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Editorial 

 

20 + 1: How Can Educational Research in South Africa Be Transformative? 

 

Naydene de Lange, Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 

 

The focus of Educational Research for Social Change (ERSC) online journal is informed by the early 

work of Michael Schratz and Rob Walker (1995), Research as Social Change: New Opportunities for 

Qualitative Research. Although their work was published 20 years ago, the idea of research having 

the potential of being transformative, in and of itself, is still very new in many educational research 

circles.  

 

In recent times, university work—worldwide and in South Africa—has been framed as teaching, 

research, and engagement; the last intended to dispel the notion of the university as ivory tower (de 

Lange, 2012) and to ensure that the university is an “engaged university,” engaging students, faculty, 

and communities in confronting and addressing challenges facing communities and society at large. 

All societies are undoubtedly confronted with diverse challenges that require deeper understanding 

thereof to enable their resolution. To this end, research is presented as a key tool, and researchers 

therefore clearly formulate a problem and research question(s), design an appropriate study, collect 

relevant information, do an analysis and interpretation, and offer recommendations for the key 

stakeholders. I often wonder how many of the resultant articles are read, and whether the findings 

and recommendations are ever used by relevant stakeholders to inform policies and programmes. I 

take an example from the field of HIV and AIDS, the field in which I do research, and refer to a study 

by Andrews and Pouris (2010) who indicated that, looking at the number of journal articles (both 

quantitative and qualitative) on HIV and AIDS published between 2005 and 2009, South African 

scholars published the fifth-most articles in the world—most studies being in the social sciences. Yet, 

despite this abundance of research, the continued increase in HIV prevalence rates in South Africa 

(Shisana et al., 2014) suggests that the impact of all this research is very little. So what is the problem 

with the research? What is it that researchers could be doing differently?  

 

I turn to Shratz and Walker (1995) who asserted that the complexity of problems, in particular those 

researched by social scientists, require researchers going “beyond some competence in sampling, 

questionnaire design and being able to manipulate and present figures” (p. 4), and to see their 

“involvement in research as providing them with new possibilities for [social] action.” They pointed 

out that their “inclination is to seek to understand situations as participants see them rather than as 

theory might suggest and to recognise that once we start to study them we inevitably become part of 

the situation ourselves, not apart from it” (p. 2), which provides the “opportunity to become more 

reflexive in . . . practice (p. 1).” They continued that they, in their work, “have tried to suggest ways 

of doing research that we have found engage people’s interest and enthusiasm and which often has 

led to new ways of thinking, new possibilities for action and sometimes a new sense of direction” (p. 
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4). It is this kind of research, which enables social action and positive change that social scientists 

should be exploring, and which is also the kind of research that the Educational Research for Social 

Change journal encourages and publishes. 

 

Researchers in the field of educational research—from universities in South Africa and abroad—have 

indeed taken up “new ways of thinking” about research that have opened up “possibilities for action” 

as Schratz and Walker (1995, p. 4) suggested (see the many articles in previous issues of ERSC). Thus, 

they have found ways to: 

 

contribute towards making a difference in the lives of people in the communities that 

universities serve . . . [and,] drawing on research methodologies of a participatory nature 

. . . [allow] academic researchers to engage with the communities they serve and to 

take up their social responsibility. (De Lange, 2012, p. 4)  

 

Such research, which has an activist and interventionist agenda in and of itself, is seen as critical in 

contributing to a transformation agenda. 

 

Clearly, ERSC journal is creating a space for research for social change, but this is in the context of a 

higher education landscape that pressures researchers to publish or perish. This seems to encourage 

researchers to choose the quickest way of doing research, collecting data for analysis, and publishing 

it in a peer-reviewed (and accredited journal) so that their university can draw the subsidy from the 

Department of Higher Education and Training. While this is seen as contributing to the relevant 

bodies of knowledge, it often leaves the participants who provided the data in the same situation as 

they were before the research—even though a firm set of recommendations to key stakeholders 

may have been offered. Participatory research that aims to enable social change takes longer 

because it requires earnest negotiation to gain access to the participants in the particular 

community, an extended period of working with the participants, lengthy data generation sessions, 

participatory analysis, and shared dissemination. The benefit, however, is that the findings are 

immediately available to the participants, the process in itself is often an enabling one, and 

participants themselves are able to take action and do something about the issue under scrutiny. 

