from any activity in their work that rendered them “gay” or 
“soft.” This suggests that if regarded as gay in a feminised space such as FP, a teacher would be 
relegated to subordinate forms of masculinities, not seen as man enough, placed under surveillance, 
or even physically harmed. Moosa and Bhana (2017) posited that, in the South African context, 
teachers, especially those in FP teaching, need to be cognisant of the ways they position themselves 
in and around their classroom. This is because FP teachers play an integral part in developing children 
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into responsible citizens who will uphold democratic values such as gender equality and social justice 
practices.  

Using a Feminist Post-Structural Lens 

This paper draws on feminist post-structural theory to study a same-sex desiring male FP teacher's life 
history to explore how he, if at all, would facilitate sexuality education in and around his FP classroom 
during incidental moments. Davies (2003, p. 42) observed that “feminist post-structural analysis 
reveals ways in which dominant discourses can trap us in conventional meanings and modes of being.” 
Further, feminist post-structuralism creates paths for us to understand our gendered selves in relation 
to others and the world around us, and the dominant discourses in a particular context (Notshulwana 
& de Lange, 2019).  

Weedon (1987) suggested that dominant discourses found in historical and cultural practices play an 
integral part in one's individual subjectivity, forming a set of beliefs and practices that regulate a 
particular gender order. This occurs through language, which influences knowledge and meaning-
making and is located in discourse (Blaise, 2005). Davies and Gannon (2011) related discourse to 
discursive practices. McLaren (2009, p. 72) stipulated that discursive practices “refer to the rules that 
govern what can be said and what must remain unsaid, who can speak with authority and who must 
listen.” Discursive practices “have the power to hold normative order in place [as well as] the power 
to open up the not-yet-known” (Davies & Gannon, 2011, p. 313). Fardon and Schoeman (2010) 
suggested that, in social settings, people’s subjectivities differ and are shaped towards a particular 
discourse that is popular or, in some instances out of the necessity of safety, allow individuals to 
position themselves in different ways. The concept of subjectivity within feminist post-structural 
theory has enabled us to explore the multiple ways in which Thando positions himself, or is positioned 
by others, in the schooling context when faced with topics of sexuality.  

By critically analysing or learning how a person comes to know something about themself, our 
subjectivity provides us with possibilities to recognise the subtlety of human beings and the 
contradictions that emanate from being gendered people (Blaise, 2005). People have the ability to be 
agentic, analytical, and to understand the complexities that exist in their different contexts. Agency is 
often considered something an individual has or does not have (Priestley et al., 2012). However, Davies 
and Gannon (2011) suggested that agency is the ability to have awareness and to seize and take 
action—thus, being agentic.  

People are embedded in systems that mould how they think, act, and make meaning of their lived 
experiences (Davies & Gannon, 2011). Schools, being nested in the larger society, often take up and 
reproduce traditional ideologies about sexuality (Bhana, 2016). It is therefore imperative that teacher 
education programmes look critically at their life skills curriculum to ensure that the pre-service 
teacher subjectivity mentioned above is factored into the learning, especially with regard to sexuality 
education. Feminist post-structuralism helped us to understand how Thando situated himself within 
his school environment and classroom as a same-sex desiring male FP teacher and how he facilitated, 
if at all, sexuality education during incidental moments—so we could reflect on a new teaching module 
(Life Skills for Foundation Phase) through considering his lived experiences.  

A Single Case Study for Thando's Life History  

This paper forms part of a bigger study on the phenomenon of male FP teachers in the Eastern Cape 
province of South Africa (Kagola, 2019). In this paper, we draw strongly on data from the in-depth 
conversation we had with one pre-service male teacher who attended the feedback session of a 
master’s study conducted by the first author (see Kagola, 2019). Immediately after the feedback 
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session, Thando, a male Grade 3 FP teacher, approached the first author with interest and requested 
a meeting to learn more and to share his experiences. They spent some three hours conversing about 
their experiences. Thando is a self-identifying same-sex desiring man who works at a primary school in 
the Eastern Cape, South Africa, in the Sarah Baartman District—an urban-rural context.  

We used a single case study life history methodology to structure the in-depth conversation with 
Thando on how and if he facilitated learning when incidental moments about sexuality presented 
themselves in his classroom. According to Dhunpath (2000) and Plummer (2001), a single case study 
life history methodology refers to research exploring an individual or single contextual account of a 
person's life in their own words. We located the study within the transformative paradigm. Mertens 
(2010) posited that this paradigm works towards advocating for social justice practices and changing 
the mindset of either the participants or the researcher on the particular phenomenon being studied. 
This view was suitable for our study because we aimed to shift the researchers’ understanding of how 
to facilitate learning about sexuality in a life skills module in order to better prepare pre-service 
teachers for real-world experiences of teaching sexuality. Ethical protocols were followed in this 
conversation. Thando gave his consent to be recorded and he was assured that his name and that of 
his primary school would not be disclosed. During the interview, Thando switched between isiXhosa 
and English or combined the two languages. The data from the conversation were transcribed and, 
where necessary, translated from isiXhosa to English. We employed Spencer et al.'s (2003) thematic 
analysis to systematically analyse the data from the conversation with Thando. The systematic analysis 
included three steps. The first step was management of the data generated through conversations 
with Thando. The second step comprised repeatedly reading the data and classifying the data into 
codes. The final step was to categorise the data into themes. It is important to note this methodology 
generated a large, rich amount of data, making it difficult at times to decide which extracts to include 
or exclude in presenting Thando's life history section of the findings. Therefore, we selected quotes 
that most succinctly demonstrated Thando's lived experience to help answer our main research 
question. Next, we present the two themes.  

Findings and Discussion  

A Look at Thando's Childhood Socialisation  

Thando knew that he was different from a very young age and that he could not admit it to his parents. 
Comments made by his parents about gay relations appearing on television and the fear of being 
disowned by his family made it difficult for him to converse with them regarding his sexuality. He said 
the following about his childhood:  

I discovered that I was different at a very young age, but I could not tell my parents . . . my 
father would be so angry when homosexual scenes appeared on TV while I was watching 
with him. . . . He would change it and voice out his negative stances or views on what is 
happening, loudly and boldly . . . he would say “andizithandi ezintwana” (I hate these boys) 
or “Hey! Kissing men'' with a disgusted face . . . while he said and changed the TV channel. 
I internally said, “if you knew that's who I am and that what you are prohibiting is 
inevitable.” My mother was very subtle about it, but she would too. My parents know even 
though they did not say it to me. . . . So, I never came out to them. . . . My sister has always 
been fine with whatever.  

Families play an integral part in children's holistic development and in creating a safe and enabling 
environment. However, they can be primary sites for the production of heterosexism through socially 
constructed hegemonic ways of being man and woman, girl or boy, leaving no space for other identities 
to exist, and creating localised notions of femininity and masculinity (Msibi, 2019; Paechter, 2003). 
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Thando's recollection of how he grew up indicates compulsive heterosexuality forced on him by his 
father through his dominant discourse about television scenes of homosexuality and his mother's 
subtleness towards the matter. Msibi (2012) posited that language is integral in preventing LGBTQIA+ 
people from claiming their identities fully in various heterosexist patriarchal contexts. Hence, Thando's 
father's explicit hate for gay people in television scenes led Thando to believe his parents knew about 
his sexuality and believed their behaviour was to deprive him of being himself from a young age. 
Disclosing his sexual identity to his father could have “threatened [his] notion of normalcy, create [him] 
as other, instil a negative identity, and ultimately loss of support” (Brown, 2020, p. 480).  

Many same-sex desiring males do not disclose their sexual identities to their families because of their 
derogatory words or fear of being disowned by their family members (Brown, 2020; Msibi, 2012). 
Thando’s early discovery of his sexuality, but not being able to freely engage with his parents about his 
feelings and desires, indicates a highly conservative family structure. Thando’s childhood experience 
is similar to LGBTQIA+ youth in Msibi's (2012) study in a highly traditional schooling context. The 
participants in Msibi’s study experienced “derogatory language to vicious reactionary hate” (2012, p. 
515) from peers and teachers at school, just as Thando in his home setting endured spiteful comments 
from his parents from a young age. Both Thando and Msibi’s participants became courageous and 
developed ways of coping with homophobic comments in their settings. It can be said that, considering 
Davies and Gannon’s (2011) theorisation of agency, Thando was being agentic to preserve his sense of 
belonging to his family (Brown, 2020). Msibi's participants accepted derogatory language and naming 
as a strategy to cope with their schooling situation. Also, Thando chose to keep to himself and not 
converse with his parents about how he felt but spoke to his friends during playtime. Thando further 
explained his childhood play experience as follows:  

I grew up playing more often with girls, my sister’s friends and others from Elalini [rural 
area]. We (my sister and I) explained my home situation to them . . . we played skipping, 
hopscotch and other indigenous games . . . I never played dolls because I didn't want to 
play “father.” Even now at work, I tell them [learners and colleagues] that I am not their 
father, I am just a teacher to them . . . It was only this one time when I came back late 
from playing . . . I think I was in Grade 4. Then he [my father] invited me to the bedroom 
and asked, "Tell me, are you gay?" Before I could answer, he said, "Are you gay? So that 
we can buy you dresses” and so on. Which he then said to me, “I don't have an option of 
admitting because I don't want to wear dresses.” So, my response was, “No, I'm not,” you 
know? I wanted to remain the person I am, but with a different sexual orientation or 
sexuality, and that was the end of it . . . from that day, he started following me, checking 
who I was playing with . . . if it’s girls, he would just use his index finger and subtly point 
home . . . some other times, my friends would say, “your father is coming” . . . then I'd 
leave or hide until he was gone.  

