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Editorial 
 
Naydene de Lange 
Faculty of Education, Nelson Mandela University 
naydene.delange@mandela.ac.za 
 

This open issue of Educational Research for Social Change offers a collection of eight articles from 
authors across several education institutions and from diverse disciplines, all grappling with the bigger 
ideal of transformation and social change. Their publications draw on their own practices as academics 
and researchers, demonstrating a willingness to reflect on and critique their own teaching, research, 
and engagement—in an effort to deepen their understanding of how university work can indeed 
contribute to social change.  

What has crystallised from this collection of articles is the role of discourse, criticality, and reflexivity 
in our own thinking of, and writing about, the work done at university. Instead of giving an exposition 
and critique of these concepts, I choose to raise several questions around these constructs for us as 
academics and researchers to consider. First, referring to discourses:  

 What socially constructed discourses are we drawing on?  

 Who constructed the discourses, and why?  

 What discourses are we not drawing on, and why not?  

 Are we contextualising the discourses?  

 How are we positioning ourselves within these discourses?  

 How are these discourses helpful or not helpful in advancing research as social 
change?  

 How are the discourses contributing to transformation?  

 How aware are the discourses informing our thinking?  

The last question brings me to the second construct—that of criticality:  

 How do we ensure our own constant criticality?  

 How aware are we of criticality?  

 How aware are we of the power of criticality?  

 How do we use criticality in a generative way?  

 How do we use criticality to advance research as social change?  

The construct of criticality is also linked to reflexivity, about which I ask the following questions:  

 Why is reflexivity important?  

 How does reflexivity influence the quality of research?  

mailto:naydene.delange@mandela.ac.za
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 How can reflexivity enable inclusivity of voice?  

 How can reflexivity enable a deepened understanding of research for social change?  

Keeping these questions in mind, I offer an overview of the articles that presented themselves for 
inclusion in this open issue of the journal. 

The first three articles touch on the crucial topic of violence with Sheena Lamb and Lyn Snodgrass, in 
their article, “A Nonviolent Pedagogical Approach for Life Orientation Teacher Development: The 
Alternatives to Violence Project,” which takes up the idea of teachers as activists. They argue that life 
orientation teachers are positioned to play a pivotal role in addressing violence at school through their 
personal and life skills development work with learners in enabling the learners to be agentic in 
preventing and addressing violence. The caveat they add, though, is that teachers themselves should 
first engage in such self-development processes before they can meaningfully engage the learners 
around issues of violence. Lamb and Snodgrass suggest that the Alternatives to Violence Project could 
provide such a development process for life orientation teachers.  

Shan Simmonds, writing about “Teachers as Curriculum Leaders: Towards Promoting Gender Equity as 
a Democratic Ideal,” in making her argument, draws on the lived experiences of South African female 
teachers in schools. She shows how some still experience patriarchy and sexism, and how they find it 
difficult to confront these traditional discourses, while others succeed in positioning themselves as 
activist teachers using the curriculum—which as she points out, is a “site of political, racial, gendered, 
and theological” dispute—to have complicated conversations about gender injustice and to create an 
awareness of the need for gender equity as a democratic ideal.  

Ansurie Pillay and Johan Wassermann in “Espoused and Enacted Values of Student Teachers 
Interrogating Race, Class, and Gender in Literary Texts,” go deeper into the use of the curriculum in 
the university classroom as catalyst to interrogate issues of race, class, and gender. Having used various 
relevant literary texts in university classes, they however grapple with, as the title shows, what they 
see as a dichotomy between what the students espouse and what they enact. It seems, however, that 
the work over time and in the participatory action research cycles did serve to deepen their students’ 
awareness of race, class, and gender and contributed to sensitisation and small movements towards 
transformation in this regard.  

The next set of articles turns to the engagement aspect of university work, which is also conceptualised 
to contribute to transformation and social change. In both articles, the authors are candid about the 
complexities of this challenging aspect of university work. Sally Matthews, in her article, “Privilege, 
Poverty, and Pedagogy: Reflections on the Introduction of a Service-Learning Component Into a 
Postgraduate Political Studies Course,” takes a brave step in introducing service-learning into a 
postgraduate module, focusing on exploring poverty and privilege with her students through 
community engagement work. While the service-learning was meant to deepen the students’ 
understanding of poverty and privilege, the criteria for quality service-learning are complex and several 
unanticipated challenges revealed themselves. The author argues that, in spite of the challenges, the 
service-learning enabled both her own and her students’ learning in several ways and provided an 
opportunity for her to reflect on, and critique, the assumptions underlying service-learning as a means 
to actualise social justice. 

The media often highlight the shortfall in mental health provision in South Africa, a point taken up by 
authors Rosemary Exner, Jennifer Jansen, Louise Stroud, and Mignon du Preez. In their article, “A 
Multidisciplinary Approach to University Engagement: Key Considerations for Dynamic Mental Health 
Teaching and Service Provision to a Disadvantaged Community,” the authors make a case for the 
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university to be engaged in communities, particularly in under-serviced communities, and to apply its 
scholarship and expertise and share its various resources with the community. They position their 
engagement work as a university–community collaborative initiative, enabling transformative 
learning, and providing beneficence. They reflect on the challenges experienced in the university trying 
to play its socially just role. 

In a further set of articles, the focus falls on entrepreneurship and its potential for transformation and 
social change. Zayd Waghid and Henry Oliver explore how film is used in social entrepreneurship 
education in their article, “Cultivating Social Entrepreneurial Capacities in Students Through Film: 
Implications for Social Entrepreneurship Education.” They argue that social entrepreneurship (SE) 
education should be a part of the preservice teacher education curriculum as a tool to help address 
socioeconomic injustices. They explain how film and online discussion could be used to create a space 
to engage preservice teachers towards understanding theory of SE, and how to implement it when in 
school to enable learners to become successful entrepreneurs. 

Suriamurthee Maistry and Roshnee David’s article, “Phantasmagoria: Communicating an Illusion of 
Entrepreneurship in South African School Textbooks,” contributes to the argument raised by Waghid 
and Oliver in that it raises concern about the texts used in entrepreneurship education, pointing out 
that subliminal messages are contained in the content of some textbooks. These messages do more 
harm than good when they uncritically perpetuate discourses of personal responsibility for economic 
liberation in a context of a historically unequal and oppressive past, and in the context of the neoliberal 
market of the present. The authors argue for a sense of criticality when writing and selecting textbooks 
and when using them in school.  

The last article, by Neerusha Baurhoo, “An Autoethnographic Exploration of Disability Discourses: 
Transforming Science Education and Research for Students With Learning Disabilities,” continues with 
the importance of critically engaging with existing discourses—in this instance, discourses around 
people with disabilities—and how they inform research and practice in science education. What is of 
importance here is how the author used a reflexive autoethnographic approach to interrogate and 
deepen her own understanding of the disability discourses and, through the process, enabled what 
she refers to as self-transformation. This article, I believe, provides a meaningful contribution to the 
body of work of transformation and social change—work that is important in the world in which we 
work and live, but work that can only be done by and for oneself.  

The recently published book, Academic Autoethnographies: Inside Teaching in Higher Education (2016) 
edited by Daisy Pillay, Inbanathan Naicker, and Kathleen Pithouse-Morgan and reviewed by Angela 
James, is a helpful resource in deepening our understanding of autoethnography as methodology as 
well as in provoking thoughtful engagement with the position of self in academic work in higher 
education. It is the reflexivity within autoethnography that enables the author to look back and to look 
forward, to look in and to look out which can contribute to transformation of the self. It may also 
enable its readers, other academics, to experience verisimilitude and to reflect on and critique their 
own positioning and roles in higher education. 

Pamela Lamb’s insightful report on the 35th International Visual Sociology Conference held in 
Montreal, Canada, with the theme of Framing/Reframing Visual Sociology, Goffman & the Everyday, 
is a fitting conclusion to this open issue, drawing us to the power of participatory arts-based research 
methodologies in research for social change. Her analysis of the conference as a whole brings her to 
conclude that the theme of educational research for social change was apparent throughout all aspects 
of the conference including the organisation thereof: 
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Principles of Indigenous recognition, environmental sustainability, and social equity were 
mirrored not only in the selection of conference papers, but even in the conference support 
structures.  

Returning to the introductory questions I posed, I leave the reader to engage with the articles and to 
consider how discourse, criticality, and reflexivity have been taken up within them, and how they might 
inform their own work. 

References 

Pillay, D., Naicker, I., & Pithouse-Morgan, K. (Eds.). (2016). Academic autoethnographies: Inside 
teaching in higher education. Rotterdam, Netherlands: Sense. 
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Abstract  

Violence in South African schools seems to be increasing and the consequences affect not 
only the physical, emotional, and academic lives of learners but also their resistance to 
delinquent and criminal behaviour. Because the foundations for youth violence are laid in 
early adolescence, violence prevention in schools is a critical need. Life orientation (LO) 
as a compulsory school subject could play a key role in helping South African learners deal 
with the different manifestations of violence, especially understanding the nature of the 
institutionalised violence of colonialism and apartheid. LO can also nurture learners’ 
personal development and life skills to increase their sense of agency, a key factor in both 
violence prevention and learners’ decolonisation processes. However, various South 
African studies attest to the current low status of LO in the school curriculum as well as 
the difficulties of teaching LO. Many of these studies also mention the inadequacy of LO 
teachers’ preparation for meaningful LO teaching. Given that equipping current-day South 
African learners with the self-empowerment skills necessary for preventing everyday 
conflicts from escalating into violence also entails this complex decolonisation process to 
liberate them of past or still-present oppressions, this paper contends that LO teachers 
need to have first participated in such self-development processes themselves. For these 
reasons, this article proposes a specific development strategy to support LO teachers, 
namely, that they participate in workshops of the Alternatives to Violence Project (AVP),1 
which applies a nonviolent pedagogical approach in its focus on self-empowerment and 
creative conflict management. The article discusses the benefits of such an approach and 

                                                           
1 AVP was designed in 1975 in the USA in response to a request from the inmates of Green Haven Prison, New York State who 
wanted to reduce the physical violence in their prison as well as the recidivism, especially of young prisoners. The 3-day 
experiential workshop aimed at showing prison inmates how to deal with conflict without resorting to violence. The 
workshops were well received and prisoners began facilitating their own workshops, some continuing after they were 
released. Although initially conducted mostly in prisons, the workshops expanded to schools, universities, non-governmental 
organisations, government corporations, and communities. Run mostly by volunteers, AVP was implemented widely in the 
USA and spread to other parts of the world. Today, AVP is active in over 50 countries (see http://avp.international/). In South 
Africa, AVP began in Johannesburg in 1993 and currently there are active groups in Gauteng, Kwa-Zulu Natal, and the Eastern 
and Western Cape—as well as in Namibia—all of whom regularly conduct workshops in schools for teachers, learners, and 

lay counsellors and also in community groups and prisons. The authors are certified AVP facilitators and have been 
conducting AVP workshops in the Eastern Cape since 2005. 

 

mailto:Shena.Lamb@mandela.ac.za
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http://avp.international/


2 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2017, 6(2) 

conceptually explores how AVP has the potential to provide LO teachers with practical 
strategies for creative, affirming responses to conflict and violence. 

 

Keywords: decolonisation, experiential learning, life orientation, teacher training, nonviolent 
pedagogy, life skills  

 
Copyright: © 2017 Lamb & Snoddgrass 
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:  

Lamb, S. & Snodgrass, L. (2017). A Nonviolent Pedagogical Approach for Life Orientation Teacher 
Development: The Alternatives to Violence Project. Educational Research for Social Change, 5(2), 1-
15. http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2017/v6i2a1  

 

Introduction and Background  

In the last decade, numerous studies (Altbeker, 2008, 2011; Cooper & Foster, 2008; Foster, 2012; 
Graham, Bruce, & Perold, 2010; Jewkes, Sikweyiya, Morrell, & Dunkle, 2010; Ward, 2007; Ward, 
Dawes, & van der Merwe, 2012) have explored the causes of South Africa’s high rates of violence. Of 
particular concern is adolescent and youth violence because it is implicated in the rise of gangsterism 
(Pinnock, 2015; van der Merwe, Dawes, & Ward, 2012). While unchanging apartheid-based structural 
inequality, poverty, and unemployment as well as continuing economic, racial, and gender inequality 
and dysfunctional family dynamics are all implicated, researchers also maintain that South Africa’s 
schools are often breeding grounds for violence because bullying, indiscipline, vandalism, corporal 
punishment, and gangsterism are prevalent (Ncontsa & Shumba, 2013; Ward et al., 2012; van der 
Merwe, 2015). In 2012, 22.2% of secondary school-goers (just over a million learners) had experienced 
threats of violence, assaults, robberies, or sexual assaults (including rape) while at school (Makota & 
Leoschut, 2016). Schools can also inadvertently encourage socialised acceptance of violence by 
regarding fights or bullying amongst learners, especially amongst boys, as normal (Graham et al., 
2010), and a study conducted in 2008 and updated in 2012 showed an increase in South African school 
violence and that nearly one in 20 learners had been raped or sexually assaulted at school (Burton & 
Leoschut, 2013). Half the children who start school leave before matriculating and 3.4 million young 
people aged 11 to 24 years are not in education, employment, or training (Pinnock, 2015). In a study 
highlighting the need for effective school and classroom management strategies to improve school 
safety, Burton and Leoschut (2013) concluded that classrooms are the most frequent sites for violence 
occurring in secondary schools, with schoolmates the most common perpetrators. A large percentage 
of school violence is also perpetuated by teachers who continue to beat learners (Ward, Gould, Kelly, 
& Mauff, 2015). Not surprisingly, the consequences of such violence affect the physical, emotional, 
and academic lives of learners and, importantly, their resistance to delinquent and criminal behaviour 
(Makota & Leoschut, 2016).  

Given that the foundations for youth violence are laid in early adolescence (Gould, 2015), violence 
prevention in schools is a critical need. Moffit’s (1993) seminal study stressed that violence prevention 
works best in adolescence and that young people need to be taught how to assert themselves 
appropriately.  