Participatory research is not without critique, and requires thoughtful engagement with the 

participants from the outset of a study working towards achieving “participatory parity” (Fraser, 

1997). 

 

Past themed issues of Educational Research for Social Change have foregrounded choice of paradigm 

and methodology that promote social change, for example, the themed issues on action research 

and its transformative potential, arts-based methodologies in addressing HIV and AIDS and the 

difference they make, and the importance of enacting reflexivity in educational research. Other 

themed issues have focused on specific fields and areas where a deeper understanding could 

contribute to social change, such as the themed issue on information and communication 

technologies and educational change, and intercultural education as culturally responsive education. 

The last issue focused on the importance of descending from the ivory tower, and community 

engagement for mutual learning. Clearly, these themed issues encourage researchers and their 

postgraduate students to rethink their doing of research in a way that indeed contributes to the 

social change needed worldwide. 

 

This eighth issue, "20 + 1: How Can Educational Research in South Africa Be Transformative?" (21 

years into democratic South Africa), continues the work presented in the earlier issues—and makes 

further contribution to the theorising of educational research for social change. Five scholars—all 
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experts in their respective fields—were invited to draw on their rich and deep experience of 

conducting research and supervising research students to frame arguments that would contribute to 

the theme of the issue.  

 

They were asked to consider such questions as: 

• What is educational research for social change? How might we push research as social 

change further and deepen our understanding of research as social change? 

• What does scholarship for social change mean? Who decides what it means? What are 

its possibilities and its limitations? 

• How do we encourage socially engaged scholarship? 

• How might research be democratised? Why should research be democratised? What are 

the possibilities?  

• Who may produce knowledge, own knowledge, and disseminate knowledge for social 

change? How might we challenge dominant and privileged ways of knowing?  

• How might we encourage postgraduate students to undertake educational research for 

social change? 

• How can our research influence policy makers and inform policy making?  

• How might new modes of representation (such as screenings, exhibitions, and the use of 

digital technology) contribute to new frameworks for educational research as social 

change? 

• How can we challenge the gatekeepers of research in higher education through 

educational research for social change?  

 

The articles together encourage readers to rethink the historical and current contexts of the 

university, the core tasks of the university, what socially engaged scholarship means, the knowledges 

that are produced and how they are produced, the ways in which such knowledges are disseminated, 

and how the contemporary higher education landscape persists in promoting a certain kind of 

knowledge that continues to reproduce inequalities that are not to the advantage of the 

communities the universities serve. They do, indeed, offer food for thought! 

 

INVITED ARTICLES 

Articles were invited for this special edition from the following authors: 

• Crain Soudien 

Looking Backwards: How to Be a South African University 

• Enver Motala  

Public Scholarship, Democracy and Scholarly Engagement  

• Relebohile Moletsane 

Whose Knowledge is It? Towards Reordering Knowledge Production and Dissemination 

in the Global South 
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• Claudia Mitchell 

Looking at Showing: On the Politics and Pedagogy of Exhibiting in Community-Based 

Research and Work With Policy Makers 

• Keyan Tomaselli 

Hacking Through Academentia: Autoethnography, Data and Social Change  

 

The first article, “Looking Backwards: How to Be a South African University” by Crain Soudien, offers 

an important take on the early days of the South African university, enabling the reader to engage 

with his argument of the centrality of “race” in the university, then and now, and how in spite of 

being contested by some, it continues to shape the agenda of the university. Soudien cleverly builds 

his argument using the notion of “perverse ambivalence” as organising concept. He argues that it is 

difficult to stop the momentum of “whiteness” as a “meaning-making paradigm” and the continual 

injustices it produces. The need for, and urgency of transformation, however, positions it as “a site of 

work.” In terms of the theme of this issue, this article enables understanding of how race shapes the 

core agenda of the South African university, its curriculum, and its research agenda, and how what is 

understood as “good research” emanates from the project of white supremacy. 