Bhana and Mayeza (2016) posited that play areas are spaces that offer children the opportunity to 
have fun, be happy, and relax, far away from the control and constraints of teachers and parents. A 
safe space for Thando during his childhood was during playtime after school, where he played with his 
sister and their mutual friends. Thando referred to games he played with girls as indigenous; however, 
Bhana and Mayeza (2016) have found that boy learners in primary schools regard such games to be 
too feminine and suited for girls only, which means that within the politics of play, children associate 
certain games with boys and others with girls, depending on the nature of play. It is interesting to note 
that Thando did not play with dolls because he was afraid to be assigned the father’s role. His 
disassociation from the father’s role could have been influenced by his experience with his father who 
was not supportive of his sexuality. This could also have been a rejection of the type of masculinity 
that was prevalent in the community. Ideas of what gender is and how it should be performed are 
passed on through institutions and systems such as family, school, church, or community. These are 
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established as norms in what Paechter (2003) called feminine and masculine communities of practice. 
Therefore, assuming the father's role during play and at work might have forced him to relive the 
oppressive experiences with his father or the community as a whole. He chose to avoid this experience, 
which is an example of how young children, in fact, can be agentic (Davies, 2003). Thando further 
rejects the male assignment of a father figure to his FP learners, which shows his agency as an adult. 
He declares that he is only the teacher and a positive adult in his learners’ lives. Scholars have argued 
that when male teachers are recruited in the FP, it should not be to play the father figure or serve as a 
male role model to learners but for their ability to teach and care for learners in this phase (Brownhill, 
2015; Msiza, 2020). Because of his childhood experience, Thando may have chosen not to take up the 
father figure role solely to not reproduce the compulsory heterosexism in which he grew up thus, 
disrupting the dominant discourse. 

Thando explained how his father confronted him about being himself, and his denying the accusation 
of being gay because he did not want to be classified under the essentialist assumption that being gay 
is to be feminine. Thando argues that he wanted to keep his masculine identity through his dress sense 
and not be regarded as a girl by his family. Thando's father's association of homosexuality with wearing 
girls’ clothes shows a lack of understanding with regard to the diversity of sexualities. Msibi (2012) and 
Brown (2020) posited that conversation on diverse sexualities in the South African context is taboo, 
leading to misinformed understandings of what it means to be homosexual. Furthermore, Brown 
(2020) argued that our subjectivity is also characterised by fear of shame and punishment. Thando's 
father monitored his play locations and with whom he played during playtime. Thando chose to hide 
his true self, to go home and hide from his father out of fear of being punished or being shamed in 
front of his friends. This led to Thando being under constant surveillance to regulate himself to comply 
with his father's standard of playing with boys or staying home. Thando said, “He wanted me to play 
with boys, and I chose not to do that. After school, I would go straight home. . . . I ended up not having 
any friends.” Thando ended up not socialising with his friends due to his father’s monitoring and 
policing. Childhood socialisation is essential for anyone to become a responsible citizen. Thando’s 
father did not realise the impact he caused through policing Thando and choosing male friends for him. 
Thando's childhood experience led to him continuing to police and self-regulate his behaviour due to 
the fear of punishment and shame he experienced as a child. As a result, he carries the fear and 
possibilities of being outed by guarding himself in his adult social and professional life, which we 
discuss in the next section.  

Self-Regulatory Policing While Teaching About Sexuality  

During the conversation, I asked Thando: “Do you ever teach your Grade 3 learners about sexuality 
more specifically, related to diverse sexual orientations and gender identities?” Thando explained how 
he relegates the topic to the female teachers when complaints of such nature surface during playtime 
or in his classroom:  

I try by all means not to be seen talking to learners about issues of gays, lesbians and 
moffies [derogatory term for gay]. I refer them to uMam [female teacher] to deal with 
them, so that I am not found talking to learners about inappropriate things. . . . I remember 
recently during break time, one of my female learners came crying to me saying another 
learner says she is an isitabane [lesbian]. I screamed and said, “Ma’am, come listen to 
this,” so that she could intervene. . . . Another incident was in my classroom during the 
morning ring, a learner screamed, crying and saying his desk mate says he smells like 
condom oil. I had to calm the child and asked the whole class questions about condoms . . 
. I was so scared, but I had to do it just to make this learner not feel bad or anything like 
that. I asked them questions while standing at the door so that when someone comes, I 
stopped and talked about other school-related things.  
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When it comes to Thando's position regarding teaching about sexuality in and around his classroom, 
he takes a teacher avoidant role. Ezer et al. (2019) posited that it is a role that conservative and self-
regulating teachers use to avoid engaging learners on uncomfortable topics such as sexuality. This is 
despite the evidence that FP learners are familiar with sex and sexuality related content. Thando’s 
lived experiences have made him regard discussions dealing with aspects of sexuality as inappropriate. 
Due to a widely held irrational fear that he might influence them or from the possible accusation of 
gay recruitment, he distances himself (King, 2004). Thando may be disassociating himself from 
feminine perceived roles within FP teaching to align with the dominant discourse of a hegemonic 
masculinity and to not be seen as soft male or gay by peers or community members as has been found 
in other research about male FP teachers (Msiza, 2021). Foucault (1981) argued that power is always 
supplemented by resistance—as denoted in Thando's words: “‘Ma’am, come listen to this’, so that she 
could intervene.” This corroborates the existing notion of feminisation of the FP in which female FP 
teachers’ motives are unquestioned. Thando reinforces the essentialist notion that defines care work 
as a maternal and feminine discourse by relegating complaints and learners’ gendered accusations to 
the female teacher. In doing so, Thando is also reinforcing this deeply ingrained belief in society with 
his FP colleagues and the FP learners. Hanlon and Lynch (2011) posited that, for an equitable teaching 
system that embraces diverse sexualities, male FP teachers need to distance themselves from an 
essentialist stance when it comes to the conceptualisation of what constitutes care work. Further, male 
teachers need to allow themselves to be vulnerable to open up possibilities for deconstructing 
dominant and patriarchal hegemonic masculinities so they can take up masculinities that are caring 
and pro-femininity (Ratele, 2015). This, however, comes at a very real cost. In particular, for some 
people who do not fit societal norms, there are severe consequences; they remain silent and suppress 
themselves rather than risk being ostracised from families and communities or being killed (Tsewu, 
2021). This fear is very real in South Africa and many other African countries for the LGBTQIA+ 
community. While Thando identifies as a same-sex desiring male, there might be an underlying fear of 
being found out, which might also be reason for him to dissociate from any incident that is related to 
sexuality education.  

Since the realisation of the importance of involving men in the learning and teaching of young children 
in early grades, heterosexual men have been policed and questioned regarding their intentions 
towards others within the school setting and broader community (King, 2004; Moosa & Bhana, 2017; 
Xu & Waniganayake, 2018). Furthermore, King (2004) and Bhana (2016) posited that for same-sex 
desiring males such as Thando, the policing is even worse. They are socially regarded as having a 
negative influence on the children’s sexual orientation; hence, Thando chooses to distance and police 
himself on when, how, and if he engages with learners on issues around sexuality, such as the condom 
discussion in his classroom. Thando standing at the door to see who might be watching or listening to 
him having a discussion of such nature in the classroom was a strategy to safeguard himself from being 
labelled as "the gay teacher" who speaks to young learners about sex and being regarded as a recruiter 
(King, 2004, p. 124) even though he presents as cisgender. Although Thando may think his behaviour 
is protecting himself, it can be seen as sending messages that could be harmful to him and the learners. 
As a male teacher, he is already scrutinised for his decision to work with FP learners. His behaviour, in 
the example of discussing condoms, could be interpreted as somewhat secretive, making him look 
suspicious or guilty of the things he is in fact trying to avoid, namely, being known to be same-sex 
desiring and influencing or recruiting the FP learners. For the learners, it supports the deeply 
embedded ideology that children are innocent and talking about sexuality is only an adult activity, thus 
reinforcing "'risk' over 'desire' and 'shame' over 'pleasure'" (Bhana et al., 2019). Although many adults 
believe children are too young to discuss sexuality, research suggests that the more children know and 
understand about sexuality, the less likely they are to participate in dangerous sexual behaviour (Artz 
et al., 2018; Ngidi et al., 2021). Interventions that promote abstinence and disease are often found to 
be ineffectual (Artz et al., 2018).  
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Historically, in South Africa, it has never been a man’s role to talk about sexuality in the home because 
the men were usually absent—working away as migrant labourers (Bhana, 2016; Ratele, 2015). The 
homes are sites that produce cultural and social discourses that determine who does what, and talks 
about what, and to whom. It therefore becomes difficult for male teachers in FP to take up socially 
constructed feminine activities such as having courageous conversations about sexuality (Msiza, 2021). 
Thando, like many other non-heterosexual teachers (Gray & Malins, 2016; Msibi, 2019), deprives 
learners the opportunity of having frank and informative learning opportunities on sexuality. We 
cautiously note that his lived experience provides him with insight that might support his ability to 
handle aspects of sexuality education different to that of his peers. However, we do not want to 
assume this, nor do we assume that he can speak for all the diversity situated in sexuality. Therefore, 
we cannot say his sexuality places him in a better position over others.  