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2017/v6i2a1
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The challenges for current-day teachers are thus considerable, especially for life orientation (LO) 
teachers, because one of their primary tasks is to develop learners’ social and emotional growth 
(Department of Education, 2002) and because LO as a school subject has much potential to interrupt 
long-standing cycles of violence. Introduced as a compulsory subject in the late 1990s to a democratic 
South Africa, the aim of LO is to encourage the development of the self-in-society, that is, to promote 
individual growth as part of the effort to create a democratic society, a productive economy, and an 
improved quality of life (Department of Education, 2002). LO seeks to prepare learners for successful 
living in a rapidly transforming society and enable them to contribute to their families and communities 
(Department of Education, 2002). LO also aspires to raising learners’ awareness of their constitutional 
rights and responsibilities, tolerance for cultural and religious diversity, and how to make informed, 
morally responsible, and accountable decisions about their health and the environment (Department 
of Education, 2002).  

However, despite this potential to effect meaningful change in the lives of school learners, LO as a 
school subject in South African schools—with a few notable exceptions—appears to be falling short of 
its desired outcomes. Studies on LO in South Africa consistently confirm the importance of the subject 
in the school curriculum, but highlight that LO does not seem to bring about the desired behavioural 
changes in learners (Christiaans, 2006; Diale, Pillay, & Fritz, 2014; Jacobs, 2011; Jonck & Swanepoel, 
2015; Mabatha, Magano, & Sedibe, 2014; Magano, 2011; Matshoba & Rooth, 2014; Mosia, 2011; 
Prinsloo, 2007; Rooth, 2005; Theron, 2008; Theron & Dalzell, 2006; Tlhabane, 2004; van Deventer, 
2008, 2009). Most of these studies call for teacher development programmes that can address the 
prevailing negative perceptions of LO’s low status as a subject in the curriculum. In particular, the 
studies stress the need for updated personal and professional development programmes for LO 
teachers and document how LO teachers complain that the Department of Education (DoE) has not 
prepared them for their daily challenges (Diale et al., 2014; Mabatha et al., 2014; Matshoba & Rooth, 
2014; Rooth, 2005). LO development programmes have been criticised as providing poor quality course 
material, inadequate after-training support, and being unable to assist teachers to solve practical 
classroom problems, especially with regards to learner conflict and violence (Christiaans, 2006; Diale 
et al., 2014; Marumo, 2010; Matshoba & Rooth, 2014; Mosia, 2011).  

While most, if not all, teachers have to deal on a daily basis with learners who are HIV-positive, 
orphaned, violent, sexually-abused, pregnant, poverty-stricken, or from child-headed households (du 
Toit, van der Merwe, & Roussouw, 2007; Snodgrass & Heleta, 2009), LO teachers have the additional 
burden of being “suddenly expected to teach a subject they [have] never been trained for” (Diale et 
al., 2014, p. 84). Their inadequate training, worsened by work overload, often results in “compassion 
fatigue” (Diale et al., 2014, p. 92) and burnout (Mosia, 2011) which, together with the often negative 
perceptions of LO by peers and learners, inevitably results in high LO teacher turnover, which 
exacerbates the problem (Matshoba & Rooth, 2014).  

In addition to needing wider acknowledgement of the challenges of their task, LO teachers need 
focused professional development that incorporates personal growth opportunities so they can learn 
how to offer similar self-development opportunities to their learners (Diale et al., 2014; Marumo, 
2010; Matshoba & Rooth, 2014; Mosia, 2011; Sedibe, 2011). Importantly, since LO aims to develop the 
“self-in-society” (DoE, 2002, pp. 1–2), this article contends that LO teachers must have begun to forge 
their own ‘postcolonial identities’, that is, to address the question of what it means to be South African 
post-1994 with the country’s transition to a constitutional democracy yet with racism, inequality, and 
violence still inherent in its structures. Creating a successful ‘postcolonial identity’ entails claiming the 
right to speak for oneself, in one’s own voice, free of any identity or interpretation imposed by the 
colonial powers (Bell, 2007). Appropriate self-assertion of this type is key to successful conflict 
management and violence prevention (Moffit, 1993).  
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Pertinent in this regard are the current calls for a national decolonisation of South Africa’s social, 
cultural, and education systems, as witnessed in the #FeesMustFall movement sweeping across 
institutions of higher learning, and petitions for the advancement of African scholarship rooted in 
African contexts (Creary, 2012; Mbembe, 2015; Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, 2004). Decolonisation means 
consciously and actively interrogating hegemonic power differentials and the concomitant 
psychological effects of embedded structural patterns of violence, power, and control that threaten 
indigenous ways of being (Sium, Desai, & Ritskes, 2012). Working towards decolonisation in schools 
and, by extension, overcoming the brutality of apartheid education in South Africa, does not 
simplistically mean evoking a narrative of shared humanity premised on the artificial notion of ‘colour-
blindness’ - the ‘rainbow nation’. The South African schooling system, which has been based on 
colonial and apartheid education models, cannot be solely concerned with the “decolonisation of the 
mind” (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, 2004, p. 88), that is, teaching and learning practices of particular non-
Western knowledge systems or curricula. It must also be about conscientising students to the role that 
social injustice, inequality, and structural violence play in destroying a people’s self-esteem, sense of 
identity, and belief in themselves. Although all teachers participate in these complex conscientisation 
processes with their learners, because of the LO curriculum, the task is more specifically allocated to 
the LO teacher.  

For these reasons, this article maintains that LO teachers need to be made aware of their own 
socialisation in violent systems that subjugate, humiliate, and render whole groups of people inferior 
based on, inter alia, race, sex, age, mental and physical abilities. The empowerment and 
conscientisation of teachers to “reimagine and rearticulate power, change, and knowledge” (Sium et 
al., 2012, p. III) and enable learners to do this, is fundamental to the decolonisation of the classroom 
and the empowerment of learners. Contemporary progressive educational trends therefore highlight 
the needs of racial, ethnic, gendered, or class minority groups and South African educators are being 
urged to promote culturally relevant teaching so that diverse cultural values can bring new insights to 
the learning context (Bozalek & Boughey, 2012; Ntseane, 2011, 2012; Pillay, 2013; Prinsloo, 2016). In 
this regard, the potential importance of LO cannot be over-emphasised: effective implementation of 
LO as a school subject could significantly redress past inequities of South Africa (Magano & Gouws, 
2011; Matshoba & Rooth, 2014), and help learners construct positive identities and responsible 
relationships with their communities. 

This article suggests a practical way of supporting LO teachers in their conscientisation process by 
proposing that, as part of their development programme, they participate in the 2-day workshops of 
the AVP process, which provides tools for self-affirmation and creative conflict management. The 
following sections explain the nonviolent pedagogical nature of the AVP approach, and how this 
approach is linked to social transformation. The sections also show how, by participating in a personal 
conscientisation process like AVP and learning more about violence and its prevention, LO teachers 
could generate meaningful change in learner attitudes and behaviour and, at the same time, achieve 
greater self-fulfilment and job satisfaction.  

Nonviolent Pedagogy and Social Transformation  

As mentioned, the primary aim of the inclusion of LO as a school subject is to encourage the development of self-

in-society, that is, to promote individual growth as part of the effort to create a democratic society, a 
productive economy, and an improved quality of life (DoE, 2002). LO aims to prepare learners for 
successful living in a rapidly transforming society by developing the social, intellectual, emotional, and 
physical growth of learners, and enabling them to contribute to their families and communities (DoE, 
2002). LO also aspires to raising learners’ awareness of their constitutional rights and responsibilities, 
tolerance for cultural and religious diversity, and how to make informed, morally responsible, and 
accountable decisions about their health and the environment (DoE, 2002).  
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These aims of LO can be aligned to the current global emphasis on social justice education that cautions 
schools not to perpetuate the social injustices of a dominant—or formerly dominant—society, and 
stresses how schools can serve as sites for democracy with its ideological, cultural, religious, and social 
diversity (Adams, Bell, & Griffin 2007). Social justice education can thus be seen as both a goal and a 
process and, as a process, is complex, continuous, and often overwhelming because it requires actions 
“affirming of human agency . . . [and] . . . working collaboratively to create change” (Bell, 2007, p. 1). 
Specifically, social justice education aims to help people develop agency and the ability to change 
oppressive behaviours, both their own and that of their communities (Bell, 2007). Importantly, social 
justice and diversity are tightly intertwined—without truly valuing diversity, issues of social justice 
cannot be effectively addressed and, without addressing social justice, we cannot truly value diversity 
(Bell, 2007).  
 
This juxtapositioning of diversity and social justice is fundamental to a nonviolent pedagogy. As a 
participatory approach aimed at building trust and appreciating diversity, a nonviolent pedagogy can 
enhance the transformative processes envisioned by a social justice agenda in two important ways. 
Firstly, it teaches “difficult knowledge” related to the emotional struggles of unlearning fundamental 
assumptions, perceptions, and understandings and, in this way, can serve as an antidote to the 
accumulative effects of violence (Wang, 2010, p. 3). Dismantling oppressive constructs, understanding 
how they have been created and maintained, and then reconstructing more just alternatives is central 
to the work of social justice education (Bell, 2007) and key to the work of LO teachers in South Africa. 
Secondly, a nonviolent pedagogy can uncover hidden sources of conflict, for example, in addressing 
the unjust social realities of marginalization, conventional social justice education can—sometimes 
unwittingly—set individuals and groups against one another and promote an “us versus them” 
mentality (Wang, 2013, p. 494). Because our perceptions of ourselves and others are the root cause of 
conflict, violence between individuals or social groups, whether ethnic, religious, linguistic, gender, or 
racial, entails the construction of certain perceptions of one’s own group and that of the other (Slocum-
Bradley, 2008). This desire to distance or even erase the other in order to preserve the self is attributed 
to the dominance mechanism, a mechanism that invariably results in racism, sexism, classism, 
homophobia, and other forms of prejudice (Wang, 2013).  
 
A nonviolent pedagogy seeks to undo this dominance mechanism by redefining our perception of the 
other and acknowledging the potential of diversity to contribute to collective well-being (Wang, 2013). 
It does this primarily by building trust in the classroom, which makes it ideal for the LO teacher whose 
learners value not “the direct method of teaching . . . when the teacher tells them how to conduct 
themselves . . . but [the] conversation method where there is turn-taking and sequencing of ideas” 
(Magano, 2011, p. 125). LO learners especially prize the freedom to express their views in a safe space 
and feel accepted when their points of view are valued by their peers (Magano, 2011).  
 
Thus, a nonviolent pedagogy facilitates the decolonisation of the classroom by creating localised sites 
for learning democracy where a caring response is foregrounded (Heikkinen, Pihkala, & Sunnari, 2012). 
African and feminist perspectives on learning, and expanded conceptions of transformative learning 
all highlight the importance of caring in effective teaching and learning (John, 2013) and, in an LO 
classroom especially, teachers are called upon to not only teach content but also to create a 
humanising atmosphere in their classes (Magano & Gouws, 2011; Strydom, 2011). The LO teacher thus 
needs to be open, approachable, and to have empathy and compassion because “the heart is at the 
centre of all of [LO teaching] . . . if you don’t have the heart, then you’re just teaching another academic 
subject” (Strydom, 2011, p. 75).  
 
The importance of the LO teacher being able to learn and teach key democratic values such as empathy 
and the motivation and values it engenders (Cooper 2013; Morrell 2010) is thus considerable. The 
heterogeneity of South Africa’s cultural diversity represents rich and varied opportunities for learning 
from the other, but many South Africans of all races are still closed to these prospects. Young people 
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especially are struggling to find their social, ethical, and intellectual bearings in the post-1994 
maelstrom (Soudien, 2007) and, for educators to understand why learners respond to the world as 
they do, they need to take the psychological dimensions of their learners’ reality into account. 
Supporting South African learners to make the shift from an us-versus-them mentality to a more 
interdependent viewpoint means encouraging them to move from identity politics of static diversity 
(Wang, 2013), and to renegotiate their historical identities. For LO teachers to be able to do this 
successfully, they need to have navigated this process themselves—at least to some degree. This is an 
essential step in the process of developing both self-respect and an appreciation of diversity. 
 
In a country where “social class and wealth determines much of the lived realities of individuals in 
South Africa . . . [and] everyday experiences are overlaid by notions of race, gender, and geographical 
history” (Sayed, Badroodien, Salmon, & McDonald, 2016, p. 5), social memory is frequently filled with 
pain and humiliation. Because of the curricular content of LO, LO teachers are invariably confronted 
with the enormity of intergenerational and institutionalised oppression. Since collective lived 
experience is often offered as justification for violence and revenge (Lederach, 2005), LO teachers 
often find themselves in intense relationships with their learners (Magano, 2011). Assisting young 
people to deconstruct their memories to renegotiate their identity and “re-story” (Lederach, 2005, pp. 
139–140) their personal history, as the LO teacher is often expected to do, needs careful interventions 
with specific strategies. For LO teachers (especially those from marginalised communities) to be able 
to do this effectively, they need to first confront their own emotional histories because it is these 
introspective processes that will contribute to social transformation.  
 
Immersion in transformative processes is therefore vital for LO teachers. For LO teachers to be given 
the opportunity to reflect on, for example, their own socialisation under an oppressive regime or other 
issues of deep personal significance, is quite different from being trained in LO curriculum content. 
Studies on LO professional development programmes stress the need for LO teachers to address their 
own personal development, experiences, and attitudes to life so that they can be better able to help 
their learners (Diale et al., 2014; Strydom, 2011). In nonviolent pedagogy, inner and outer work are 
inseparable—to interact nonviolently with others (both friendly and unfriendly), we need to engage in 
the inner work of transforming our destructive emotions such as hate and fear and make the choice 
to develop our empathy (Wang, 2013).  
 
Various studies stress the importance of the self-concept of the LO teacher as well as the role that the 
teacher’s classroom facilitation skills, knowledge of alternative instructional strategies, level of 
commitment, and self-efficacy plays (Diale et al., 2014; Jonck & Swanepoel 2015; Magano & Gouws, 
2011; Nzeleni, 2015; Sedibe, 2011). Mention is also made of how the attitude of LO teachers, including 
their attitude to LO as a subject, can influence the social development of learners—especially those 
from disadvantaged homes—or whether they learn to accept differing viewpoints (Magano & Gouws, 
2011). Supporting LO teachers at regular intervals with self-nurturing workshops such as AVP can help 
build their self-concept, as well as alleviate their compassion fatigue and frequent burnout (Diale et 
al., 2014; Magano, 2011), by providing them with opportunities for self-care and reflection.  
 