 

“Public Scholarship, Democracy and Scholarly Engagement” by Enver Motala, complements 

Soudien’s paper in furthering the argument that conventional (and colonialist) approaches to the 

production of scholarship is limiting and might not optimally serve the broader purposes of science 

as an intellectual and social activity. Motala argues that scholarship emanating from academics and 

communities engaging with each other, co-constructing knowledge, has greater social purpose and 

should be intrinsic to the core business and role of the university. Such scholarship, however, is not 

readily accepted as good research, with the researcher’s work often being marginalised. As such, he 

argues that scholarship should be expanded to be understood as socially engaged scholarship, which, 

when working with communities—also marginalised communities—has implications for which 

research traditions, paradigms, methodologies, and methods are privileged as modes of inquiry, 

representation, and dissemination.  

 

Relebohile Moletsane, in her article entitled “Whose Knowledge is It? Towards Reordering 

Knowledge Production and Dissemination in the Global South,” picks up on the arguments of the two 

previous articles, and questions the power inherent in knowledge production and, therefore, whose 

knowledge counts. Her question of how social sciences and humanities researchers including 

education scholars and activists, in general, and those in the Global South, in particular, might 

advance the troubled and troubling knowledge they encounter in their work, and how might their 

work contribute to social change in the institutions and communities they work with, encourages 

readers to think about the possibilities of “reordering knowledge production and dissemination” so 

as to take into consideration that which is local and indigenous and which could contribute to social 

change. While several educational researchers in South Africa are beginning to explore participatory 

methodologies, and locating their work in a critical and transformative paradigm, a critical mass of 

this kind of research could contribute to the transformation of the university—its curriculum, its 

research agenda, and its engagement with the communities the university serves—and also to the 

transformation of society.  

 

Claudia Mitchell’s article, “Looking at Showing: On the Politics and Pedagogy of Exhibiting in 

Community-Based Research and Work with Policy Makers,” links to the Soudien, Motala, and 

Moletsane articles by exploring the kind of research universities should undertake to contribute to 

social change. In this conceptual paper, drawing on examples from her community-based 
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participatory research, Mitchell explores the importance of exhibiting research for participants and 

audiences to see and engage with. She develops the argument in her paper around the idea of 

“circulating the vernacular” to explain the process of exhibiting the work in different sites and to 

different audiences—enabling dialogue. She presents the example of an exhibition emanating from a 

community-based research project, and how it was used to engage audiences and policy makers to 

see for themselves the need for change, as well as the possibilities for change. Mitchell’s article 

makes an important contribution to the theme of educational research contributing to 

transformation by offering a tentative framework for studying exhibiting, and engaging audiences in 

social science research that can make a difference. 

 

In the final article in this collection, “Hacking Through Academentia: Autoethnography, Data and 

Social Change,” Keyan Tomaselli challenges what counts as research in higher education, and who 

gets to decide what counts. This links to the argument Soudien put forward, pointing out how 

difficult it is to disrupt the influence of whiteness that still lingers and influences what counts as good 

research. Using autoethnography as methodology, Tomaselli employs his own experiences of 

researching and publishing to connect the personal to the cultural and then to the political, pointing 

out several areas to be contested if we “want to build a more inclusive polysemic dynamic 

humanities [and social sciences] that responds to the myriad of contexts in which the diversity of 

multicultural generations now find themselves.” He offers a “new imaginary” as a way forward 

suggesting that academia be “all-inclusive, democratising, useful, generating employable (critical) 

graduates; engage in critical and indigenous methodologies; and examine the commodification of the 

academic enterprise.”  