Implications for a University Module, Life Skills for Foundation Phase 

We also reflected on a new module that is currently being moderated and will be offered to FP pre-
service teachers starting in 2023, in conjunction with Thando's lived experience. The module is called 
Life Skills for Foundation Phase. Prior to recurriculation, the module was offered to first-year students 
and there was a unit about sexuality education in which Thando was enrolled. In the revised 
curriculum, it will be offered in the fourth year. Sexuality education forms only part of the module 
because life skills in the FP consists of these study areas: beginning knowledge, creative arts, physical 
education, and personal and social well-being (DBE, 2011).  

The findings imply that more and different pedagogical opportunities are needed to explore the 
meaning of sexuality education to facilitate a kind of learning in pre-service teachers that enables them 
to see the relationship between self and society and, more specifically, to teaching practice. Francis 
(2021, p. 286), citing Kumashiro, recommended that in order to challenge and change compulsory 
heterosexuality and heteronormativity in communities and schools, “sometimes painful, critical 
reflection, especially as it relates to developing a critical consciousness for changing self and society” 
is necessary. Identity is the means through which teachers make sense of themselves and others; 
therefore, it would be imperative to facilitate experiences that provide pre-service teachers like 
Thando with the opportunity to reflect on their understanding of sexuality in relation to themselves, 
learners, and their work.  

Reflecting on the new module and what we learned from Thando’s lived experience, we thought about 
what kind of experiences could shift students’ thinking from theoretical knowledge to practical 
knowledge. Pithouse et al. (2009, p. 54) found that when teachers use self-study, they become “more 
conscious of and thoughtful about aspects of their teaching practice that they [had] previously not 
noticed or perhaps avoided thinking about.” Notshulwana (2020) found in exploring gender with FP 
pre-service teachers, that using participatory visual methodology as a pedagogical tool to start with 
the self (Kirk, 2009) enabled her students to work towards a gender-sensitive practice. This enabled 
seeking new possibilities through language and discourse as well as gaining skills to be critical and 
relevant in the context of heteronormativity. Consideration of their experience, what it is, and how it 
supports the ability to facilitate well-informed, critical, and inclusive sexuality education experiences 
in their classrooms warrants much consideration.   

We know that teachers enter their classrooms having been deeply embedded in heteronormativity 
(Bhana, 2016; Francis, 2021). Therefore, it would be necessary to facilitate a process that raises 
awareness of how we form our ideas and beliefs about sexuality in the broad sense, and how it 
translates into teaching. Providing students the opportunities to reflect and consider the present with 
other pre-service teachers has the potential to enable them to see how the power of language and 
discourse has subjugated them in their lives, thus enabling them to see the connection between 
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themselves and their teaching practice. In doing so, FP pre-service teachers, however they identify, 
may be better equipped to see practices that are unjust and do nothing more than reproduce the 
status quo—and to seize moments of agency in their classrooms and beyond. 

Conclusions  

This article reflected on an FP life skills module, focusing on its sexuality education unit. Life history 
methodology with a single case study was used as impetus of the reflection. It has highlighted that FP 
is not impervious to incidental moments that require FP teachers to facilitate discussions related to 
sexuality, specifically the challenges of facilitating these discussions when the FP teacher is a same-sex 
desiring male. In reflecting on the findings, we were able to rethink the unit on sexuality in a 
recurriculated life skills module for FP. It is important to mention that this paper considered aspects of 
sexual orientation within the broader discourse of sexuality as defined and used in the manuscript. 
Moreover, a reflective approach might enable opportunities to integrate more comprehensively the 
content base as captured in the definition of sexuality. We used a feminist post-structural lens which 
"emphasises how ways of 'doing gender' reproduce existing gender norms" (DeJaeghere et al., 2013, 
p. 542). Exploring Thando’s lived experience allowed us to think more about how one's identity, 
influenced by past experiences, can be present in one’s teaching practice. With this, and knowing that 
subjectification is influenced by external factors, we needed to consider more deeply the experiences 
we create for the FP pre-service teacher to raise their awareness and understanding of how sexuality 
is reified. We suggest using a particular pedagogy, namely, a participatory visual methodology that 
centres the self as an entry point (Kirk, 2009). This has the potential to facilitate meaning-making that 
is deeper. It further creates the space for FP pre-service teachers to begin to see how they may have 
been rewarded for behaviour, and those who incentivise behaviour that is seen as normal and 
appropriate by society and that is attached to heteronormativity (Blaise & Taylor, 2012). In doing so, 
Thando might have been better equipped to see and seize teaching moments about sexuality 
education. Further, he would have a greater understanding of how he has been positioned, which 
might support his ability to engage with colleagues and administration about FP sexuality education 
safely, thereby educating the next generation to better navigate all aspects of sexuality. 
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Introduction 

While the precise genesis of qualitative research is difficult to pinpoint with any degree of certainty, 
there is general consensus that thinkers like Wilhelm Dilthey, Max Weber, and George Herbert Mead 
(and including phenomenologists Martin Heidegger and Edmund Husserl) in the mid to late 1800s and 
early 1900s provided the seminal theoretical inspiration that spawned the field of qualitative research. 
It is beyond the scope of this article to document in any comprehensive fashion, the development and 
expansion of qualitative research across the continents. Of significance though, is Thomas Kuhn’s 
notion of paradigm shift (see Orman, 2016) in the early 1960s—a distinct recognition of the emergence 
of a qualitative research field—one that contested the dominant positivist approach to the social 
sciences. This qualitative research field rejected Comte’s assertion that social science research should 
mirror that of the natural sciences (see Silverman, 2020), that universal laws/principles, objectivity, 
and researcher neutrality could be applied to the study of human behaviour. The field of qualitative 
research has grown exponentially since then, sprouting many variants with unique and novel methods 
for generating qualitative data. Although purist quantitative and purist qualitative researchers 
continue to ferociously guard their fundamental principles from “contamination,” over the last three 
decades, an emerging field that appears to harness the best of both methodological research worlds 
has begun to gain traction, namely, that of mixed methods research (see Creswell & Creswell, 2005). 
This rapidly growing approach to research has also been subject to various permutations related to the 
extent to which researchers appropriate from both the “homes,” namely, the qualitative and 
quantitative fields. Although interactive qualitative analysis (IQA), the focus of this article, might not 
be strictly classified as a mixed methods approach, it does rely on nonstatistical quantitative 
routines/protocols, while still essentially maintaining its strong qualitative character. A distinct 
strength of IQA, we argue, is that it makes participant engagement (particularly in the data generation 
and analysis stages of the research process) mandatory.  

There is little contention that scholarship on participatory research is well-documented and that this 
methodology has a long and established tradition (see, for example, Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Finn, 
1994; Pain & Francis, 2003) and has flourished as a methodological approach in South Africa (see van 
der Riet, 2008; Wood, 2019; Wood & Zuber-Skerrit, 2013; Zuber-Skerrit & Wood, 2019). In this paper, 
we present an account of IQA, a unique variant of participatory research—one that harnesses both 
quantitative and qualitative rigour through its protocols while foregrounding the voice of research 
participants.  

We argue that IQA has appeal for novice, cross-over researchers (Maistry, 2015)—academic 
researchers at doctoral level, schooled in traditional disciplines dominated by positivist research, who 
venture into qualitative educational research. IQA provides a clear, structured, and rigorous path to 
conducting qualitative research. It positions participants as invested stakeholders in the research 
process, and affords flexibility to integrate other qualitative techniques for data generation. We 
recognise that participation may not be to the extent evident in purist participatory approaches such 
as action research. We do, however, contend that although participants may not be involved in the 
conceptualisation of the study, IQA’s prescription of active, systematic, engagement by the research 
participants in two crucial stages of the research process (participant data production/collection and 
participant data analysis) offers otherwise disconnected research participants integral involvement in 
the research study.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i2a7
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Importantly, IQA has potential to resonate with academic researchers keen to advance a social change 
agenda because it disrupts conventional power relations that cast the researcher as “expert” and, 
instead, affirms the power of participants over the research phenomenon, granting them control over 
essential aspects of data generation and analysis. We aver that according such respect and 
responsibility for the production of new knowledge is a key hallmark of an emancipatory research 
methodology. We contend that this qualitative approach may have particular appeal given the wider 
national policy imperatives that have begun to shape the higher education research landscape in South 
Africa.  