In AVP workshops, participants are given the opportunity to confront their inner world so that they 
can make the positive, self-deterministic choices that are fundamental to the decolonisation process, 
often disrupting generational patterns and contributing to social transformation. Providing LO teachers 
with a personal experience of nonviolent pedagogy in this way can thus support their development as 
individuals as well as their ability to bring about social change with communally-constructed political 
visions of nonviolence (Heikkinen et al., 2012).  
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The Nonviolent Pedagogical Approach of the AVP Process 

As detailed above, key to a nonviolent pedagogical approach are the affirmation of personal agency, 
collaboration for change of oppressive behaviour (one’s own and others’), and recognition of the value 
of diversity as well as the unlearning of unconscious prejudice. In AVP, these principles are reflected in 
its central values: respect for self, caring for others, think before reacting, ask for a nonviolent solution, 
and expect the best. Overarching these principles is the central AVP notion of a transformative power 
that we can all access to apply these principles, especially to prevent conflicts from becoming violent.  
 
As mentioned, studies on LO classrooms emphasise the success of teaching strategies such as 
discussions, cooperative learning, collaborative problem solving, as well as conversations where 
learners feel their opinions are valued by the teacher and their peers (Magano, 2011). Modelling such 
teaching strategies and creating a safe, caring, and values-based environment is the central strength 
of the AVP process; for many participants, it is their first experience of nonviolent, empathetic 
communication. Research on empathy shows that giving and receiving empathy are the most fulfilling 
and gratifying experiences that we can have, and emphasises the relationship of empathy to 
motivation, values development, and achievement (Cooper, 2013; Goleman, 2009; Morrell, 2010; 
Rifkin, 2009; Rogers, 1980; Rosenberg, 2015). 
 
The importance of learning through games and play has long been recognised (Axline, 1947; Rousseau, 
2003), as has the transformative power of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984; Marsick & Sauquet, 2014), 
especially when the activities challenge learners in unconventional ways (Snodgrass & Blunt, 2009). 
AVP’s practical exercises, games, and role-plays highlight the criticality of perspective taking (Slocum-
Bradley, 2008), and how conflict can be perceived as a destructive or potentially constructive process. 
Personal agency is emphasised by the power of these perceptual choices, and participants are shown 
that they are active co-creators of the situations they interpret as conflictual, and how there are always 
opportunities for transforming conflict in positive directions. The multiple perspectives shared by the 
group enrich participants’ understanding of past conflict events as well as potential future situations 
(Halfman & Couzij, 2009). Thus, by participating in these AVP processes, LO teachers can increase their 
“conflict fluency” (LeBaron & Pillay, 2006, p. 12) and gain practical skills for managing conflict in their 
classrooms. 
  
The AVP process is nondirective in that it is not premised on moralistic perspectives of ‘right’ or 
‘wrong’. Workshops allow participants to reflect on their personal histories and reconsider their values 
by providing the conditions for unlearning and changes in perspective taking (Hackland, 2007). This 
participant-centred focus is a sharing process where knowledge is actively co-constructed, and 
participants are encouraged to introspect and develop creative ways of resolving conflicts. Such 
communal involvement in co-constructed knowledge acquisition is an essential feature of Afrocentric 
learning, which negates the existence of absolute knowledge and highlights communal knowledge 
construction (Ntseane, 2011). Also known in conflict management as the “elicitive approach” 
(Lederach, 1995, p. 62), co-construction builds on the knowledge available in a diverse workshop 
setting rather than depending on the trainer as expert (as is usually done in the Eurocentric/colonial 
approach), thus recognising the knowledge of the participants as fundamental to the learning process.  
 
In opening up the space for participants to express their feelings, any habitual language of criticism or 
moralistic judgments is highlighted and participants are shown how to understand the link between 
accessing their feelings and needs and communicating nonviolently. Although this is essentially an 
emotional process, AVP is not therapy and these inner re-storying processes occur spontaneously in 
the shared group experience. The games bring the healing of shared laughter, which is important to 
the re-storying process:  
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Reconciliation . . . the effort to repair the brokenness of relationships and life . . . appears 
as a very serious business. Ironically the pathway to healing may not lie with becoming 
more serious [and] . . . may explain [why] people of so many geographies of violence have 
developed such an extraordinary sense of humour and playfulness. (Lederach, 2005, p. 
160) 

Healing laughter is also generated in the role-plays where participants enact conflict situations and, as 
a group, consider the options available in dealing with conflict. As in life, these role-plays are 
spontaneous and each group decides on a conflict scenario, constructs the plot, and whatever emerges 
as an outcome becomes the basis for a lesson in managing conflict. In this way, responding to the 
participants’ expressed needs, the AVP facilitators (two or three, for increased diversity) collaborate 
to create a deep learning environment. 

Studies on the effectiveness of AVP—including those by John (2013, 2015), Novek (2011), and Shuford 
(2009, 2013), as well as a number of other reports from countries around the world and archived on 
the AVP-USA website (https://avpusa.org/resources-pub/avp-research-4/)—reveal encouraging, 
mostly positive findings that attest to the power of this communal knowledge construction. In South 
Africa, AVP groups in Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal as well as the Eastern and Western Cape regularly 
conduct AVP workshops in schools, prisons, and communities and studies exploring their effectiveness 
(de Villiers Graaff, 2005; Hackland, 2007; John, 2013, 2015; Lamb-du Plessis 2012; Roper, 2005) have 
yielded similarly positive results. Several of these studies explain how workshop participants 
frequently adopt a new perspective to previously unquestioned worldviews. For example, Sloane 
(2002, p. 21) showed how the shift from antisocial to pro-social behaviours does not develop linearly, 
but reaches a ‘tipping point’ when a certain level of affective trust and social coherence is reached in 
the group. He saw this trust as the basis upon which other pro-social skills are developed, including 
self-esteem and empathy, and attributed this development to the effective creation of conditions in 
which changes of perception can occur, especially with regard to conflict. These conditions appear 
related to how AVP addresses the important psychological need for connection with others and that 
when participants experience this sense of connection, they view themselves and others differently. 
Studies have shown that this change is not temporary but—to a significant degree—is sustained 
(Lamb-du Plessis, 2012; Miller & Shuford, 2005; Novek, 2011; Shuford, 2013).  

The AVP Workshop: Structure, Content, and Outcomes  

The AVP process is based on four central themes: affirmation, communication, cooperation, and 
community building, which align with the LO topics of social and environmental responsibility, 
democracy and human rights, and especially, the development of self-in-society with its aim of “the 
promotion of individual growth and well-being in a rapidly transforming society” (DoE, 2002, p. 3). The 
workshops are graded into three levels: the basic workshop, the advanced, and the facilitator 
workshop, and the LO teacher is encouraged to participate in all three. The duration of each workshop 
is two days (which can be adjusted into 1- or 2-hour, weekly sessions), participation is limited to 25 
participants and, as mentioned, each workshop has two to three facilitators.  

Table 1 details the format of a standard AVP basic workshop showing the activities, issues explored, 
and outcomes.  
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Table 1: AVP workshop structure (adapted from Connors, 2012) 

 

Standard format of an AVP basic workshop 

Activity Methodology Issues Explored Outcomes 

Session 1 

 

Affirmation and 
Listening 

Introductions. 

 

Group agreement of 
workshop boundaries e.g., 
confidentiality or volunteering 
only yourself.  

 

Affirmatory name games—ice 
breakers that create playful 
but positive identities for 
participants. 

 

Exercises and brainstorms. 
Although full participation is 
encouraged, no activity is 
compulsory. 

 

Processing and discussion—
facilitated group sharing. 

Creating a safe space by 
modelling authenticity. 

 

How we feel when we are 
affirmed by others publicly,  

 

Participating in a group. 

 

Exploring causes and effects of 
violence.  

Begins the process of building 
self-esteem and self-awareness 
as well as our impact on others. 

 

Awareness of what is needed to 
successfully participate in a 
cooperative group process.  

 

Ability to list various forms of 
violence, both overt and covert, 
and recognition of how we 
direct violence at ourselves.  

 

Awareness of the link between 
self-compassion and empathy. 

Session 2 

 

Communication 

Communication exercise that 
continues building self-
esteem.  

 

Talking/listening exercise in 
pairs. Exercise on exploring 
conflict e.g., brainstorming 
the “roots and fruits” of 
violence. 

 

Processing and discussion. 

Elements of effective 
communication including active 
listening. 

 

The role of affirmation in building 
self-esteem. 

 

Individual and group practice of 
resolving conflict—small group 
sharing of conflict experiences.  

Demonstration of effective 
communication. Awareness of 
the importance of listening and 
its link to empathy. 

 

Demonstration of growing self-
esteem and awareness. 

 

Ability to outline the conflict 
resolution and transformation 
process. 

Session 3 

 

Cooperation and 
Trust Building 

Cooperative construction 
exercise done in small groups 
without talking. 

 

Trust exercise. 

 

Processing and discussion. 

The role of communication in 
cooperation. 

 

How trust is built and broken—
small group exercise in giving and 
receiving empathy.  

Ability to describe the role of 
communication in cooperation.  

 

Ability to identify components 
of trustworthy relationships. 

Session 4 

 

Transforming 
Conflicts and 
Creative Conflict 
Management 

Power exercise—reflection on 
AVP core principles: respect 
for self, caring for others, 
think before reacting, ask for 
a nonviolent solution, expect 
the best. 

 

Role-play introduction, 
processing and discussion. 

The role of perceptual choice in 
transforming conflicts.  

 

Group decision on issues to be 
explored in role-plays. 

Demonstration of how to work 
with power. 

 

Consensus (agreement by 
discussion, with everyone’s 
views taken into account) on 
role-play selection.  
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Session 5 

 

Practical Conflict 
Transformation 

Role-plays: implementing the 
practical skills learned in the 
previous sessions. 

 

Debriefing, processing, and 
discussion. 

Group’s choice of topic explored 
in depth 

Demonstration of the learnings 
of the workshop in the role-
plays. 

 

Application of the AVP principles 
in conflict scenarios relevant to 
participants.  

 

Awareness of alternative ways 
of dealing with conflict.  

Session 6 

Affirmation and 
Closing 

Role-play revisited. 

 

Participant posters affirming 
each other.  

 

Participants’ overall 
evaluation of the workshop. 
Processing and discussion. 

 

Graduation led by 
participants. 

Outstanding issues raised during 
the role-plays. 

 

Affirmation. 

 

Participant evaluation of 
workshop. 

 

Demonstration of self-
empowerment in dealing with 
conflict and affirming each 
other. 

 

Expression of the value of 
participants’ opinions of the 
workshop. 

 

Demonstration of participant 
validation by receiving 
affirmation posters from other 
participants and codirecting the 
graduation. 

 

The core of the workshop is divided into four main sessions, each session focussing on a theme. All the 
activities are aligned to the theme and follow each other sequentially in increasing complexity. The 
process begins by positively affirming the participants and creating a space where they can reveal 
vulnerabilities, and then facilitates communication, cooperation, and creative conflict transformation 
exercises in pairs and small groups. Social workers or psychologists are included in the facilitator team 
to ensure support if revealing vulnerabilities cause discomfort. 

The advanced workshop has an increased focus on community building and, in particular, on 
participants’ individual goals. Once they have clarified personal goals, participants work to integrate 
their goals with the group goals by choosing two or three topics as the focus for the second section of 
the workshop. This goal integration is done through a process of consensus and the experience of 
making a collective decision, which values individual viewpoints, is key to increasing participants’ 
awareness of inclusivity and teamwork. Participants are taken through specific exercises aimed at 
deepening their understanding of the topic and clarifying problem areas. AVP training is thus presented 
in differing levels of complexity from basic to advanced. Once both the basic and advanced workshops 
have been successfully completed, the facilitator workshop affords the opportunity to be trained as an 
AVP facilitator. Although it would be ideal for LO teachers to become fully-fledged AVP facilitators, 
participating in even one basic workshop could be a valuable and useful experience for them.  

To summarise, an AVP workshop can provide a safe space where participants are able to examine their 
unconscious, often destructive, assumptions and are given tools for resolving conflicts through 
consensus and compromise as well as communication skills that can de-escalate potentially violent 
and dangerous confrontations (Novek, 2011). These skills are critical for LO teachers as is AVP’s 
philosophy of nonviolent pedagogy, which collapses the traditional teacher–learner power 
relationships and could make the classroom a more democratic and empowering space. Importantly, 
the personally relevant processes of an AVP workshop are quite different from the largely generic, 
content-burdened workshops currently offered to LO teachers, which often leave them confused and 
frustrated (Diale et al., 2014; Mosia, 2011). In contrast to current LO teaching methodologies which 
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mostly employ transmission teaching, with minimal use of group and experiential methods (Prinsloo, 
2007), AVP’s participatory processes model a nonviolent, democratic pedagogy through learner-
centred experiential learning that LO teachers could replicate in their classrooms. 

Conclusion  

The LO teacher has the potential to be an important catalyst for critical social change that begins in 
the nonviolent classroom. A nonviolent pedagogy can help undo the legacy of racial, gender, class, and 
other historical social violence (Wang, 2010) and build robust identities, self-knowledge, and agency 
that can assist teachers and their learners to contribute to South Africa’s decolonisation project.  

AVP processes that embody such an approach can comprehensively support LO teachers by providing 
them with opportunities to reflect on their socialisation and offers strategies for the development of 
life skills, assertiveness, and conflict transformation in their learners, which take into account learners’ 
actual behaviour as well as historical, social, and environmental determinants. However, even more 
important, is that LO teachers can learn how to create democratic and humanising spaces that validate 
learners’ experiences and viewpoints. LO teachers participating in AVP workshops with a view to 
replicating its strategies could be supported in this process by local South African AVP groups, and 
encouraged to participate in AVP’s national and global network.  
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Abstract  
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Introduction  
A school culture that prizes inclusive learning and so promotes diversity and social justice is the 
cornerstone of democratic societies. However, social justice-orientated understandings still continue 
to give inadequate attention to curriculum theory, curriculum theorists, and cultural politics (Ylimaki, 
2012). Pinar (2012, p. 198) cautioned that teachers need to be in control of their curricula because 
“until what they teach permits ongoing curricula experimentation according to student concerns and 
faculty interest and expertise, school ‘conversation’ will be scripted, disconnected from students’ lived 
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experience and from the intellectual lives of the faculty.” In the postmodern era, teachers need to take 
full account of the sociocultural and political factors that determine what is taught, to whom, and by 
whom (Slattery, 2013). As they do so, teachers can begin to embody curriculum leadership.  