  

STUDENT ARTICLES  

The issue also includes two articles by postgraduate research students:  

• Kimera Moodley, with Angela James and Michelle Stears 

Reflections of a Novice Academic Writer  

• Ying-Syuan Huang 

Integrating Reflexivity: Negotiating Researcher Identity through Autoethnography 

 

Two articles by postgraduate research students arrived unexpectedly at the ERSC journal office and 

have been included in this issue because they, serendipitously and in different ways, speak to key 

points made in the invited articles.  

 

“Reflections of a Novice Academic Writer,” by Kimera Moodley with the support of her supervisor, 

Angela James, and mentor, Michelle Stears, describes the experiences and reflections of a student 

writing her first article for publication. It lays bare the writing and rewriting process, and anguish and 

frustrations of “getting it right” in order to gain access to the academic writer fold. In 2015 

circumstance of student protest against economic exclusion or gatekeeping, Moodley points to 

another less visible gate—the art of academic writing. As earlier articles argue against the 

gatekeeping of who may be considered worthy of contributing knowledge, so Moodley shows the 

difficulties (and rewards) of having to learn how to comply with conventional methods of 

disseminating (through academic publishing) that knowledge. 

 

Ying-Syuan Huong’s background places her astride indigenous knowledges and modern education. 

She writes about how, in her research, she was confronted with the tensions between Confucian 
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learning traditions and new Western reform initiatives. Her article, “Integrating Reflexivity: 

Negotiating Researcher Identity Through Autoethnography,” explores her identity as researcher by 

interrogating internal tensions experienced in her inquiry about science education transformation in 

Taiwan: “When I came to Canada as a Taiwanese learner, I became aware of the influence of one’s 

cultural heritage on their epistemic practice. . . . Through reflexivity, I entered the process of 

negotiating between my cultural experience and my research inquiry.” While the article does not 

speak directly to a South African context, it does throw light on a dilemma indigenous South African 

students might face, and also demonstrates how a reflexive methodology enables a deeper 

understanding of the inherent tensions of transformation and of self. 

 

I invite readers to consider these two articles in the context of central ideas offered in Soudien, 

Motala, Moletsane, Mitchell, and Tomaselli’s articles, and make further connections for themselves.  

 

CONFERENCE REPORT 

The conference report on the 2015 Sexual Violence Research Initiative (SVRI) Forum, bringing 

together university scholars and several researchers in the employment of NGOs, describes the space 

SVRI created for dialogue around understanding and addressing sexual violence—as the SVRI pointed 

out, particularly in “resource poor” and “low- and middle-income countries.” The report highlights 

the interesting keynote papers, oral presentations, posters, and visual work, but points out that here 

too, the way knowledge is produced, represented, and disseminated is troublesome. I concluded the 

report by asking: “If we had heard the voices of the women and girls on the ground, how might that 

have contributed to our deeper understanding of addressing sexual violence in South Africa, Africa, 

and the rest of the world?”  

 

BOOK REVIEW 

Knowledge as Enablement: Engagement Between Higher Education and the Third Sector in South 

Africa (edited by Mabel Erasmus and Ruth Albertyn), as Anne Harley and Mark Butler point out in 

their book review, makes an important contribution to the under-studied field of community 

engagement (CE) by opening a much-needed conversation and starting from a point that 

problematises the field. The reviewers highlight the possibilities of the book contributing to the 

transformation of the work of higher education institutions but critique the slippages in the use of 

language around community engagement, the exclusion of important social movement voices, the 

relations of power and representation, and the reinforcing and reinscription of inequalities and 

injustices that would reproduce that which CE is actually aiming to address. The book review 

contributes to the themed issue by prompting researchers at higher education institutions to think 

critically about knowledge production in service of transformation. 

 

I believe that every piece in “20 + 1: How Can Educational Research in South Africa Be 

Transformative?” in different but interesting ways, opens up the space for us, as scholars, to engage 

critically what “our doing does” (Foucault, as paraphrased in Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1992).  
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