The National Development Plan (NDP), tabled by the South African Government in 2011 (National 
Planning Commission, 2011), identified several policy goals directed at social transformation targets 
envisaged for achievement by the year 2030. Higher education was identified as key focus of the NDP. 
An increase in the production of successful doctoral candidates was viewed as paramount in expanding 
the pool of highly competent, innovative citizens who would fuel economic and social transformation 
of the nation. A telling predicament though, was the uneven quality of doctoral graduates across 
institutions in South Africa, a lamentation articulated by the Academy of Science of South Africa report 
(2010), with critics warning of the “epistemological threat” (Waghid, 2015) that might present with the 
quantity/quality tension. Arguably the most compelling challenge at the time was the relatively low 
proportion of higher education academic personnel (34%) who held doctoral qualifications, a statistic 
that higher education managers were determined to improve. The intent was clear: university 
academic personnel had to take on a researcher identity and a doctoral degree was to be the 
mandatory minimum qualification. It is beyond the scope of this paper to examine the multiple 
implications of this strategic move except to say that for academics in professional disciplines like 
accounting, taxation, law, and even medicine, who may not have held doctoral degrees, this became 
a priority. For such academics, especially those who had a stronger teacher identity as compared to a 
disciplinary research expert identity, the study of their own educational practice had strong appeal—
many “crossed over” to education and became novice educational researchers at doctoral level 
(Maistry, 2015).  

A distinct ontological and epistemological challenge presented for many who elected to pursue rich, 
qualitative educational research studies, especially for those whose home disciplines (and training) 
were steeped in positivist quantitative research methodologies. A compounding factor was the need 
to be responsive to broader national imperatives driven by the #RhodesMustFall movement for the 
decolonising of universities in South Africa—epistemological and methodological contestation that has 
gained unprecedented impetus, resulting in the institutionalisation of this agenda by universities 
across the country. The need to seek out research methodologies that were inclusive (and 
participatory) and that had potential to elevate participant voice was compelling.  

In the sections that follow, we introduce IQA, and then explain the key steps and protocols the method 
entails. We draw on our application of IQA in a study undertaken at a South African university. Based 
on this experience, we offer some critical reflections and discussion around IQA’s affordances, 
limitations, and possible modifications.  

IQA: An Overview 

IQA is a qualitative research method founded in systems theory, and developed by Northcutt and 
McCoy (2004). IQA uses a systematic, protocol-driven research procedure to combine the quantitative 
rigour of algorithmic data analysis with the qualitative richness of interviews. The approach is distinct 
from many traditional forms of qualitative enquiry in that it refutes the idea of the researcher as the 
expert who must interpret data and, instead, entrusts participants with the analysis and interpretation 
of the data they generate (Tabane, 2010). The findings derive strongly and directly from the 
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participants, who are implicitly recognised as co-owners of the research process; they are afforded 
power, control, and authorship over the outcomes, and their voices are elevated in representing the 
findings.  

The fundamental assumptions of IQA are that knowledge and power are largely dependent, and that 
the observer and the observed are dependent (or interdependent). The object of research in IQA is 
“reality in consciousness” given that reality is seen as multiple and subjective (Northcutt and McCoy, 
2004, pp. 16–17). IQA requires both deduction and induction for the investigation of meaning. In 
reporting findings, IQA admits decontextualised descriptions provided the researcher describes a 
larger context within which the reader can understand the representations of participants’ meanings.  

In seeking to understand a phenomenon as a system, the generic research questions posed in IQA are: 

 What are the elements or components of meaning of the system? 

 How do these relate to each other in a perceptual system of cause and effect? 
(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). 

Finding answers to these questions involves using focus groups to generate “affinities” (themes), which 
are in turn used to construct a unified, descriptive system diagram to illustrate the phenomenon as 
understood by the participants as a group. Individual understandings of the system and its elements 
are then elaborated in in-depth interviews. The array of meanings from the participants provides a 
nuanced and complex view of the phenomenon, which is presented first and foremost in their own 
words.  

IQA is a relatively novel method. In South Africa, IQA methodology has been applied primarily in the 
field of educational psychology (Human-Vogel, 2006; Tabane, 2010) and, increasingly, in higher 
education research in enquiry into students’ experiences of learning (Bargate, 2012; Davis, 2018). 

The philosophical underpinnings of IQA are congruent with the ideals of participation, inclusion, and 
co-ownership. Because IQA presumes that knowledge and power are dependent, research participants 
(or “constituents,” the term used by Northcutt and McCoy, 2004) are selected according to the degree 
of power they have over the phenomenon to be investigated. In many of the education studies 
undertaken by cross-over academics, the power over the phenomenon—their own experiences of 
learning—rests with the student participants. A second criterion for selection is proximity to the 
phenomenon; again, students are closest and therefore best placed to construct and represent their 
experiences of learning.  

The rigour inherent in IQA is propounded as one of its strengths. IQA fares well with regard to 
“trustworthiness” criteria (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Guba, 1981); because IQA leaves a transparent 
audit trail of steps followed according to rigorous, replicable rules, it minimises common qualitative 
research issues around researcher bias, reflexivity, or trustworthiness. In short, the rules steering the 
researcher through each phase are intended to bring the findings as close as possible to the 
participants’ truth. 

Case Study: Students’ Learning in an Economics Tutorial Programme 

In exploring what IQA can offer as an inclusive participatory methodology, we refer to and reflect on 
our use of IQA in a study of students’ learning in undergraduate economics as detailed in the doctoral 
thesis from which this paper derives (Goebel, 2017).  
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Many students find university-level economics difficult. International literature records high failure 
and dropout rates, and raises questions around the often superficial nature of learning in 
undergraduate economics (Colander & McGoldrick, 2009; Dubas & Toledo, 2016). Research in South 
Africa reflects similar concerns around poor academic performance in undergraduate economics 
courses across universities (Bokana & Tewari, 2014). However, extant work in this context is dominated 
by quantitative investigations with a focus on the determinants of students’ performance. Little 
qualitative or conceptual enquiry has been undertaken, and student voices are notably unrepresented 
in this area of research.  

We set out to deepen understanding of students’ learning (and to explore potential ways in which it 
might be more effectively supported and facilitated) in a case study in undergraduate economics at a 
South African university. The work was undertaken towards a supervised doctorate in higher 
education; the primary researcher and doctoral candidate was an experienced academic in the 
economics discipline and a novice to education research and qualitative methods.  

A tutorial programme was developed that complemented a standard second-year microeconomics 
module, in which 20 volunteers from the mainstream class participated in weekly 90-minute sessions 
over a semester. In these sessions, the participants deepened their understanding of economics 
through peer group discussion structured around tasks embedding disciplinary threshold concepts in 
relatable real-world examples (Davies & Mangan, 2006; Meyer & Land, 2003). Throughout the 
programme, the tutor-researcher deliberately remained in the background, playing only a facilitative 
role as participants constructed their learning through processes of articulation and discussion with 
peers. This format went some way towards dismantling the power relations inherent in lectured 
delivery that is still typical of undergraduate economics pedagogy.  

As part of the programme, we asked the students to write weekly reflections about their learning in 
economics—an activity we expected would enhance their self-understanding and sense of control over 
the learning process (Bargate, 2012; Moon, 1999) while also providing an additional source of data 
(Creswell, 2013). Each week, the tutor-researcher suggested questions or prompts (Moon, 1999) that 
encompassed both tutorial- and content-specific responses as well as more general insights. The tutor-
researcher read and wrote individual responses to each submission every week. The rate of 
submissions varied per week; the students submitted on average between five and six of the nine 
entries. Some were cursory, limited to a few lines, and others sent detailed responses of several 
paragraphs. From the inception of the research, the tutor-researcher also kept a journal documenting 
her own reflections, interpretations, and concerns (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Although not a formal data 
source, this was intended to enhance researcher reflexivity (Guba, 1981) and provide a further record 
of the course of the study. 