Teachers as curriculum leaders see curriculum as a complicated conversation (Pinar, 2012). Unlike 
teachers who implement curriculum to attain course objectives, they are aware that ideologies (e.g. 
neoconservative, neoliberal, and neonationalist) permeate education systems and that curriculum 
decisions are political acts (Ylimaki, 2012, p. 305). As a complicated conversation, curriculum involves 
finding the interrelationship of academic knowledge, subjectivity, and society in considering the past, 
the present, and the future (Pinar, 2012, p. 47). These complicated conversations are underpinned by 
an understanding of the intellectual labour of curriculum through “disciplinarity” (Pinar, 2007, p. xii). 
Teachers as curriculum leaders engage with curriculum as a site of political, racial, gendered, and 
theological dispute (Henderson & Kesson, 1999; Pinar, 2007). Comprehension, critique, and 
reconceptualisation of the intellectual history of the discipline (verticality) are intertwined with an 
analysis of its present circumstances (horizontality) (Pinar, 2007, pp. xiii–xv). This inevitably political 
activity takes account of the moral dimensions of a curriculum. As McCutcheon (1999) pointed out, 
curriculum can never be objective or value free. Accordingly, ethical curriculum leadership has to be 
collaborative and democratic.  

For Henderson (2010), curriculum leadership is the antithesis of curriculum management and 
instructional leadership. The chief concern of curriculum management is business efficiency and it uses 
positional authority rather than collaborative engagements with various stakeholders to inform 
curriculum decisions (Henderson, 2010, p. 221). Instructional leadership focuses on the advancement 
of innovative teaching practices and policies rather than the epistemological and ontological 
dimensions of curriculum as a complex interplay with academic knowledge, society, and the self (Pinar, 
2012; Ylimaki, 2012). In contrast, teachers as curriculum leaders demonstrate a “disciplined theoretical 
position on innovative curriculum work” (Henderson, 2010, p. 221). This is done in a way that 
integrates a deep understanding of their subject matter as embedded in the democratic self and social 
understanding: their curriculum goal-setting, decision-making, and reflective activities facilitate 
subject matter meaning making, interactions with and conceptions of society, and the processes of 
self-formation in a context of active and collaborative democratic learning (Henderson & Gornik, 2007, 
pp. 11–13).  

McCutcheon’s (1999) conception of curriculum leadership as deliberation is valuable in the context of 
gender equity as a democratic ideal. Her theory strives for a “good” democratic society that is informed 
by collaborative decision making in an ethical context and underpinned by the feminist ideal of 
consciousness raising (McCutcheon, 1999, p. 40). Against the backdrop of these perspectives, this 
article engages with gender discourses (parity, equality, and equity) from feminist perspectives of 
sameness and difference. Thereafter, particular South African female teachers’ experiences of gender 
parity, equality, and equity and their implications for teachers as curriculum leaders are explored. 
Finally, possible ways in which teachers as curriculum leaders can foster gender equity as a democratic 
ideal are suggested. 

Gender Parity, Equality, and Equity: Feminist Perspectives of Sameness and 
Difference  

Sameness and difference discourses come into play in engagements with the constituents of gender 
and its various interpretations. A gender sameness perspective strives “to extend to women the same 
rights and privileges that men have through identifying areas of unequal treatment and eliminating 
them via legal reforms” (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004, p. 38). Emphasis is placed on sameness in terms 
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of social status and legal and political rights commonly associated with gender equality (Lorber, 2012, 
p. 329). Feminist theory has offered two main criticisms of gender equality. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
gender equality was regarded as “uncritical equality” because of the uncritical way in which women 
were positioned in a masculine pattern of life (Hughes, 2002, p. 34). The assumption was that equality 
could be achieved through gender neutrality or androgyny. The other main criticism of gender equality 
relates to its “uncritical reversal” of gender roles that gives higher value to females than males (Hughes, 
2002, p. 34). In effect, it is so fixated on hierarchy reversal that gender equality amounts to the 
“measurement” of access and power (Hughes, 2002, p. 36). Pilcher and Whelehan (2004, p. 39) 
cautioned that the resultant gender equality is “achieved through the assimilation of subordinated 
groups (women, gay men) into the values, institutions and lifestyles of the dominant groups (men, 
heterosexuals).” A form of gender equality that works in terms of only dominant groups can be a form 
of gender inequality for minority groups.  

Equal rights feminism or formal equality uses elements of the sameness discourse as it strives to 
“achieve equality through legislative means in order to secure the rights of the individual” (Hughes, 
2002, pp. 41–42). Ashiagbor (1999, p. 150) listed four types of equality informing legal definitions and 
processes of law: fundamental equality of individuals (all human beings are universal and therefore 
equal), equality of opportunity (meritocratic access to opportunities such as employment), equality of 
condition (attempts to make conditions of life equal), and equality of outcome or results (requires 
some form of legislative or other intervention to compensate for inequality).  

This perception of gender equality began the challenge of breaking down traditional gendered binaries 
through legal reforms. These gave women access to male-dominated spheres of society and 
demonstrated that “women are more than capable of performing tasks usually allotted to men” 
(Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004, p. 27). One avenue that has granted women access is affirmative action, a 
legal reform “bringing women to occupations and professions dominated by men and promoting them 
to positions of authority” (Lorber, 2012, p. 331). However, these rights-based movements have been 
criticised for their “propensity to maintain the hierarchical, competitive and individualizing 
organization of society” (Hughes, 2002, p. 55). In addition, there is no “recognition of and valuing of 
the ways in which women are different from men” (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004, p. 39), only how they 
are the same.  

According to Evans’s (1995) theory of difference, there are three schools of difference. These are: (i) 
valuing that women are different to men, (ii) acknowledging that there are differences between groups 
of women and men, and (iii) recognising differences within groups of women and men. These schools 
engage with different shades of difference. In one sense, liberal feminism and equality feminism 
cannot be said to be the point of departure in that difference is not acknowledged per se, but only in 
the shadow of sameness. Perspectives such as multicultural feminism and critiques of white, bourgeois 
women’s movements advocate that “sameness equality [be] replaced by an understanding of identity 
divisions and disadvantages based on issues of gender, race, class, sexuality and disability” (Hughes, 
2002, p. 63). The concept of identity politics, which highlights Young’s (1990) notion of politics of 
difference, is directly related to this discourse.  

For Young (1990), being attentive to the potential of a difference discourse to cause dividedness is 
pivotal. She contended that differences are not neutralised or transcended and that “different groups 
are always similar in some respects and always potentially share some attributes, experiences and 
goals” (1990, p. 171). In this respect, equality exists among and within different groups so that 
difference creates a safe space for respect and affirmation of each other in all our differences: 
“Difference now comes to mean not otherness, exclusive opposition but specificity, variation and 
heterogeneity” (Young, 1990, p. 171). Difference as exclusion and segregation is rejected in favour of 
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a “relational understanding of difference” that takes into consideration both “similarity and 
difference” (Young, 2000, p. 90).  

This difference discourse opens up the possibility of juxtaposing difference and sameness. Hughes 
(2002) argued that two stances can emerge as a result. One is an equal but different stance, in which 
women and men are granted the same rights and freedoms, but a woman is different in this setting 
because she is “naturally the homemaker and carer of children” (Hughes, 2002, p. 46). The ways in 
which social roles are gendered is thus not challenged because the point of departure is the “natural 
calling” of the woman—maternal or motherhood (Hughes, 2002, p. 47). The other is the equal and 
different stance that was adopted during the interwar years when women became part of paid labour. 
In many instances, women have had to choose between foregoing their “maternal duties” and 
engaging in “equal competition with men in the workplace” or accepting their “traditional roles within 
the home” (Hughes, 2002, p. 47). Choosing both initiates an employment and maternal paradox. A lack 
of support and recognition emanates from a failure to take account of women’s ways of knowing and 
reasoning (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Gilligan, 1982).  

From a poststructuralist stance, these sameness and difference stances are not ultimately fruitful or 
even desirable. On one hand, sameness “fails to recognize the socially constructed and patriarchal 
nature of the criterion of evaluation deemed pertinent to social inclusion” (Plicher & Whelehan, 2004, 
p. 39). On the other hand, difference “fails to theorize the extent to which ‘maleness’ and ‘femaleness’ 
are themselves socially constructed and also underplays the significance and plurality of other forms 
of difference” (Plicher & Whelehan, 2004, p. 39). What is required is a perspective that interrogates 
and goes beyond the binary opposition of difference and sameness, and minimises an attempt to 
“homogenize experience to fit a predetermined model” (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004, p. 29). Ghorashi 
and Sabelis (2012, p. 81) argued that these essentialist constructions risk “fixing people’s (identity) 
position.”  

Redefining difference from a diversity perspective recognises the plurality of many differences that 
enable us to “discover new ways of understanding ourselves and each other” so that “our differences 
are less likely to be used against us” (Sawicki, 1991, p. 45). Pilcher and Whelehan (2004, p. 40) 
elaborated further by advocating that a diversity perspective deconstructs the dichotomy of either 
sameness or difference and argues for a combination of both. I view the sameness and difference 
discourse proposed here as difference within sameness, and sameness within difference. One could 
ask: “The same as what or whom, and different from what or whom?” There are no simple answers to 
these questions because power and privilege are always context bound. For example, while it is 
possible for a woman to have power and privilege in the workplace, she may not have it in the home 
for religious and cultural reasons. Haraway’s (1991) conception of situated knowledge is illuminating 
in this regard: 

Gender is a field of structured and structuring difference, where the tones of extreme 
localization, of the intimately personal and individualized body, vibrate in the same field 
with global high tension emissions. Feminist embodiment, then, is not about fixed location 
in a reified body, female or otherwise, but about nodes in fields, inflections in orientations, 
and responsibility for difference in material-semiotic fields of meaning. Embodiment is a 
significant prosthesis; objectivity cannot be about fixed vision when what counts as an 
object is precisely what world history turns out to be about. (p. 195) 

In addition, sameness and difference discourses present binaries within binaries. The tendency to 
regard gender as men or women, positions all women into one category and all men into another. One 
could read this discourse as sameness in gender (both homosexual), but difference in sex (one male 
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and one female). hooks (2000) has shown that one needs to take into account other aspects such as 
class, race, and ethnicity. The term contiguity, coined by Oseen (1997), is therefore more useful. It 
allows one to view sameness and difference side by side and, thus, nonhierarchally and without 
sameness as the norm or the anchor by which difference is constituted. She proposed conscious 
inclusion of others into nonhierarchical and nonessentialising relationships through relational power 
forms that make explicit taken-for-granted power relations (Oseen, 1997).  

Sameness and difference discourses also influence how gender parity, equality, and equity are 
conceptualised. For Aikman and Unterhalter (2005), gender parity, equality, and equity are not in 
binary opposition but are intertwined and interdependent. Gender parity measures gender access, 
change, and opportunities quantitatively (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 3). In this sense, genders are 
treated equally, and they participate as equals through legislative forms. If access is provided for all 
people, then gender parity is achieved. In this sense, gender parity is mainly value free and holds a 
gender-free or gender-neutral stance (Simmonds, 2013). In Figure 1, this dimension is presented in 
black-and-white because of its narrow aspiration and one-dimensional representation of gender 
(Simmonds, 2013). 

Figure 1: Conceptualisation of Gender Parity, Equality, and Equity (Simmonds, 2013) 

 
 

In contrast, gender equality can be described as “respect for human rights and a set of ethical demands 
for securing the conditions for all people, men and women, to live a full life” (Aikman & Unterhalter, 
2005, p. 3). It requires “the removal of deeply embedded obstacles and structures of power and 
exclusion, such as discriminatory laws, customs, practices and institutional processes, all of which 
undermine opportunities and outcomes” (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 3). The strength of this view 
of gender equality is that it does not reduce gender equality to legal reforms driven by gender 
neutrality (Lorber, 2012, p. 331). It also views gender equality as a grey area because gender is not 
completely value free and transparent (see Figure 1). 

For Aikman and Unterhalter (2005, p. 3), gender equity becomes the interrelatedness of gender parity 
and gender equality as it seeks to “characterize institutional and social processes that work” towards 
parity and equality. This entails “putting in place the social and institutional arrangements that would 
secure these freedoms” (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 3). As such, gender equity becomes a 
necessary condition for social justice (Guerrina, 2000, p. 441). At the same time, gender equity can be 
depicted as gender opaqueness because of its elusiveness and sometimes impenetrable nature 
(Simmonds, 2013). Although gender equity resides in matters of gender parity and gender equality, it 
is often subtly disguised and multilayered. As such, it is aware of the injustices produced by agency 
and structure and seeks to challenge and disrupt these.  

From a curriculum leadership stance, gender equity has more to offer than gender parity and equality. 
It promotes being “fair and just” to all genders “to show preference to neither and concern for both” 
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(Klein, Ortman, & Friedman, 2002, p. 4). In giving “attention to ways that women and men, boys and 
girls are not homogenous groups but crosscut by cultures, religions, racial identities, ethnicities, social 
classes, sexualities and other major statuses” (Lorber, 2012, p. 331), it recognises the intricate, elusive, 
and opaqueness of gender. In effect, gender equity emphasises the need to embrace inclusivity and 
diversity and to acknowledge that gender is a multilayered ethical, moral, and social construct 
(Simmonds, 2013). This is in keeping with the commitment of curriculum leadership to social 
transformation through curriculum as a complicated conversation (Henderson, 2010; Pinar, 2007).  

Research Methodology  

This article focuses on part of a larger project entitled, Curriculum Implications for Gender Equity in 
Human Rights Education (Simmonds, 2013), which explored how female teachers and learners 
experience gender equity. Making meaning of the experiences of these participants has proved 
important for curriculum scholars involved in human rights education curricula. Within a qualitative 
design, this project engaged with narrative inquiry as “a way of understanding experience . . . over 
time, in a place or series of places, and in social interaction with milieus” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, 
p. 20). Situated in critical feminist research, this study aimed to depict experiences in what Clandinin 
and Connelly (2000) and Creswell (2012) termed a three-dimensional space that takes account of the 
complex interrelatedness of an individual’s interaction, continuity, and situation.  

Data were collected from six female teacher participants using 60-minute-long, semistructured 
interviews. These interviews made it possible to explore complex and subtle phenomena rather than 
straightforward and verifiable facts (Denscombe, 2010, p. 172). Teachers were asked open-ended 
questions related to their personal and professional experiences of gender equity. These questions 
included how they engaged with gender equity in the formal curriculum, their experiences of being 
female teachers in their particular school contexts, and their experiences of their interactions with the 
learners they teach. What these teachers all had in common was their employment to teach secondary 
school learners between the ages of 13 and 18 years. These teachers were purposefully selected 
because they were teaching subjects that deal with gender-related topics. These subjects included life 
orientation, history, and religion studies. The teachers represented a diverse group in terms of their 
location, years of teaching experience, home language, and nationality. Three teachers were located 
in an urban area of South Africa and the other three in an inner-city area. Their teaching experience 
ranged from two to 30 years. Although both schools teach through the medium of English, the teachers 
were not all mother-tongue speakers of English. Their nationalities, South African and Zimbabwean, 
added to their diversity. All the participants confirmed that they were comfortable to be interviewed 
in English and to be voice recorded so that accurate transcriptions could be made. The use of critical 
discourse analysis made it possible to give attention to the role of discourse in the production and 
reproduction of power, abuse, and domination, thus taking seriously the experiences and opinions of 
individuals and giving voice to their encounters with (in)equity (Fairclough, 2001; van Dijk, 2001).  

Ethical requirements were met throughout the research process. Ethical clearance was obtained from 
my institution, the Department of Basic Education, the principal of each school, and the participating 
teachers. As part of obtaining informed consent from them, the participants were explicitly informed 
that the research data generated would be disseminated in the form of publications and be used for a 
number of educational purposes. The participants were assured that pseudonyms would be used to 
protect their identities and that they were free to withdraw from the research at any stage in the 
process for whatever reason, without any consequences.  

A possible limitation of this research could be its focus on female teachers. However, the research 
should be seen as part of the larger project confined to exploring female teachers and learners’ 
experiences of gender equity. Seen in that light, it can be viewed as a significant contribution to a 
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particular area of scholarship. The main findings that emerged from the semistructured interviews are 
presented next.  

Research Findings: Female Teachers’ Experiences  

From the findings, it is evident that female teachers had experienced varying degrees of gender parity, 
equality, and equity. These forms include their engagements with the formal curriculum, personal 
encounters, and their professional roles as teachers. The three main findings are depicted as follows: 
(i) formal curriculum as conflict and contestation, (ii) personal experiences of patriarchy and sexism, 
and (iii) female teachers as activists for gender justice and awareness.  

Formal curriculum as conflict and contestation. 

Thembi was teaching religion studies and Setswana at an urban school. Mbali was teaching life 
orientation (which focuses on human rights education, careers, physical education, and religion) at an 
inner-city school. These teachers both experienced the formal curriculum content that they taught as 
sites of conflict and contestation. 

In the extract below, Thembi explains that she prefers to avoid any gender-related topics because in 
her experience they lead to fights and conflict amongst her learners:  

I touch on it here and there, but I don’t usually want learners to read too much into it 
because it causes conflict. . . . So that is why I just want them to understand that we treat 
each other equally. We just respect that each of us are different and understand that we 
have to accept it. That’s all. . . . Here [at school] we have different groups, different 
cultures, we have different people, even foreigners. . . . That is why I am saying . . . just 
keep it there, don’t put too much into the learners, don’t bring that subject too much into 
learners because if you do that, they will start comparing and if they start comparing, then 
that’s when the fight will start. So just keep it on the surface.  

To avoid the conflict that Thembi refers to above, she says she must just teach her learners the facts 
“about the religion . . . when did it start . . . do they pray . . . what are the differences between religions.” 
In fact, Thembi mentions “gender equity, all that stuff, no, I don’t think it needs to feature” in religion 
studies. She acknowledges that her learners are more likely to engage with gender-related topics as 
“something that came from the street, or out when it was a break time” and “when it arises you have 
to handle it” in the classroom.  

Thembi’s experiences make it evident that gender-related topics do not feature in her teaching and 
when they do feature, she adopts a gender-neutral and value-free stance underpinning a gender parity 
perspective (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 3). Her stance reveals a superficial understanding of the 
interrelatedness of gender equity in religion studies. This might be due to her inexperience, lack of 
confidence in, or fear of, navigating conflict so that it can be embraced as transformative pedagogy. 
Mbali’s experiences of contestation in her teaching practice of life orientation are somewhat different 
from Thembi. Mbali does engage with gender-related topics but as tradition or culture in proximity to 
human rights. Within this dynamic, Mbali has experienced her curriculum as a space of contestation.  

You know it’s difficult because of the difference with Western culture. For the learners, it’s 
not something that they know about. But they are interested to learn about it. So if we are 
talking about it in class they will ask questions like, but is it not violating the rights of that 
person? . . . virginity testing of girls . . . initiation school for boys. For them there is a clash 
between someone’s culture and the constitution. And then I will try to explain that a 
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culture is something that we choose . . . a constitution is something that overrules the 
country. So that’s why I say you have a choice to do it. Whether you are a black girl, you 
have a choice to say no, I don’t want to follow this, I want to do this. The constitution of 
the country overrules everything. But culture is something that we create as a group and 
say, this is our culture.  

For Mbali it is important to have these types of discussions with her learners so that they can be 
exposed to the complexity of cultural practices (such as virginity testing and initiation school) in 
proximity to their human rights. As such, she acknowledges gender equality through “respect for 
human rights and a set of ethical demands for securing the conditions of all people, men and women, 
to live a full life” (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 3). For Mbali, “with most of the topics they are 
addressing in class, everyone participates” so as to also encourage inter-dialogue between learners 
“so that they can learn from each other.” As a result, Mbali acknowledges the formal curriculum as a 
space of contestation and capitalises on this by approaching her curriculum as academic knowledge 
that cannot be disconnected from the self and society (Pinar, 2012).  

Personal experiences of patriarchy and sexism.  

Valarie and Jabu refer to the gender discourses they encounter through the content of the subjects 
that they teach. However, what makes the accounts of these female teachers unique is their 
experience of patriarchy and sexism in their particular school contexts.  

In the interview, Valarie shares her experiences as a history teacher in an inner-city school. She 
expresses her views of historical events such as the Women’s March 1956 in South Africa and the 1798 
Women’s March to Versailles during the French Revolution to attest to the long struggles that women 
have endured to gain a better life. She uses these examples to attest to the struggles she still faces as 
a female teacher who has been teaching for 30 years. Her experience is twofold. On the one hand, she 
is critical of the requirements to conform, and be acknowledged by her male colleagues. She 
experiences this as sexism, explaining that the male teachers have their own agendas and do not 
prioritise the learners. She uses the example of sports events such as athletics, cricket, and rugby, 
which are supposed to be about the learners but the male teachers use this as chance to “sit back” 
and “drink.” If you “don’t drink with the men you are non-existing” and these male teachers “gossip 
about you . . . be rude to you . . . and tell dirty jokes about you.” It makes it difficult to work as a team 
with her male colleagues and she says her other female colleagues conform because they want to feel 
accepted even though “they complain but they are always too scared to go and report” their male 
colleagues. At one stage, the context in which Valarie was working became so hostile for her that she 
“left teaching for a while” and looked for a teaching position at another school (Valarie). Her leaving 
teaching could have been due to the isolation and discouragement she experienced.  

She also experienced patriarchy and sexism when she wanted to apply for a management position. 
She explained that she was not even afforded the opportunity to apply: “The principal came to me and 
he said listen don’t even apply because they want a man.” What “irritates” her is that she knows that 
she had the necessary “development skills” but she was told that she “must remember, if a toilet 
breaks a woman can’t fix it.” Valarie’s response at the time was that she “can always pick up a phone 
and call a plumber if the toilet breaks.” However, she was still not afforded the opportunity to apply 
for the promotion to a management position and she describes this as “rather despicable.” This 
narrative reveals that education management continues to be male-dominated and, as such, 
perpetuates a patriarchal system of governance.  

Jabu, a teacher in an urban area, regards it as disturbing that her manager perceives male teachers to 
be better suited to teach certain subjects. She shared the following experience: 
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I remember the director saying that he’s looking for a male teacher to teach science 
subjects because women cannot teach that. No, no, no, I don’t want girls to be hindered 
from doing science subjects. No, they need to be given the opportunity to prove 
themselves, to try it and see that it’s not that hard. They might even discover they are even 
better at it than boys. 

For Jabu, it is frustrating to work in her patriarchal and sexist school environment. She actively 
confronts her situation by explicitly including gender-related topics in her teaching and encouraging 
her learners to share their views. She explains:  

I ask the boys, do they think girls should do physics? . . . Can women be pilots or should 
they stick to nursing and teaching? . . . If they say no, I ask them why. If they say yes, I ask 
them why. 

Jabu’s teaching and the agency she has in her classroom becomes the safe haven she needs to boycott 
the sexism she encounters amongst her male colleagues.  

Both Valarie and Jabu’s accounts of their experiences depict their school contexts at collegial and 
management level as sites of patriarchy and sexism. It is evident that these female teachers express 
their discontent through advocating for gender equality in their positions as professionals as well as 
through the curriculum context that they teach. This is reflected in their activism for “the removal of 
deeply embedded obstacles and structures of power and exclusion, such as discriminatory laws, 
customs, practices and institutional processes, all of which undermine opportunities and outcomes” 
(Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 3). 

Female teachers as activists for gender justice and awareness. 

As life orientation teachers, Methembe (from an urban school) and Sherry (from an inner-city school) 
portray themselves as activists for gender justice and awareness. For Methembe, this is formalised in 
the girl network that she initiated at her school, whilst for Sherry it is more informal.  

Methembe, a teacher with expertise in counselling, has a vision to “make girls see that they are more 
than just women, they can do much more.” This stems from her knowledge of the global girl-child 
network initiative, and from her frustrations of her school only “introducing clubs like knitting, sewing, 
soccer, or netball.” The girl network 

 meet as a group every Wednesday . . . and talk about the issues of a girl-child. It involves 
things like teenage pregnancy, academic school work, child-headed homes, not coping 
because of stress back home . . . abuse . . . experimenting with drugs, going clubbing the 
whole night and being into groupies. . . . The main thing that I have experienced now of 
late is girls trying to keep appearances. You are aware that you come from a poor 
background and your friends are having nice hairstyles in school, they are having nice 
phones and at the end of the day the girls get a sugar daddy who buys them things and 
they exchange those favours with sex. They end up getting STD’s, end up being HIV 
positive, and end up getting pregnant.  

She says that the girl network is a success because there is “that element of confidentiality between 
me and the girls.” The success also lies in her approach to not just “discuss social issues and their 
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opinions” but to all involve learners actively through “researching these topics on the Internet to find 
out more about them.” One of her main aims is to  

help learners balance the scale so that they get educated, respect themselves, avoid 
teenage pregnancy, focus on their careers and work hard towards their goals so that they 
can be better citizens of tomorrow and strong women. . . . At the end of the day, when you 
look at these girls they are confident in what they do. When you look at them you see they 
have changed drastically from the things that they were doing. . . . They look like they have 
woken up, they look bright, they look hopeful.  

For Sherry, her role as an activist for gender justice and awareness emerges naturally in her teaching 
and during informal interactions with her learners. Teenage pregnancy, in particular, is common at her 
school—so much so that “the scariest thing is that everyone is very blasé about it: “Oh well she’s going 
to have a baby,” as if “they don’t understand how serious it is.” She recalls that sometimes even the 
parents “are really laid back” because they themselves were teenage mothers. As a result of her 
context, she made teenage pregnancy an explicit part of her curriculum.  

There is no use lying about it. I need to be open and honest about sex. Use the correct 
terminology for genitalia: vagina and penis. . . . Explain what is going to happen if you 
have sex, every action has a reaction, if you don’t use a condom you will fall pregnant.  

Besides being transparent about sex and using pedagogical knowledge and practical demonstration 
(for example, with “bananas and condoms”) with learners, she also promotes the values of 
responsibility and accountability. In her experience, the “boys say the girls are pregnant and that is 
their problem to deal with” without acknowledging that “both should take responsibility, because it 
takes two to tango.” She explains that it is important for her to engage with the role of boys in teenage 
pregnancy. She does this by addressing topics on what it will entail if the parents “keep the baby, have 
an abortion or pursue adoption,” so that they have “more knowledge of how to treat the situation 
instead of thinking that the girl got pregnant and that is her problem.” The boys must “realise that the 
girl is not alone, they have got to fit the bill” and take shared responsibility and accountability. She 
even goes as far as to “include questions about it in the exam.”  

Girls confide in Sherry as “somebody to give them concrete advice.” Girls feel comfortable to approach 
Sherry when they need someone to turn to and she welcomes it. She tells the girls, “if something 
happens, rather come and speak to me” because from her experience girls say, “I can’t tell my mom 
or I am scared of my mom.” First she will have a discussion with the girls to determine “how are we 
going to solve the problem . . . and then involve the parents and involve the doctor and take it from 
there.” Sherry does not want the girls to feel alone and hopeless about their situation so she walks the 
journey with them and does what she can to “help them to cope.”  

For Methembe and Sherry, it is part of their professional duty as teachers to be activists for gender 
justice and create awareness. They achieve this by being support structures to learners as well as 
equipping learners with the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values needed to improve their situations. 
They are concerned with the real-life challenges and experiences faced by the girls in their school so 
as to bring about greater awareness and change. As such, they are less concerned to advocate for 
parity and equality for girls than to promote gender equity as a necessary condition for social justice 
(Guerrina, 2000, p. 441).  
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Discussion: Teachers as Curriculum Leaders Who Promote Gender Equity as a 
Democratic Ideal 

The experiences of the female teachers highlight the implications that their gender discourse stances 
on parity, equality, and equity have for their teaching practice. When gender-related topics lead to 
conflict and confrontation, teachers are inclined to avoid them altogether (Thembi) or regard them as 
a legal construct (Mbali). On a more personal note, teachers’ lived experiences of gender injustices 
such as patriarchy and sexism manifest themselves in their teaching practice as a campaign for women 
to be treated the same as men (Valarie and Jabu). A more proactive approach is possible when teachers 
are activists for gender justice and use their teaching practice as a platform to create awareness and 
change. This could resonate as a formal initiative (Methembe’s girl network) or through the formal and 
hidden curriculum (Sherry). Methembe and Sherry reaffirm that teachers can be curriculum leaders 
who promote gender equity as a democratic ideal. Their experiences attest to Henderson’s (2010, p. 
223) conception of curriculum leadership as taking “an ecological approach to educational innovation,” 
guided by the critical analysis of social issues from their historical developments and current 
contemporary state to “encourage deliberative judgments that advance the enduring values of 
democratic living.” As for Thembi, Mbali, Valarie, and Jabu, their teaching practice could be enriched 
if they were to “engage in critical reflection of the histories, sociocultural, and political realities that 
shape [their] leadership narratives, lives and ultimately, the content of education (curriculum)” 
(Ylimaki, 2012, p. 343).  