At semester end, on completion of the programme, we used IQA to generate and analyse data from 
participant focus groups and interviews. The written reflections, although not standard elements of 
IQA, could also be analysed using IQA protocols. The choice of IQA offered the tutor-researcher, as a 
qualitative research novice, a structured and transparent path to trustworthy findings (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2011; Guba, 1981). The IQA approach also resonated with the tutor-researcher’s personal 
teaching ideology and with the dismantled power relations characteristic of the tutorials. The section 
that follows offers an exposition of IQA at a broad level, referring to our study to illustrate its 
application.   
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Applying IQA in a Study of Students’ Learning 

The first phase of IQA is initiated in a focus group where participants generate responses relating to 
the research phenomenon. In our study, the focus group sessions were intended to capture a common 
perspective and shed light on the participants’ learning in the tutorial programme. The students who 
had participated in the programme over the semester clearly met the focus group selection criteria of 
power over and proximity to the “phenomenon”—their learning of economics—and the group of 20 
was within the range (12–20 members) recommended for IQA. The role of the researcher during the 
focus group sessions is to facilitate the process by guiding the group through the procedures, being 
careful to set aside their own possible preconceptions and avoid imposing interpretations of the 
emergent data.  

The tutor-researcher facilitated two IQA focus group sessions at semester end, on completion of the 
tutorial programme. The focus group sessions and subsequent processes followed the prescribed steps 
of IQA, as explained in the paragraphs that follow. 

Generating and Clarifying Responses 

In the first session, the tutor-researcher prompted the participants to reflect on their learning, and 
respond to the request: “Tell me about your experience with learning in economics this semester.” 
Participants were assured that there were no right or wrong answers, and that they were the experts 
on their own learning. The participants then engaged in about 15 minutes of silent brainstorming, 
during which they recorded all their individual, spontaneous responses on index cards—one thought 
or experience per card, using words, phrases, sentences, or pictures. Once most participants had 
exhausted their ideas and captured all their responses on index cards, these were collected and 
randomly affixed to the wall by volunteers from the group. In all, 262 responses were generated.  

The next step in the IQA process is clarification of the meaning of the responses to reduce any 
vagueness or ambiguity and reach a “socially constructed, shared meaning” of each response within 
the group (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 94). Although the cards are individually written, the responses 
remain anonymous and are “owned” by the group so that any participant can offer an interpretation 
of the meaning of a given card. By the end of this process, the participants agreed that they had 
reached a common understanding of the meaning of each response. 

Inductive and Axial Coding: Clustering, Naming, and Refining Affinities 

The first step in analysing the data they have generated requires the participants collectively to 
organise the cards into groups of meaning, or themes, which will be known as “affinities”; Northcutt 
and McCoy (2004) referred to this clustering as inductive coding. The participants perform this task in 
silence, arranging the cards on the wall in thematic clusters. Any participant who disagrees with the 
placing of a response card may move it to a different cluster, and the process continues until consensus 
is reached. After about 30 minutes, our focus group participants had agreed on the assignment of all 
of the responses.  

The next stage is axial coding, a deductive process in which participants “name, reorganise, clarify and 
refine” the emergent affinities and any component sub-affinities identified within each cluster 
(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 98). The tutor-researcher facilitated this process and, once the group 
had reached consensus on a name for each affinity, the names were affixed above each cluster. A few 
miscategorised cards were reassigned as the group reviewed the response clusters while referring to 
the newly assigned labels.   
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Affinity Write-Up 

The responses comprising each affinity are written up into a consolidated description articulating the 
meaning of that affinity for the group, grounded in specific responses or examples. This step could be 
completed by the researcher or volunteers from the group—the key consideration is that the 
participants as a group review, revise, and confirm the affinity write-ups.  

Over the following days, the tutor-researcher wrote up the affinities following IQA guidelines, drawing 
on the response cards and the discussions around naming to compile a paragraph for each affinity, 
describing it “clearly and directly, remaining faithful to the language used by focus group members and 
following the sense of what participants were saying” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 100). These 
portrayals are fairly brief because the IQA focus group protocol is not designed to evoke thick 
description—the latter is yielded by the individual interviews, the protocols for which are in turn 
informed by these write-ups (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). The draft affinity write-ups were emailed to 
all of the participants to be reviewed in advance and then revised and confirmed in our second focus 
group session a week later.  

In the second focus group session, the group confirmed their common understanding of six affinities 
in alphabetical order:  

 Economic thinking 

 Feelings 

 Goals 

 Group dynamics 

 Learning journey (comprising two sub-affinities) 

o Stumbling blocks and successes 

o Learning about learning 

 Personal outcomes 

For illustrative purposes, we share one example of a write-up—that of the Personal Outcomes affinity 
(equivalent write-ups were drafted, revised, and confirmed for all six affinities): 

Personal outcomes: This affinity refers to the benefits students derived from participating 
in the weekly tut group sessions. As one participant summed it up in economic terms, “MB 
≥ MC2 in this tut.”  

Responses reflected personal growth or development: “I learned a lot both academically 
& as a person” “Got to grow as a person” “Self-discovery.”  

 
2 The phrase “MB ≥ MC” is common economic shorthand indicating that marginal benefit is greater than or equal  
   to marginal cost. This is a standard and fundamental decision-making rule, confirming that a project brings a  
   net gain and is worth undertaking.  
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Many referred to an increase in their confidence, both academically and more generally: 
“Confidence” “Self confidence” “Gained more confidence” “I can talk about economics on 
any other courses with confidence” “Learned to be comfortable around my peers.”  

Participating in the tut group also gave students new perspectives: “Opened up my general 
knowledge” “Eye opener” “Open minded” “Mind opener” “Enlightening” “Exploration.” 

The affinities generated in the phase just described begin to address the first of two questions posed 
in IQA enquiry: “What are the elements of the system?” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 103). The six 
affinities identified by our focus group represent the components of reality of the group with respect 
to the phenomenon under study—their learning in the tutorial programme.  

The second question asks, “How do these elements relate to each other?” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, 
p. 103). Participants are led to address this question through a deductive process, specifying how they 
see the relationships of influence among the affinities, again following clear IQA protocol.  

Deductive Theorising: Affinity Relationships 

IQA uses affinity relationship tables (ARTs) to facilitate theoretical coding as participants identify 
relationships of cause and effect between pairs of affinities. Once the affinity write-ups for our focus 
group had been confirmed, the group members worked individually on completing their ARTs. The 
tutor-researcher had preprinted blank forms on which they filled in the affinities 1–6, and then for 
each pair relationship between affinities, decided on the direction of influence (if any) and provided a 
short justification (an example or “if . . . then” statement) of their indicated relationship. With six 
affinities, 30 affinity pair relationships arise for consideration.  

ARTs may be analysed at a group or individual level to create an interrelationship diagram (IRD)—a 
matrix showing all the perceived relationships in the system (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). We worked 
at the group level to create a composite IRD, aggregating the responses for each relationship pair in 
the completed ARTs from all the participants. 

Deciding which affinity pair relationships (of 30, in our study) ought to be included in the 
representation of the system necessitates a trade-off: the optimal number of relationships to include 
in a model is “the fewest number of relationships (for parsimony’s sake) that represents the greatest 
amount of variation (for the sake of comprehensiveness and richness)” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 
157). IQA draws on the Pareto principle (or 80/20 rule) to enable the researcher to identify which 
relationships to include. This is a fairly simple and standard process, not requiring statistical expertise, 
following prescribed steps based on tallying participants’ responses per relationship pair. These steps 
also allow the designation of affinities as (primary or secondary) drivers or outcomes within the 
system, and guide their placing on the systems diagram (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  

Following the standard steps, the affinities identified by our focus group participants were designated 
as shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1 

Affinity Designations 

 

  
Systems Influence Diagrams 

The systems influence diagram (SID) is the culmination of the IQA phases described here; it is a visual 
representation of the information in the IRD, summing up the system of affinities and their 
interrelationships, “prepared according to rigorous and replicable rules for the purpose of achieving 
complexity, simplicity, comprehensiveness, and interpretability” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 41). 

The IRD and affinity assignments are used to construct the SID. Affinities are arranged from left to 
right, with drivers on the left and outcomes ranged on the right-hand side. The first version of the SID 
shows every link from the IRD: an arrow is drawn for each relationship so that the diagram is 
“saturated” with all possible links from the IRD (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 176). Figure 1 shows the 
cluttered SID representing the findings from the focus group sessions for this study, showing the six 
affinities participants identified and how each influences, or is influenced by, the others.  

Figure 1  

Cluttered Systems Influence Diagram 

 

 

 

 

While the cluttered SID makes for a comprehensive and rich presentation, it can be difficult to interpret 
as “the explanatory power of the system becomes bogged down in the details of the relationships” 

Affinity Assignment 

Group dynamics 

Economic thinking 

Learning journey 

Goals 

Feelings 

Personal outcomes 

Primary driver 

Secondary driver 

Secondary driver 

Secondary outcome 

Secondary outcome 

Secondary outcome 
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(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 176). IQA thus proposes mechanisms for further refining the SID by 
removing all redundant links—any direct links that bypass mediating affinities.  

Following this process yielded the uncluttered SID representing the participants’ learning in the tutorial 
programme—a graphic representation of participants’ understanding of their experiences (see Figure 
2).  

Figure 2  

Uncluttered Systems Influence Diagram 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The steps taken to reach this point are standard, algorithmic, transparent, and replicable—IQA 
advocates point out that any researcher following the protocols and facing the same focus group data 
would arrive at the same representation of the system that the affinities comprise, according to the 
participants. 

Within the parameters set by the participants’ understandings, the researcher can prepare a brief 
interpretation of the SID—a “tour of the system” that serves as a verbal summary of participants’ 
views. The SID for our study can be explained as follows: 

The group dynamics in the tutorial sessions drove participants’ learning in economics by 
influencing the two elements making up their learning journey: dealing with (conceptual) 
stumbling blocks and achieving successes, and learning about their own learning 
processes. The learning journey brought about a shift to an economic way of thinking, 
which influenced participants’ academic and career goals. Their goals in turn fed back to 
affect the course of the learning journey. Participants’ goals also influenced the personal 
outcomes they experienced during their learning, which affected their feelings. Feelings in 
turn shaped their goals. 

Within the SID, it may be possible to identify feedback loops consisting of at least three affinities that 
influence each other directly or indirectly and that may be considered together as a dynamic sub-
system. Zooming in IQA entails naming feedback loops to create a less detailed view of the system for 
interpretive purposes (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 335).   



116 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 11 No. 2 October 2022 

Within the SID for this study, two (connected) loops or sub-systems were identified: 

 Learning journey, Economic thinking, Goals—the elements of the first sub-system 
suggest a cerebral, cognitive, conscious process that we named the “Head” loop. 

 Goals, Personal outcomes, Feelings—this sub-system is affective, focused on 
emotions, personal growth, and motivation, and so we called this the “Heart” loop.  

With Goals as the nexus, these loops of influence connect to form a figure of eight. The uncluttered 
SID can thus be zoomed out to the version depicted in Figure 3. 

Figure 3  

Zoomed out Systems Influence Diagram 

 

 

 

 

No matter which level of detail is presented—the cluttered, uncluttered, or zoomed out SID—the 
representation arrived at through the focus group phase of IQA reflects the reality of the group based 
on consensus being reached through the group processes and protocols. It is worth repeating that any 
researcher applying IQA protocols to the same set of affinities and ARTs would derive the same graphic 
and conceptual model, explained in an equivalent way. IQA rules guide the researcher to present the 
participants’ reality in a way that minimises the possibility of bias or the imposition of the researcher’s 
personal interpretation.  

Individual Interviews 

The next phase of IQA consists of in-depth individual interviews structured around the affinities and 
influences. The interview phase is not an entirely new round of data collection, but “represents a 
deeper analysis, by the participants,” of the findings of the focus group (Tabane, 2010, p. 84), that adds 
richness and depth to those findings (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  

Through the interview phase in our study, we thus sought qualitative detail of the impacts of the 
tutorial programme—the changes it effected for and in the students—described in terms of the 
affinities. The tutor-researcher conducted interviews with 20 participants in which, following a loose 
structure that allowed for a natural flow of conversation, they elaborated on their experiences or 
perceptions of each affinity and the relations of influence among affinities. All the interviews were 
recorded and transcribed.  

Coding and Describing Affinities and Influences 

IQA includes protocols for coding the interview transcripts, based on the affinities. As noted above, we 
introduced the participants’ written reflections as a further source of data in our study. Although not 
standard IQA components, these written responses could be coded in the same way as the interview 
transcripts (and ARTs), and we consider the treatment of these data sources together here.  
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The tutor-researcher combined axial data—“specific examples of discourse that illustrate or allude to 
an affinity” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 315)—from all of the sources into a composite table per 
affinity. From the composite table, recurring themes were identified (Bargate, 2012), reflected in sub-
groups of quotes within each affinity. Similarly, theoretical data—quotes regarding the directions of 
influence for the affinity relationships—were compiled from the written sources and from participants’ 
comments on their ARTs. The composite quotes describing the sub-affinities making up each affinity, 
and the relationships of influence among affinities, form the source material for the rich descriptions 
typical of IQA representation. 

Presenting the Findings 

Together, the IQA processes just described enabled the construction of answers to the generic 
research questions: the affinities—the components of meaning of the phenomenon—and the ways in 
which they interact in a perceived system of cause and effect can be portrayed in rich, grounded 
descriptions, relying on participants’ own words.  

As with all the preceding steps, the presentation of IQA findings is delineated by specific protocols 
promoting rigour (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). The descriptions draw extensively on the participants’ 
own words and are intended to be “as free from researcher interpretation and opinion as possible,” 
giving centre stage to the data and adding to the credibility of the findings (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, 
p. 302).  

Each affinity is presented as comprising several sub-affinities, which in turn, are each described by a 
composite quote woven together from multiple individual quotes. The relationships of influence 
among affinities are rendered in the same way. These rich and textured descriptions in the participants’ 
words can be seen as a tapestry made up of individual realities, at times revealing shades of variation 
within participants’ shared understanding of the phenomenon. Apart from brief explanatory sentences 
or summary paragraphs, the description of affinities includes minimal interpretive commentary or 
evaluation from the researcher: “Because the group is the best source of describing their experience, 
why not describe it purely in their own words?” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 316). Presentation of 
the findings in the form of these composite quotes will form a substantial portion of any (unavoidably 
lengthy) reporting of the research.  

Returning to our study, recall that the focus group identified and named six affinities. Further analysis, 
following coding of the interview transcripts and written reflections, yielded between five and 10 
component sub-affinities for each of the six affinities. By way of brief illustration, we consider the 
Personal Outcomes affinity (a brief description of which appears in the Affinity Write-Ups section 
above). Personal Outcomes was found to comprise five sub-affinities: 

Elements of Personal Outcomes:  

 Academic benefits, from immediate, course-related impacts to broader 
metacognitive outcomes; 

 Developing interpersonal skills; 

 Increased self-confidence around disciplinary knowledge and verbal expression; 

 Growing social resources—the friendships and networks established in the group; 
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 A sense of personal transformation linked to emergent disciplinary mastery. 

For brevity, we present only the first component sub-affinity (or element) of Personal Outcomes—the 
academic benefits participants described—here. Following IQA presentation rules, a brief summary 
prepared by the researcher is followed by a composite quote drawn from the interview transcripts and 
written reflections of multiple participants:  

I Developed in My Academic World 

Students recounted a range of academic benefits they considered personal outcomes of their learning, 
from immediate, course-related impacts to broader metalearning outcomes that they could transfer 
to other courses and contexts. 

This is the first time that I’ve passed all three tests for economics. . . . It’s confidence, and 
I think I’ll be better prepared come the exam. I have grown studying. ‘Cause I’ve learnt a 
lot—I’ve learnt things that I didn’t know before, and I know what to do now next time, in 
terms of studying and the things that I’ve learnt. It helped me in that sense that I developed 
in my academic world. I think that my mind is more open, not just in class, and not just in 
the module that I’m studying, but in all the other modules. Because I’ve learnt that ok, I 
need to understand the concepts of things or the way things move, and not just be 
cramming and . . . putting things in my mind—but to really get an understanding. Because 
understanding the basics, I think when I [am] further on I’ll be able to cope with more. 
Maybe you can’t see it now, maybe I can’t express it—but for me it’s just a good thing, it’s 
something that I can talk about, so now I know what to do. It helped me how to study, not 
only economics but other courses too. 

Beyond the Affinity Descriptions: Theorising the Findings 

The next level of analysis proceeds from these thick and nuanced descriptions along the lines of many 
other qualitative approaches as the researcher returns to the literature, tests existing theory, or 
abstracts new insights. The SID offers a useful framework for this process; it offers an immediate visual 
summary of the whole phenomenon and its components, and contains possible departure points for 
elaboration and theorising. The researcher may thus read or infer relationships, interdependencies, 
self-perpetuating constructs, likely locations of failure, possibilities for redemption, and promising 
areas for intervention—all from a conceptual structure that is entirely grounded in the participants’ 
perspectives. 

Reflections and Discussion 

Drawing on our experiences with its application, we offer some reflections on IQA as an inclusive 
participatory research approach. From the perspective of a cross-over researcher and qualitative 
novice, the rules of IQA and the clear steps it prescribes through data generation and analysis served 
to enhance the researcher’s confidence in the process and the findings, and her freedom to abstract 
theoretical insights from the latter. Linked to this are the means by which IQA can be viewed as 
favourable to a social change agenda. This may be seen in a participant-inclusive epistemological move 
given that IQA elevates participant views and brings student voices to the fore, often in areas of 
research and new knowledge creation—such as economics education—where they have thus far not 
been heard or authentically represented. It is also evident at a more immediate level in the on-the-
ground processes of the research method itself in focus groups and interviews that empower 
participants and promote inclusion and ownership. 
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In our experience, IQA mitigated some of the possible concerns around ownership, authority, 
representation, and positionality. The deep involvement of the participants in interpreting and 
analysing data, and the rendering of findings in their voices, contributed to credibility (Guba, 1981). 
These features of IQA further helped to reconcile some of the tensions inherent particularly in 
qualitative research in an education context: the inevitable power differentials between the tutor-
researcher (who was also the module lecturer and eventual examiner) and the student-participants, 
and their respective roles as outsider/insiders in research (McNess et al., 2015). By casting the 
participants as the experts on their own learning, IQA remained consistent with the dismantled 
authority relationships that characterised the cooperative learning pedagogy of the tutorials, blurred 
the boundaries between insider and outsider, and alleviated discomfort around the tutor-researcher’s 
multiple roles. While IQA does not eliminate these tensions, we submit that the approach is favourable 
to a practice of everyday ethics, and congruent with the principles of mutual respect and democratic 
participation that have been suggested as part of a guiding framework for participatory research 
(Banks & Brydon-Miller, 2018). 