To be curriculum leaders who promote gender equity as a democratic ideal, teachers “need a broad 
range of analytical tools and curriculum perspectives to examine underlying assumptions behind policy 
language and curriculum content decisions at school” (Ylimaki, 2012, p. 344). Such analytical tools 
might be embedded in the type of questions that teachers ask to inform their teaching practice. 
Henderson (2010, p. 223) proposed that curriculum leaders ask questions such as: 

 Does my teaching encourage and sustain well-informed, moral judgements on social 
issues that are relevant to my learners? 

 Do I challenge myself to deliberate and reflect on real social, political, historical, and 
economic problems with breadth and depth and transfer this to my learners? 

 If so, is my moral orientation consistent with a democratic social contract that 
encourages deliberative judgements to advance the enduring values of democratic 
living?  

 Do I understand that as a teacher I occupy a vital public intellectual role in society and 
that my responsibilities extend beyond subject matter instruction?  

 Do I base my teaching on a comprehensive, ecological approach to educational 
innovation as a collaborative process?  

 

One of the curriculum perspectives that teachers could fruitfully entertain is Pinar’s (2007) theory of 
curriculum as a complicated conversation through disciplinarity. This theory  

calls for curriculum theorists, practitioners, and students with shared concerns to work 
with communities and schools, taking to heart the concerns of all involved, to cultivate 
integrity, beauty, social justice, and an ever-evolving sense of humanity that seeks to 
protect and renew a biosphere on the brink of peril. (Schubert, 2009, p. 142)  
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In effect, teachers as curriculum leaders must engender a comfort with the inherent contentions and 
disputes that they encounter and approach these as necessary conversations for change. This requires 
disrupting the comfort zones of classrooms and school environments infested with gender injustices. 
Creating supportive environments for each other, teachers can embrace their struggles and successes 
as shared visions. Aspiring for transformative pedagogy as a priority, gender equity can become a 
democratic ideal.  

Conclusion  

Ylimaki (2012, p. 343) contended that “research is needed to explore curriculum leadership identities 
and struggles through a range of critical perspectives including feminist and critical race theories.” This 
article has endeavoured to respond to this call by using gender and feminist theory perspectives to 
unlock the female teachers’ experiences and advocate for teachers as curriculum leaders who promote 
gender equity as a democratic ideal. Teachers need to have the courage, knowledge, and commitment 
to depart from traditional discourses and expectations and engage in complicated conversations 
towards social transformation (Henderson & Gornik, 2007; Pinar, 2012; Ylimaki, 2012).  
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Abstract  

While South Africa has embraced a democratic ideal for over 20 years, the dynamics of 
race, class, and gender have not been fully engaged with. In an educational setting, such 
as a university lecture room, active interrogation of these and other issues may present 
opportunities for understanding and change. In this article, the authors present findings 
from a participatory action research study that used literary texts as catalysts to 
interrogate issues of race, class, and gender. The study was underpinned by critical 
pedagogy and asserted an empowerment and transformation agenda. Using qualitatively 
analysed data from observations, interviews, focus groups, and written tasks, the authors 
found that while the student teachers in a teacher education programme espoused 
certain values related to characters, events, and issues in the literary texts studied, what 
they said they do in their daily lives proved contradictory. However, as the six cycles of 
the study proceeded, awareness of the complexities of the student teachers’ lives and the 
contradictions inherent in their behaviours enabled the student teachers to interrogate 
issues of race, class, and gender from an informed position, and helped engender their 
journeys towards empowerment and transformation.  
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Introduction 

In this article, we examine the discrepancy between what student teachers in a South African university 
lecture room say, and what they do when working with issues relating to race, class, and gender in 
literary texts. The student teachers, studying to become teachers of English at primary or high schools, 
worked with the primary author and lecturer-researcher as participants and coresearchers in a 2-year 
participatory action research (PAR) study. The aim of the study was to use literary texts as catalysts to 
enable the student teachers’ empowerment as agents of change in their future classrooms. We worked 
on the assumption that teachers who want to be agents of change should be committed to improving 
and making a difference to their own lives and those of their students, and have a moral purpose, 
democratic principles, and a clear vision of why they are teachers (Biesta & Tedder, 2006).  

While the study generated many findings, this article only considers the unanticipated data that 
emerged, highlighting the discrepancy between how the student teachers engaged with concepts of 
race, class, and gender in the literary texts and how they said they lived the ideas in their everyday 
lives. The discussion of findings will explain this discrepancy with the data to support it. 

The literary texts studied were two novels, two plays, and two films. The novel The Madonna of 
Excelsior by Zakes Mda (2002) is based on the real-life events surrounding the arrest of 19 citizens in 
1971 rural Free State, South Africa, under the Immorality Act (1950), which forbade sexual relations 
between people of different races. The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy (1997) is a novel set in 
Kerala, India, and tells of the childhood experiences of a set of twins who bear the brunt of those who 
do not follow society’s rules. The play Sophiatown by The Junction Avenue Theatre Company (1988) is 
a South African play that tells of forced removals in apartheid South Africa (see Native Resettlement 
Act of 1954) and the vibrancy and violence of a community that tries, in vain, to resist removal. The 
Tempest by William Shakespeare (1623/1913) is a play of magic, illusion, and usurpation of power, and 
the ramifications of each. The film, The Colour of Paradise, directed by Majid Majidi (Ghaemnaghami, 
Karimi, Mahabidi, & Sarab, 1999) tells the story of a young Iranian boy who is physically blind, yet 
unhindered, and his father who is blind to the many possibilities in his life. The film, Much Ado about 
Nothing directed by Kenneth Branagh (Branagh, Evans, & Parfitt, 1993), is based on William 
Shakespeare’s play of the same name (circa 1623), and tells the story of love returned and unrequited, 
and the trickery involved in both. All the texts were prescribed prior to the lecturer-researcher joining 
the university and, thus, texts were not specifically chosen for the study. 

Throughout the study, the student teachers focussed on race, class, and gender, among other issues 
that emerged from the texts, and considered how they would create awareness of these issues in their 
English classrooms. Throughout the study, we acknowledged the intersectional nature of race, class, 
and gender, and recognised that social identities comprise such intersections (Crenshaw, 1991), which 
are socially constructed and built on differences and positionings of groups (Brewer, 1999; Ken, 2010). 
We understood that the meanings of race, class, and gender are localised and depend on and mutually 
constitute each other, and thus no individuals are all oppressed or all oppressing (Ken, 2010). However, 
for the purposes of this article, each concept has been teased out individually by reading its impact 
within the literary texts studied.  

Race, class, and gender feature prominently in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) 
that seeks to build a society where opportunity is not defined by race, gender, and class and all citizens 
of the country are ensured the right to human dignity and freedom from discrimination of any kind. 
This is unlike the previous apartheid Constitutions (1961, 1983), which limited opportunities racially. 
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The curriculum and assessment policy statements (CAPS) for home language (Department of Basic 
Education, DBE, 2011a) and the CAPS for first additional language (known as second language 
internationally, DBE, 2011b), which guide the teaching of English in schools in South Africa, are created 
from the social justice agenda of the Constitution (1996) and outline the need for critical approaches 
to teaching and learning. Human rights and social justice issues, including those involving race, class, 
and gender, underpin these CAPS documents. The rationale for the study is thus shaped by the 
requirements of the CAPS documents, which indicate that teachers need to engage with issues of race, 
class, and gender in the literary texts that they teach. The CAPS documents for home language and 
first additional language (DBE, 2011a, 2011b) instruct teachers to enable their learners to engage 
critically with literary texts by recognising and challenging perspectives, values, and power relations in 
texts and by engaging with the issues of race, class, and gender, among others. According to these 
CAPS documents, teachers may examine literary texts to ascertain how they are constructed and how 
the language forms, including those involving race, gender, and class, are represented. Teachers also 
need to teach learners concepts and competencies of diversity, democracy, and responsible 
citizenship, among others, to understand and respond to human and social dilemmas. By focusing on 
such issues in texts, learners are provided with opportunities to think critically and understand how 
some, or all, of these issues play out in their lives. This study, focussing on these social justice issues, 
therefore becomes important in a postapartheid South Africa as it attempts to develop and deepen 
the new democracy.  

In this study, the texts were used to enable the student teachers’ active engagement with, and 
evaluation of, literary characters’ words and actions regarding issues of race, class, and gender. During 
the analyses of the texts, many of the student teachers’ understandings and enactments of the 
concepts in their daily lives were revealed. It is this discrepancy between what student teachers say 
when working with literary texts, and what they say they do in their daily lives, that is the focus of this 
article. The article also highlights how the student teachers and lecturer-researcher reflected on the 
discrepancies, and the decisions taken to address them. 

Literature exists to prove that what people say is often a poor predictor of what they do (Jerolmack & 
Khan, 2014a), and the espousal of values does not always translate into practice (Rusch, 2004). 
Research has also found that the attitudes of people are poor predictors of their behaviour (Ross & 
Nisbett, 1991), and there is often a discrepancy between people’s intentions and their actions (Ajzen, 
Brown, & Carvajal, 2004). In addition, not all people understand and interpret issues in the same way 
(Jerolmack & Khan, 2014b). In this article, however, we argue that despite possible discrepancies in 
student teachers’ understandings of these issues, and despite the differences in their espoused and 
enacted values regarding race, class, and gender, it is important to interrogate these issues in lecture 
rooms to start the process of critical reflection prior to student teachers teaching in their own 
classrooms. 

Theoretical Framework 

To enable a critical engagement with issues in the literary texts, the study, while using a variety of 
literary theories to engage with the texts (as seen in Table 1 below), used critical pedagogy as its 
primary theory. Critical pedagogy comprises a set of diverse principles founded on the possibility of 
transformation, and has a critical nature and liberating function (Darder, Baltodane, & Torres, 2009). 
This theory posits that education should commit itself to transformation towards justice and 
democracy (Giroux, 2009) and, being underpinned by a transformation and empowerment agenda, 
proved suitable for the study, which aimed to enable the student teachers' empowerment as they 
moved towards their own change agency. There is no set method for the implementation of critical 
pedagogy, which posits that education should be understood in its sociohistorical and political context 
(Giroux, 2009), making imperative an understanding of who the student teachers are and what their 
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educational and other experiences comprise. Critical pedagogy suggests that the educational context 
should produce new knowledge through active engagement and dialogue, where knowledge is 
grounded in the experiences of students and lecturers, and where learning and education are culturally 
relevant, socially empowering, and participant driven (Giroux, 2009). This study, using literary texts to 
interrogate issues of race, class, and gender, actively engaged the student teachers through interactive 
pedagogies (see Table 1 below) in its quest to achieve its aims.  

Using literary texts to interrogate social justice issues.  

Researchers have identified that literary texts may enable an examination of the values and societal 
forces allied with society at large and social justice in particular (Comber, 2001; Kuo, 2005). Scholars 
such as Henning (1993) and Savvidou (2004) have recognised the value of using literary texts to prepare 
students for life through the unique opportunity it affords for grappling with the contradictions and 
struggles faced by societies, communities, and cultures. In addition, Sumara (1998) found that as 
students identify with, and interpret the experiences of characters in texts, they learn to reidentify and 
reinterpret themselves. Reading literary texts then becomes a site for thinking about their evolving 
identities, and, as Schachter and Galili-Schachter (2012) found, it heightens the possibility to initiate 
students’ reflections on their own and other peoples’ identities.  

From a critical perspective, all teachers concerned with issues of social justice should provide time and 
space for analysis to facilitate students’ questioning and unpacking of worlds presented in literary 
texts, in order to reveal their ideological and hegemonic discourses (Darder et al., 2009). Overall, 
literary texts are able to capture realities of concepts such as race, class, and gender in a way that 
theoretical discussions of the same concepts may not accomplish (Krog, 2012). It thus becomes 
important to engage student teachers in a critical pedagogy for social justice to enable their growth as 
agents of change. The concepts of race, class, and gender are unpacked in the Discussion of Findings 
section below.  

Teacher education programmes that focus on social justice issues. 

While teacher education programmes usually focus on some aspects of multicultural education, issues 
of racism, classism, and sexism, among others, are rarely dealt with in depth (Ladson-Billings, 2009). 
There are, however, teacher education programmes, located mostly in the United States of America, 
using a critical orientation, that encourage student teachers to teach against the grain (Carroll, 
Featherstone, Featherstone, Feiman-Nemser, & Rooseveldt, 2007; Cochran-Smith, 1991; Gopinathan, 
Tan, & Chao, 2008; Miller, Williamson, & Bolf-Believeau, 2011). Studies by Zeichner (1993), Ladson-
Billings (1999), and Lane, Lacefield-Parachini, and Isken (2003) worked with issues of race, class, and 
gender in American teacher education contexts. Zeichner worked with student teachers to examine 
actions that challenged and supported oppressions and injustices related to class, race, gender, sexual 
preference, and religion. Ladson-Billings developed pedagogic options for student teachers to disrupt 
racist classroom practices and inequalities, and the study by Lane et al. (2003) built on a previous study 
by Cochran-Smith (1991) where student teachers were taught how to examine and confront prejudices 
of their own, other teachers, and their schools. These studies found that teacher education 
programmes should aim to produce “critical educators, community activists, organic individuals” who 
advocate for social justice (McLaren & Baltodano, 2000, p. 57). 

In the South African context, there have been studies that have explored if, and how, social justice 
issues are considered in the teacher education context. Hemson (2006), in his study of three teacher 
education programmes, found that only one programme engaged systematically with social justice 
issues within the curriculum. In contrast, Robinson and Zinn (2007), working with three teacher 
education programmes preparing student teachers for primary school teaching, found that all the 
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programmes had positive initiatives in place. However, these initiatives appeared to lack coherence. 
Other studies found that while teacher education programmes need to first disrupt issues of privilege 
before engaging with social justice issues, the student teachers in these programmes found them 
theoretical with limited practical application (Francis & Le Roux, 2011)—and preparation of student 
teachers, while aiming for a social justice agenda, often needs to give way to engagement with learning 
how to deal with and prepare for the realities of a South African classroom (Sayed, Badroodien, 
Salmon, & McDonald, 2016).  