Our application of IQA also revealed some limitations and potential hazards inherent in the method. 
Some concerns centred on the pivotal nature of the focus group, on which the rest of the approach 
may be seen to depend. First, the communal nature of the focus group, and its emphasis on group 
reality, seem to reflect an assumption that there exists a single, albeit complex, group reality that can 
be satisfactorily captured in the SID. The IQA guidelines do not offer steps to follow if participants 
cannot reach complete agreement before time and energy run out. Although our focus group 
participants reached consensus relatively smoothly, a concern remains that in seeking consensus, the 
focus group processes might simply be masking conflict and attaining compromise—the appearance 
of agreement (Cohen et al., 2011). The silent nature of brainstorming and clustering in IQA, while 
offering advantages by limiting the influence of dominant personalities or of the researcher, may not 
reveal unresolved conflicts of meaning among participants. Because IQA captures only what is said or 
written, the apparent consensus reflected in the affinity write-ups may contain the silences of some 
participants, on some affinities at least. The interviews in which individual participants elaborate their 
understandings may address some of these concerns—but the interviews are themselves structured 
and bounded by the affinities.  

Thus, while the grounded, participant-driven nature of the affinities (and their interrelationships as 
depicted in the SID) is one of IQA’s key strengths, this may be a double-edged sword; once confirmed, 
the affinities are set, and the researcher and readers are called on to trust that they are a fair 
representation of the participants’ reality. While the individual interviews can act as a check of the 
affinities and influences, IQA guidelines do not cover the possibility that the affinities and system 
produced by the focus group in the first place may be flawed. This underlines the critical importance 
of the execution and functioning of the focus group, because all of the phases that follow hang on the 
credibility of the affinities. There is a need for careful planning and management of focus group 
processes by the researcher.  

Further possible tensions exist around IQA representation and interpretation. The composite quotes 
characteristic of IQA present a trade-off; while a holistic and nuanced picture is created for the group, 
individual voices are not reflected or tracked in these aggregated quotes. In deepening the analysis 
and presenting the data, the researcher needs to account for variation in the tone of individual 
experience of the affinities, and should be aware of the silences from individual participants on some 
issues. To this end, in our study, the tutor-researcher at times departed slightly from standard IQA 
presentation. In a few instances, this involved separating out distinct groups of voices within an 
affinity. In another modification to IQA protocol, on occasion, she augmented the IQA-standard 
interview data with the inclusion of extracts from her own reflective journal to reveal her perspective 
on the meanings offered by participants. 
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Although IQA emphasises privileging student voices and minimising researcher influence, it 
nonetheless requires significant researcher engagement in deeper analysis and representation. IQA 
stakes its claim to rigour partly on the premise that its procedures for data collection and analysis are 
public and non-idiosyncratic. Nonetheless, the abundance of qualitative descriptions that emerge from 
the interview transcripts and reflective writing requires the researcher to exercise considerable 
judgement, drawing on their own experience and understandings to select and compile composite 
quotes that capture the range of meanings participants ascribe to the affinities and their influences on 
each other. In this sense, the researcher’s tracks are all over the data and it would be disingenuous to 
suggest that the process of representation and interpretation in IQA is neutral, objective, or 
unequivocal beyond the production of the SID.  

Given this, we argue that the occasional departure from protocol does not detract from the advantages 
of IQA, but—if transparently and reflexively undertaken—can serve to offset some drawbacks or shed 
light on some blind spots.  

A further accommodation we made to standard IQA components was the addition of participants’ 
written reflections as a data source to be analysed in accordance with IQA protocol. Their reflective 
writing offered additional perspectives that allowed for fuller explanations of the nature and extent of 
the changes that the tutorial programme effected for the students, and also served as a source of data 
triangulation (Cohen et al., 2011; Guba, 1981). This proved to be an especially useful addition in light 
of the concerns around silence or conflict noted above; as a less focused and more private medium, 
reflective writing might be a channel for insights students would not mention in the focus groups or 
interviews. Our confidence in the affinities was increased on finding that the reflective writing could 
be accounted for within those categories of meaning. The regular written submissions—together with 
the individual replies from the tutor-researcher, which underscored the value attached to the 
reflections—may also have encouraged the participants to develop a habit of introspection on their 
learning, thereby enhancing the data they generated in the focus groups and interviews.  

Commensurate with their role in the research process, the level of commitment of the participants 
was a key factor in obtaining the depth of data generated through the IQA phases in our study. We 
believe that the willingness of the participants to commit so much of their time to the focus group 
sessions, subsequent individual interviews, and reflective writing, was due to several factors. These 
include the relationship the tutor-researcher had established with the group over the semester, their 
relationships with each other, their understanding and support of the purpose of the research, and an 
appreciation of having their views heard.  

These factors may account for the participants in our study wishing not to be anonymised. Although 
the nature of the composite quotes in IQA representation does not call for individual attributions, we 
anticipated instances where individual participants would be referred to. To protect privacy in line with 
the ethical approval obtained, we had intended to refer to participants using random letters. However, 
when the tutor-researcher reminded the participants of this after the focus group sessions, many 
expressed pride at having been part of the research and a desire to recognise themselves in any work 
that referred to them individually. Accordingly, the participants chose the individual pseudonyms that 
would be used to refer to them in subsequent work, an approach that served to retain confidentiality 
for those who wished it, while allowing for recognition. This might suggest that the participants felt a 
sense of ownership of the research.   
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Concluding Comments 

In this paper, we reflected on the merits of the theoretically informed methodological approach—
interactive qualitative analysis (IQA)—that was employed to study student learning through a 
pedagogical intervention in a higher education programme. We drew attention to the need for a shift 
from positivist education science research characterised by objective, distant investigators conducting 
research on student subjects (a dominant research culture evident in extant economics education 
literature), to researchers working with student participants in a reciprocally beneficial enterprise. Our 
account of IQA demonstrated how the power dynamic between researcher and participants can be 
minimised and how participant voice could be elevated through integral involvement in data 
generation and analysis and subsequent co-ownership of the research outcomes. We also considered 
the appeal that this methodology might have for cross-over researchers from historically quantitative 
disciplinary fields in higher education, especially as it relates to the structure and research rigour that 
the IQA approach affords. While we remain conservative about any claim to directly addressing new 
higher education decolonial imperatives, we do contend that IQA, and the adaptations that we 
attempted, is a step in the direction of substantive participant inclusion that is likely to have positive 
spill-over effects. 
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This book, Community-Based Research With Vulnerable Populations: Ethical, Inclusive and Sustainable 
Frameworks for Knowledge Generation, forms part of the Palgrave Studies in Education Research 
Methods series. The books in this series investigate and speculate on enabling, inclusive educational 
approaches that help to position education as a driver of social transformation—rather than as a 
contributor to economic and social marginalisation. As noted in its foreword by UNESCO co-Chairs for 
Community-Based Research and Social Responsibility in Higher Education, Budd Hall and Rajesh 
Tandon, the book helps us to understand “the complex relationships and transformative potential of 
learning, knowledge creation, ethics and action in the context of social justice” (Tandon & Hall, 2022, 
p. v). 

Being asked to review this book allowed me, a novice researcher, to hone my understanding of how 
to conduct community-based research (CBR) with people from diverse backgrounds, sensitising me to 
the importance of learning how to engage with individuals who have valuable knowledge and 
experience to share. On reading the book, I came to understand that the greatest advantage of CBR, 
as explained in the first chapter, is that it does not only focus on specific research outcomes but also 
on community education and the emancipation of marginalised populations. CBR affords universities 
and their research staff the opportunity to partner with communities to pursue social change for social 
justice outcomes (see Strand et al., 2003).  

The book is divided into three parts: the first positions CBR within higher education, the second offers 
case studies that show how CBR can be operationalised in higher education, and the third suggests 
guidelines for policy and practice of CBR in higher education. The first chapter provides a sound 
foundation for the book, explaining the basic principles and paradigm of CBR, defining core concepts 
in the book, and presenting the core thesis of the book: the need for the university to pursue research 
partnerships with those most affected by complex social issues. This chapter highlights the challenges 
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facing researchers doing CBR within a system that is rigid and geared for more traditional forms of 
research. Importantly, the first chapter defines the somewhat controversial term, vulnerability, clearly 
positioning this as a structurally imposed state rather than one of personal deficit. The aim of the book 
is to generate theory and provide examples of practice to aid in the development of an ethical, 
inclusive, and sustainable framework for CBR to generate knowledge in a democratic way. 