 Methodology 

This study used a participatory action research (PAR) design process, conducted over six cycles, where 
the lecturer-researcher (and primary author) worked collaboratively with the student teachers to try 
to achieve the aim of the study. PAR is a participatory, democratic process where knowledge is socially 
created, research is set in a system of values that encourages human interaction, and the research 
confronts practices that require change (Reason & Bradbury, 2006). It has both action and research 
outcomes, aims to be responsive to the emerging needs of a situation, and the results of action 
research should lead to improved actions in a specific situation (Boog, 2003). PAR can thus involve a 
spiral of cycles of research, experiential learning, and action (Boog, 2003).  

Prior to the study, ethical clearance was sought from the university where the study was located and 
the study received full approval (Protocol Reference Number: HSS/0565/011D), and relevant 
gatekeeper permission was sought and permission was granted to conduct the research in the school 
with the English Education students. Once permission was granted, all the student teachers taking the 
English Education 310 module (the third of six modules in the English Education specialisation of the 
Bachelor of Education degree) were approached to participate in the study. The aims of the study were 
unpacked with them, all questions were answered, information sheets and consent forms were 
presented to them, and they were given time to consider whether they wanted to participate or not.  

All students indicated a positive response to the study and, while they understood that the study would 
continue over 2 years, they were not obliged to remain within the study for the full duration of six 
cycles. I was aware that not all the student teachers taking the module would continue with 
subsequent modules because some student teachers take modules as electives and some do not need 
to take the 4th-year modules, as per the specific requirements of their degree. Thus, while the cycles 
built on each other, they also had to be individually self-contained.  

While the student teachers committed themselves to the aims of the study, they were assured that 
participation was voluntary, anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed, and they had the option 
to leave the study at any time with no consequences to themselves. If they chose to leave the study, 
they would not be asked to provide data, and if they missed a lecture, the consequences were the 
same as missing any other lecture—they would need to find out what they missed and make up the 
required tasks. While the option to leave at any time was available to the student teachers, none of 
them chose to leave. While the English Education 310 lecture room served as the primary site of the 
study, written work, individual interviews, and focus groups occurred outside lecture times.  

Racially, the entire class of 66 participating student teachers’ profiles indicate (from their classification 
of themselves on university registration forms) that just over half of them (52%) classified themselves 
as Indian, 36% as African, 8% as white, 3% as coloured, 1% as other (racial categories are still in place 
at South African universities, presumably to redress past inequities). In terms of language, 63% 
considered English as their home language with 37% speaking an African language at home. Most of 
the student teachers were in their early twenties with just over 10% of the group being in their thirties; 
the majority (80%) classified themselves as female. The numbers in the class dropped as the study 
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progressed over the 2 years due to some student teachers taking the modules as electives and because 
some did not need these 4th-year modules for their degree, as reflected in Table 1 below. 

Table 1 explains the format of the entire study and includes the texts, literary theories, issues under 
scrutiny, pedagogy, and research methods of each cycle.  

Table 1: Outline of study 

1st year of the study: 3rd-year student teachers 
CYCLE 1: 3rd-year student teachers (English Education Major 310: Semester 1) 

Text Literary theory Issues under 
scrutiny 

Pedagogy Research 
methods 

Participants 

The Madonna of 
Excelsior by 
Zakes Mda 
(Novel) 

Practical Criticism; 
Reader Response; 
Marxism; 
Feminism 

Class, race, and 
culture; Gender 
and patriarchy 
(individuals); 
Identity 

Newspaper 
articles; Reading 
aloud; Interviews 
with author; 
Pictures; Group 
and pair work; 
Class discussion 

Class 
observations; 
Written work 

Written work: 56 
 
Total: 66 
 
 

CYCLE 2: 3rd-year student teachers (English Education Major 320: Semester 2) 
Text Literary theory Issues under 

scrutiny 
Pedagogy Research 

methods 
Participants 

The Colour of 
Paradise written 
and directed by 
Majid Majidi 
(Film) 

Reader/Viewer 
Response; 
Marxism; 
Feminism; Film 
Theory 

Tolerance and 
resilience: 
Masculinity 

Film and film 
clips; Film 
critiques; Group 
and pair work; 
Class discussion 

Written work; 
Focus group 

Total: 52 
 
Written work: 44 
 
1 Focus group of 
8 participants 

CYCLE 3: 3rd-year student teachers (English Education Major 310: Semester 2) 
Text Literary theory Issues under 

scrutiny 
Pedagogy Research 

methods 
Participants 

Sophiatown by 
the Junction 
Avenue Theatre 
Company (Play) 

New Historicism; 
Cultural 
Materialism; 
Feminism; Critical 
Literacy 

Class, race, and 
culture; Gender 
and patriarchy 
(by state); 
Identity 

Newspaper 
articles; Reading 
aloud; Poetry; 
Articles; 
Interviews with 
residents of the 
time; Pictures; 
DVD containing 
pictures and 
music of the time; 
Role-play; Class 
discussion 

Written work; 
Individual 
interviews 

Total: 52 
 
Written work: 46 
Individual 
interviews: 10 

2nd year of the study: 4th-year student teachers 
CYCLE 4: 4th-year student teachers (English Education Major 410: Semester 1) 

Text Literary theory Issues under 
scrutiny 

Pedagogy Research 
methods 

Participants 

The God of Small 
Things by 
Arundhati Roy 
(Novel) 

Marxism; 
Feminism; 
Postcolonialism; 
Critical Literacy 

Class, race, and 
culture; Gender 
and patriarchy; 
Identity; 
Tolerance and 
resilience 

Reading aloud; 
Articles; 
Interviews with 
author; DVD 
containing images 
and music of 
Kerala (where the 
novel is set); 
Group and pair 
work; Class 
discussion 

Class 
observation; 
Written work 

Total: 41 
 
Written work: 38 

 



35 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2017, 6(2) 

CYCLE 5: 4th-year student teachers (English Education Major 420: Semester 2) 
Text Literary theory Issues under 

scrutiny 
Pedagogy Research 

methods 
Participants 

Much Ado about 
Nothing written 
by William 
Shakespeare, 
directed by 
Kenneth Branagh 
(Film) 

Reader/Viewer 
Response; 
Marxism; 
Feminism; Film 
Theory; Critical 
Literacy 

Gender and 
patriarchy 

Film and film 
clips; Film 
critiques; 
Interviews with 
director and film 
crew; Debates; 
Group and pair 
work; Class 
discussion 

Written work; 
Focus group 

Total: 35 
 
1 Focus group of 
8 participants 
 

CYCLE 6: 4th-year student teachers (English Education Major 420: Semester 2) 
Text Literary theory Issues under 

scrutiny 
Pedagogy Research 

methods 
Participants 

The Tempest by 
William 
Shakespeare 
(Play) 

Feminism; 
Postcolonialism; 
Critical Literacy 

Class, race, and 
culture; Gender 
and patriarchy 

Pictures; Reading 
aloud; Articles; 
Debates; 
Problem-solving 
activities; Clips 
from the film 
version; Group 
and pair work; 
Class discussion 

Written work; 
Individual 
interviews 

Total: 35 
 
Individual 
interviews: 10 

 

Each cycle comprised an intervention designed collaboratively with the student teachers and, within 
each cycle, the intervention was implemented and reflected on before further action. Interventions 
used the literary text as a catalyst to engage with issues of race, class, and gender. After each cycle, 
qualitative data collection strategies (observations, focus groups, interviews, and written work) were 
used to explore experiences and evaluate the interventions. While written work was collected after 
every cycle, observations were carried out in Cycles 1 and 4, interviews were conducted after Cycles 2 
and 5, and focus groups were engaged with after Cycles 3 and 6.  

The study used purposive sampling, which involves the researcher specifying the characteristics of the 
population of interest and locating individuals who match those characteristics (Patton, 2002). In this 
study, I, as lecturer-researcher, used total population sampling, a form of purposive sampling that 
works with the entire population, usually small, that has a specific characteristic (Patton, 2002). In the 
lecture room, the inclusion criterion was that they needed to be student teachers taking the English 
Education 310 module. For observations and written work, total population sampling was used to 
attain deep insight into the issues under study; this form of sampling is often used in participatory 
studies (Patton, 2002). For individual interviews with 10 student teachers, and focus groups comprising 
eight student teachers, a smaller purposive sample was chosen to achieve representativeness of the 
demographics of the total population in the lecture room. I purposively chose students to represent 
the race and gender of the student teachers in the lecture room because these two issues were 
foregrounded in the study. Working with these smaller numbers for interviews and focus groups 
enabled an in-depth study of the issues being discussed.  

All data was thematically analysed qualitatively by immersion in the details and specifics of the data to 
understand the student teachers’ multiple perspectives and viewpoints (Patton, 2002). For each of the 
six cycles, different groups of student teachers assisted with the data analysis. After each cycle, the 
student teachers were asked to volunteer to assist with the data analysis, and they could only 
volunteer once to allow for greater student teacher participation. They were taught how to code data 
from the different data sources, organise data into themes and patterns, and then find possible 
explanations for how and why such findings occurred. The analysed data served to determine what 
the next intervention should be. As the lecturer-researcher, I was aware of my power as their lecturer 
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and assessor and thus had to reflect on, remind myself of, and confirm the aim of the research through 
ongoing reflection individually and as a group, and ensure that all actions were in the interests of the 
student teachers.  

To ensure trustworthiness, the study considered the principles of credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The credibility of the study was assisted by 
the prolonged engagement of 2 years with the student teachers. During this time, I used persistent 
observation within the lecture room, all data was member checked with participating student 
teachers, and all student teachers were debriefed about the findings at each cycle. Transferability was 
ensured using thick description and verbatim evidence from all data sources, and dependability relied 
on a comprehensive audit of the PAR logistics, process, and aims, which were transparent to all persons 
participating. Confirmability was ensured by looking for consistency in the findings in more than one 
form of data. Data collection required corroboration and validation of results during data generation, 
analysis, and presentation of results (Johnson & Christensen, 2007). In addition, participating student 
teachers served as co-analysers, monitors, and verifiers of the research process. In the study, 
triangulation allowed for corroboration using multiple sources of data, multiple methods, and a 
number of investigators (lecturer-researcher and student teachers) working with the same data. 

Examining Students’ Words and Actions: A Discussion of the Findings  

Race. 

Long-term effects of apartheid. 

Despite more than 20 years of democracy, South Africa’s racialised apartheid past has engendered a 
society that needs to be understood with reference to this history (Vally, 2002). South Africa’s racial 
history enabled the student teachers in this study to categorise themselves racially with little or no 
difficulty. At no time during the study did we conceptualise race and all student teachers in the lecture 
room engaged with the concept without needing to define it. The novel, The Madonna of Excelsior, 
studied in Cycle 1, proved to be an effective catalyst for them to engage with apartheid South Africa’s 
race laws and attitudes regarding race. Initially, many of them were not keen to do “another apartheid 
story” because they wanted to “leave the past behind.” It is possible that they were weary of an 
overemphasis of apartheid history that characterised their schooling. Because most of them were born 
just prior to South Africa’s democracy, they did not fully understand how the apartheid laws had been 
implemented, or the consequences of breaking such laws. Thus, they needed to research laws such as 
the Immorality Amendment Act (1950), which prohibited sexual relations between white people and 
people of other races (African, Indian, coloured), the Group Areas Act (1950), which designated racial 
groups to specific residential and business areas, and the Pass Laws Act (1952), which made it 
mandatory for African people to carry identification books outside of their designated areas. The 
Immorality Amendment Act, specifically, featured prominently in the novel, and needed research and 
explanation. 

Yet, despite not having a lived experience of racial laws, the student teachers framed their experiences 
in racial terms during the class discussion in Cycle 1 dealing with The Madonna of Excelsior with, “white 
people treat black people that way” as an example. They could recognise being belittled because of 
their race, with two student teachers noting, “In multiracial schools, they still make you feel inferior. 
And the teachers say, ‘those girls.’ I mean, why are we ‘those girls?’” and “When lecturers ask you 
something in a lecture and some of them put on this stupid accent, trying to imitate a black accent. 
Then, people laugh. I just see it as racist and stupid.” The comments exposed a raw emotion of anger 
that emanated from being demeaned and regarded as the other by persons in authority. The 
comments also revealed their understanding of how relationships are controlled by power and 
advantage (Habermas, 1972). 
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Importance of knowing your past. 

The student teachers could recognise why knowing about South Africa’s racial past was important. In 
a written task in Cycle 1, a student teacher noted, “It is only through knowing about the past that one 
can understand why racism and race are still such sensitive issues in this country.” Another student 
teacher, in a Cycle 1 class discussion, used her knowledge of her racial past to make sense of her life. 
She reflected, on a very personal level, how the past affected her life. She stated:  

My mother, to this day, resents the Boer [Afrikaner] because of how she had to live her 
life. Her father was white, her mother was black, and she never got to meet her father 
because of the Immorality Act. If you didn’t know the laws of the past, then you wouldn’t 
understand where her hatred stems from.  

The examples cited indicated that the student teachers acknowledged that the social, historical, and 
political context of South Africa, including its racist laws, determined and moulded their private lives. 
Giroux (2009) noted that students’ social, economic, and political backgrounds shape who they are 
and the values they enact. Similarly, Jansen (2009) reminded us of the importance of unpacking how 
knowledge, values, and educational contexts are embedded in the social, historical, and political lives 
of communities. 

Incongruences. 

The observations in the lectures and tutorials indicated that the student teachers chose to sit in racial 
groups. When the lecturer-researcher revealed her observation, a student teacher disclosed during 
reflections on Cycle 1, “I don’t like working with some students. They act like we’re not there.” When 
asked whom we referred to, no one in the class responded. What was clear was that the student 
teacher was articulating a feeling of being disrespected and ignored. Of greater concern was that the 
class collectively would not react to the comment, nor did anyone dispute it or express surprise at 
hearing it. The reactions indicated an overwhelming feeling of not wanting to engage with perceived 
racial tensions. The failure to engage in dialogue about racist behaviour is often a “reflection of how 
deeply entrenched is the fear of putting racial issues on the table” (Lipman 1998, p. 286). It was clear 
that while the student teachers could not relate to the struggles under apartheid, they were, 
nevertheless, victims of the long-term impacts of apartheid and carried “the marks of their history” 
(Soudien 2006, p. 10). 

Sensing their resistance to confronting racial and other forms of oppression, I as the lecturer-
researcher alerted them, during a class discussion, to the irony of dealing with issues of race in literary 
texts but being unable and unwilling to confront their own practices and behaviours. After discussions 
and group reflections on the issue, they acknowledged the need to unlearn behaviours and reflect on 
the choices they make. It became evident that unless forms of oppression are confronted and 
discrepancies are disrupted, they can be perpetuated. 