Chapter 2 explains the ethical principles of CBR as well as the ethical dilemmas it poses. This chapter 
was an eye-opener for me because I had not previously realised the complexity of the ethical issues 
involved in CBR. The last chapter in Part 1 explains in detail how the editor and her colleagues 
researched and designed a CBR course for academics. I found the detail of the process given in this 
chapter useful as a compass to show direction to any researcher who might want to engage in research 
to bring about change. The most important thing to learn for any researcher wishing to do CBR is to 
make the shift to a participatory, transformative paradigm. It is clearly not an easy thing to unlearn 
after years of conducting researcher-driven studies, but this chapter offers an outline of how 
academics can capacitate themselves to conduct ethical, inclusive, and sustainable CBR.  

The various case studies in Part 2 of the book helped me to understand the different ways that the 
university can engage with marginalised communities to help them improve their own lives. They 
provide empirical evidence of the power of full participation of the community in generating 
knowledge relevant to their context. Although the chapters were all written by different authors and 
conducted in different contexts, they give pointers as to how academics can build sustainable 
relationships in communities, grounded in specific life-enhancing values and principles. The use of 
Indigenous theories and knowledge has helped people of different backgrounds, ages, and experience 
to work together to find solutions to the problems they face in South Africa as well as in other countries 
such as Colombia, Ireland, Australia, and Tanzania. 

The final chapters in Part 3 offer examples of frameworks to conduct CBR and argue that it can also be 
positioned to strengthen the community college system as a means of transformative adult education 
for the most marginalised people. The concluding chapter brings it all together in the form of a 
framework for CBR. 

I found this book useful to enhance the capacity of academics in higher education institutions to 
conduct CBR and partner with marginalised populations to generate relevant, useful, and 
contextualised knowledge. The content of the book is rich and well organised under different topics in 
the respective chapters, which makes it easy for readers to understand. Although the book’s emphasis 
is on educational CBR in higher education institutions, I found it to be valuable and well suited to 
researchers and practitioners in areas beyond education, for example, those in community 
development, health sciences, social sciences, and other related fields.  

In my opinion, the scholarly arguments in the book—as well as the detailed case studies—are of great 
value in helping those involved in CBR to really understand the field and how to begin to conduct 
engaged research. As a novice community-based researcher, I feel I now have a better understanding 
of CBR and the ethical issues around it.  
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This bi-annual conference emphasised the need for transformation in higher education through 
rethinking the role of critical service-learning for social transformation. As a transformative pedagogy, 
critical service-learning uses the local community as its textbook, out-of-classroom experiences as 
learning spaces, and theory as real-life application. Learning spaces outside the classroom will probably 
become more important given that international trends in higher education call for engaged 
participation and collaboration with community partners.  

The International Symposium on Service-Learning online symposium took place in June 2021 and the 
second, in-person part of this symposium was held at the University of Nicosia in Cyprus in 2022. The 
programme included 40 presentations in various formats and approximately 90 delegates attended 
the three-day symposium. The presentation formats included research presentations, interactive 
storytelling presentations, workshops, and poster presentations.  

Themes 

The theme of the conference was Critical Service-Learning Across the Globe: Transforming Teaching 
Into Social Action. The broader conference sub-themes were: 

 Integrating service-learning through multicultural and/or multidisciplinary 
methodologies in higher education. 

 The transformation of education and service-learning through global crises and events.  
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 Collaborative curriculum design and research.  

 Emerging theoretical perspectives in higher education and transformation studies from 
across the globe that link to student transformation into critical and engaged citizens.  

 The transformation of students into critical citizens.  

 Service-learning conceptual frameworks that enhance transformation.  

 Collaborative research.  

 International service-learning.  

 Inter- multi- and transdisciplinary transformation initiatives. 

 Societal impact of service-learning.  

 Institutional transformation through service-learning.  

 Integrating service-learning and multicultural education in academia. 

The conference addressed critical issues related to emerging global perspectives in higher education: 
to enable transformation, critical citizenship, collaborative and inter-disciplinary curriculum design 
with local community partners; integrating critical service-learning into coursework and research; 
engaging in conversations about ethical goals of universities to foster social responsiveness; and 
lessons learnt when integrating critical service-learning into higher education coursework. The 
conversations that arose from the conference presentations kept circling back to crucial questions 
concerning the role of academics in including community partners as co-researchers in teaching, 
learning, and skills development in higher education. Part of the focus of the conference was to 
determine how faculty members can transform their teaching practices to enable agency. 

 Welcome and Keynote Address 
Rector of the University of Nicosia, Philippos Pouyioutas, placed emphasis on the key role universities 
play in creating just societies that contribute to democracy, social and economic equality, and the 
embodiment of their constitutional values. Delegates were challenged to reflect on how their 
universities respond to the modern global challenges of green and digital transitions in their quest to 
work towards the United Nations Strategy for Sustainable Development 2030. Senior Vice-Rector of 
the University of Nicosia, Constantinos Phellas, further highlighted that the key objective of education, 
especially higher education, is to become agents of change in our local communities. 

The keynote address was delivered by the CEO of the Centre of Social Innovation, Demetris 
Hadjisofocli. This address challenged the status quo of working in silos, and highlighted the need for 
collaboration, integration, and global interaction between stakeholders across the various industries 
and disciplines in society. This addressed offered a fresh perspective on how we, as academics, 
understand service-learning as two concepts of service and learning. Real-life application, skills 
development, and agency were highlighted as the drivers of service and the cornerstones of learning.  

Research Presentations 

Common themes from the presentations included critical conversations regarding frameworks for 
critical service-learning, restorative justice through service-learning, reflections on community needs 
and expectations during service-learning, integrating service-learning with teaching components of 
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coursework, service-learning in post-graduate studies, and service-learning in trans-, inter-, and 
intradisciplinary projects. The reflexive nature of service-learning also encouraged reflection during 
the presentations where scholars shared their experiences and new ideas to ensure academic rigour, 
ethical conduct, inclusiveness, and transformational learning during service-learning opportunities.  

Assessing students’ learning remained one of the challenging topics in the presentations, given that 
measuring learning is a subjective concept. There is a need for scholars to reflect on how service-
learning can be formalised to serve as credit-bearing components of coursework.  

Storytelling Presentations 
This refreshing presentation method offered presenters opportunity to be creatively expressive during 
their presentations. The inclusion of dramatisation, visual art, and open dialogue opened the floor for 
critical reflection and personal association for delegates. These presentations highlighted themes of 
transformational thinking, diversity and inclusion, enabling agency through service-learning, 
theoretical underpinnings for critical service-learning engagements, and active community 
engagement as some of the transformational learning objectives of service-learning in higher 
education.  

The focus of these presentations also spoke to one of the pivotal elements of education for sustainable 
change—equity. The importance of a changing narrative from equality in education to equity and 
justice in education became apparent during the presentations.  

Workshops 

The workshops presented during this conference highlighted the need for global citizenship and 
international service-learning projects, online possibilities of service-learning projects, enabling the 
development of praxis in service-learning, multidisciplinary engagement, and how to monitor the 
ethical conduct of researchers, students, and community partners during service-learning projects. The 
fourth industrial revolution calls for international collaboration and a move toward digital learning.  

One aspect that cannot be overlooked in developing learning opportunities to prepare students for 
this digitised world is the importance of humanity, ethical action, and critical responsiveness. The 
workshops addressed some of the challenges we can face in higher education by moving too rapidly 
towards industrial digitisation without being cautious of neglecting humanity, ethical action, and 
critical responsiveness in our quest to keep up with the status quo.  

This conference challenged delegates to rethink teaching, learning, research, and community 
engagement activities in a post-pandemic world. The discussions and presentations offered 
opportunity to critically reflect on the need for more engaged learning for students, the importance of 
including community partners as co-researchers and co-decision makers in service-learning, for 
academics to engage in service-learning as equal partners to enable life-long learning, and for 
universities to be challenged to rethink their inclusion of service-learning as a pedagogical tool in 
higher education.  

Apart from the critical conversations we could engage in during this conference, we had opportunity 
to learn about interdisciplinary projects and we could reflect on how teaching, doing research, and 
working in communities during a global pandemic made us think differently about the role of critical 
service-learning in higher education. It was refreshing to participate in presentations where the 
embodiment of values of care, ethical actions, transparency, and justice were pivotal in service-
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learning engagements. The different theoretical frameworks that can underpin service-learning 
projects for academic rigour could enable scholars to integrate critical service-learning as a credit-
bearing pedagogical tool into coursework and research activities.  

 