Interviews with two student teachers, conducted after Cycle 3, which used the play Sophiatown as its 
catalyst, provided a different dimension to exploring the student teachers’ engagement with the issue 
of race. The first student teacher revealed that she was the child of a black mother and white father. 
While she spoke both English and Zulu at home, and both parents could speak both languages, she did 
not read Zulu books, exclaiming, “Oh no, I can’t! That’s not literature.” Yet she would not look the 
researcher in the eyes when talking, explaining, “It’s a sign of respect in Zulu culture. My mother is 
very strict about respecting elders.” She also revealed that she went to a multiracial high school where 
most of her peers and all of her teachers were white and “we studied only the classics in English, except 
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one text in Grade 12.” When asked if her teachers thought it odd that she failed to look at them when 
she spoke to them, she answered, “It never came up. Nobody noticed me, I think.”  

She understood that her language and culture should not be dignified and she constructed her identity 
by the practices and relations dominating the school. While it is possible that the school knew and 
accepted Zulu traditions, the student teacher seemed not to be given space for her voice and 
experiences. In many ways, the school and teachers were using a process of hegemony to support 
what Giroux (2009) considered to be shared common suppositions of truth. As McLaren (2009) noted, 
hegemony enables the dominant culture of the school to dominate all groups using consensual social 
practices. The student teacher indicated the need to value diversity and said, more than once, that she 
was committed to making a difference to her students. However, three years after leaving school, she 
still maintained the values and dominant culture of her teachers. As Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) 
noted, students are rewarded if they support the values espoused by their teachers, and consensual 
social practices, forms, and structures are internalised by students through the discourses and 
messages found in everyday, often insignificant, practices, even if they contradict the student’s 
interests. 

Another student teacher, a white male, reflected a different view. He insisted that he “did not see race 
or colour” but said that he could not understand why we had to do a text about “this apartheid thing.” 
He asked, “Why do you people have to go on about the past? So, my ancestors messed up big time. 
Do I have to take the flak?” On being asked who he was referring to as “you people,” he answered, 
“Everyone . . . lecturers” and repeated that he had a right to his beliefs. He revealed anger when 
discussing apartheid and, while perceiving his race as being held responsible for South Africa’s past, he 
felt he was being personally attacked because of his whiteness. It was possibly another example of a 
student teacher tired of, and possibly angry at, hearing “another apartheid story.” However, like the 
white students in Dolby’s (2001) study, he appeared to recognise his whiteness within a space of 
powerlessness and anger, and it became important to engage with his views. 

As the cycles progressed, together with the critical reflections and open dialogue, most of the student 
teachers in the study began recognising the perceived incongruence between espoused and enacted 
values. When studying The God of Small Things in Cycle 4, the student teachers could identify the 
struggles surrounding race experienced by the characters in the novel. They could detect the 
characters in the novel who were in awe of white characters and copied white cultural values and 
norms, while declaring their opposition to British colonial rule. However, a student teacher noted, in a 
class discussion, that she knew people, “even in this class, who act white. And then they say we fought 
for freedom.” It became clear that, as time went on, the engagement with issues of race in the literary 
texts created awareness in the student teachers and they became more astute in recognising tensions 
between espoused and enacted values related to race. Equally important, like Ladson-Billings’ (1999) 
study found, they could recognise and confront racist practices that they encountered. 

Class. 

The role of class.  

While race is an overt construct that has shaped South Africa’s history, the country is also characterised 
by a class structure, with evidence of unequal economic, social, and political hierarchies (Jansen, 2011). 
It was thus important for student teachers to interrogate issues of class in literary texts. Most of the 
participating student teachers recognised the role of class, found in many of their texts, and how it 
played out in their lives. Class discussions surrounding incidents and characters in Sophiatown, studied 
in Cycle 3, elicited comments such as, “People react when it’s a race thing. But you must see how rich 
people treat poor people” and “It’s a fact, money talks.” Another student teacher explained it further, 
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“It’s a class thing. Watch how people treat their workers, like they’re invisible” and the student 
teachers appeared to agree with the sentiments. The comments revealed not just an insight into the 
oppression of one class by another, but also revulsion for such behaviour. 

Student teachers also related incidents in the texts to personal events in their lives. In her interview, a 
student teacher noted: 

My mother was pregnant very young and didn’t complete her schooling. She suffered for 
that and she brought us up in a starving home. So, I didn’t want to do what my mother 
did. When I heard the true story of why I was poor, I decided to avoid my mother’s actions 
at all costs.  

The student teacher made the link between how poverty shaped her life and how she planned to avoid 
it. 

At the end of the final interview after Cycle 6, a student teacher revealed that she was not going to 
teach after graduating but planned to begin a Bachelor of Commerce degree, with the aim of becoming 
a chartered accountant. She explained: “I’m doing it for my child. You say make life better. I have to 
do it for her. I grew up with nothing. I can make a big difference to my child’s life.” The student 
teacher’s comments indicated that she was able to recognise her potential to make a difference to the 
lives immediately around her and was prepared to act on this potential. She felt strongly that she could 
make a big difference to her child’s life by possibly earning more as a chartered accountant than as a 
teacher, pointing to her perception that greater material wealth equated to greater happiness. Her 
perception was understandable when considering that she grew up lacking material wealth and 
believed that she was going to make life materially stronger for her family. Her choices revealed that 
she wanted to move out of her position of economic vulnerability and believed that her choices would 
change her position in society (Darder et al., 2009). 

Teaching class. 

 The student teachers were also asked in a class discussion, how they would engage learners in a 
classroom around issues of class. Using the film version of Much Ado about Nothing as a catalyst in 
Cycle 5, they indicated that learners needed to recognise a “structured society” where “people were 
treated differently because of their class.” Others noted, in a focus group interview, that they would 
point out the “relationships between servants and those in power,” the fact that servants have “very 
few words to say and use inferior language,” and that “the film implies that servants are expected to 
behave in a savage way.” When studying The Tempest in Cycle 6, the student teachers detected that 
“power is not restricted to one race or gender” and understood that “power and power structures 
pervade everything.” These comments, and those from interviewed student teachers, indicated that 
many of the student teachers understood the importance of confronting class differences and class 
discrimination in South African classrooms and beyond. Similarly, hooks (2009, p. 141) affirmed that 
class issues in the classroom need to be confronted so that the “democratic ideal of education for 
everyone can be realised.”  

Incongruences. 

Yet, some female student teachers in the lecture room mentioned, maybe in jest, that they would only 
marry rich men and one student teacher revealed, “I only take lifts from young good-looking guys with 
good cars, Mercs, BMs. No skoroskoros [broken down cars] for me.” It became clear, and was 
acknowledged by the student teachers, that an element of double standards prevailed in what they 
judged to be their espoused values as opposed to the way they conducted their lives.  
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Gender. 

Judging the actions of men and women differently. 

Issues of power and vulnerability come to the fore when discussing gender, which was understood by 
the student teachers to refer to the socially constructed characteristics of women and men, and the 
implications on norms, roles, and relationships, among others. It was clear that the predominantly 
female class could identify male behaviour that they found offensive. In Cycle 1, using The Madonna 
of Excelsior as a catalyst, student teachers’ comments included, “Men are so animal-like. They look at 
you and say things. I want to say, ‘Do you talk like that to your mother or sister?”’ However, when 
evaluating the character of Niki, a main character in The Madonna of Excelsior, many female students, 
during the class discussion, judged her very harshly as a “whore” and “a common prostitute,” and 
written responses to a question seemed to confirm their beliefs. This was despite the fact that there 
were extenuating circumstances to Niki’s behaviour such as her abusive husband and her need for 
revenge against the “madam’s” humiliating actions, as pointed out by two males in the class. Despite 
having very rigid judgments against the character initially, by the end of the class discussions, many of 
the women in the class acknowledged the possibility that they were stereotyping women and the roles 
they ought to play. They were learning how to examine and confront their own prejudices (Lane et al., 
2003). 

During their engagement with Much Ado about Nothing in Cycle 5, the student teachers could discuss 
issues of gender roles, gender inequalities, gender stereotypes, and sexism. The focus group revealed 
that they recognised the characteristics of a patriarchal society, male domination, society’s different 
demands on women and men, and the internalisation of domination. A student teacher noted that 
Shakespeare represented women as “valueless objects” and another reflected, “Women who are 
confident, forthright, and able to defend themselves are seen as odd or different.”  

Thus, the student teachers’ comments indicated that they could recognise unequal gender 
representations and the extent of patriarchal oppression. The findings revealed that the student 
teachers accepted that gender identities do not exist in isolation but are shaped by society, policies, 
and other influences of social identity (Darder et al., 2009). They understood the importance of 
confronting gender norms and practices and acknowledged the need to address issues of stereotypes 
and biases in classrooms (Zeichner, 1993).  

 However, when studying The Colour of Paradise in Cycle 2, the class discussions revealed varying 
responses to the character, Hashem, the father of the protagonist. Of concern were the many 
responses that seemed to indicate that Hashem’s behaviour was acceptable because “men behave 
that way.” Thus, while student teachers did not always agree with Hashem’s actions, they accepted 
and understood them because he was a man. The comments during the class discussions and focus 
group revealed that members of the predominantly female class accepted, and were themselves 
perpetuating, patriarchy. This finding reinforced Chege’s (2005) findings that patriarchy is accepted in 
societies where rigid gender stratifications are made to appear normal.  

Thus, an unpacking of their responses was necessary, and the student teachers interrogated, in small 
incremental steps through the different PAR cycles, the discrepancies in their espoused and enacted 
values. Knowing the “right” espoused answer in relation to a literary text needed to be placed 
alongside their enacted answers and self-evaluated. Only then was an awareness of the discrepancy 
created, from which could emerge possible change. 
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Conclusion 

We assumed at the beginning of the study, that the findings from student teachers’ engagement with 
issues of race, class, and gender in literary texts would be a reflection of their engagement with those 
issues in their daily lives. This was not the case, a finding reflected in the study by Jerolmack and Khan 
(2014a) who found that what people say is often a poor predictor of what they do. Because the study 
aimed to have an emancipatory, empowering agenda, it had to endeavour to emancipate and 
empower all the student teachers by drawing their attention to their own behaviour and how their 
behaviour may potentially be defying their own words. The study revealed that many of the 
participating student teachers’ espoused values and enacted values and behaviours lacked integrity, 
and many examples emerged of contradictions in how they judged characters and events in literary 
texts and how they lived their lives.  

However, through the six cycles of the study, the student teachers acknowledged that their behaviour 
could be reproduced in their own classrooms and thus they could be perpetuating discrimination and 
prejudice—behaviour that this study aimed to highlight and change. It soon became clear that unless 
forms of oppression are confronted and discrepancies are disrupted, they could be perpetuated. As 
the cycles progressed and discrepancies were disrupted, the student teachers became increasingly 
able to confront their own and their peers’ lack of behavioural integrity, as discussed in the findings. 
For me as the lecturer-researcher, this was one of the successes of this participatory action research 
study. 

 The participating student teachers established that teachers of literature, or any other subject, in a 
postapartheid, postconflict South Africa, need to critically reflect on their practices, confront their 
prejudices, and recognise that student teachers “carry the marks of their history” (Soudien, 2006, p. 
10). In addition, they need to support their teaching practices by well thought-out philosophical and 
ideological underpinnings (Ladson-Billings, 2009) that will shape their identities as teachers. A failure 
to do so could result in a perpetuation of oppressive practices in their classrooms and a possible 
negation of the spirit of both the CAPS (DBE, 2011a, 2011b) and the South African Constitution (1996).  

 While the student teachers in the study appeared to demonstrate incongruence between their 
espoused and enacted values as they related to race, class, and gender, the various reflections and 
discussions made them think, reconsider, and open up the possibility for change. It is possible that the 
participating student teachers’ awareness of the contradictions in their espoused and enacted values 
will enable their continued critical reflection on their journeys as teachers. As they use their skills to 
interrogate literary texts, it is possible that their experience of critical reflection will engender ongoing 
interrogations of themselves, both personally and professionally.  
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Abstract  

This paper reflects on the experience of integrating a service-learning component into a 
postgraduate course in political studies. The course in question aims to get students to 
reflect on the ways in which poverty and privilege are tied up with each other, and on 
whether and how the relatively privileged can be involved in helpful ways in struggles 
against oppression. The service-learning component involved spending a week 
volunteering with a rural community-based organisation. Students were required to 
relate their volunteering experience to the course content. The paper reflects on the 
implications of the course’s failure to live up to many criteria for quality service-learning, 
arguing that despite its failings, the service-learning experience significantly enhanced the 
learning of the students and also my own learning as an educator. I show that the nature 
of this learning calls into question some possible assumptions about how service-learning 
ought to be done. The paper contributes to ongoing discussions about the ways in which 
service-learning can assist in the achievement of social justice-related goals.  
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“Service-learning is not safe. It is anything but safe.” 

—Dan Butin (2010, p. 18) 

Introduction 

A few years back I launched a postgraduate course called Poverty and Privilege, as part of a 
postgraduate honours programme in political and international studies. The course was intended to 
acquaint students with a broad range of debates about the role of privileged actors in struggles against 
poverty. Key themes in the course were inequality, charity, solidarity, white antiracism, male feminism, 
and the role of nongovernmental organisations in popular struggles. After teaching the course for the 
first time, I felt that it had been a valuable learning experience, but that students would come to reflect 
more deeply and in a more nuanced way on the issues concerned if a service-learning component were 
added to the course. Consequently, the second time I taught the course, I adapted it so that a service-
learning component could be included. In this paper, I reflect on my experience of introducing service-
learning into the course. The paper explores some of the shortcomings, but also some of the surprising 
benefits of the introduction of this particular service-learning initiative. The goal of the paper is to add 
to discussion about the possibility of using service-learning to achieve social justice-related goals. As I 
show below, there is some debate about the possibility of using service-learning to promote the 
achievement of justice, and my discussion of service-learning suggests some potential challenges to 
using it in this way.  

Before proceeding, it is necessary to make a few brief comments about methodology. This article is 
not the conventional product of a research project but is, rather, a reflective piece that looks back on 
a teaching experience. When I set out to introduce service-learning into the course concerned, I did 
not intend to write about my experience. However, the experience was so noteworthy and, honestly, 
so difficult, that I was later drawn to putting together this paper. In putting it together, I have drawn 
principally on my own reflections but also on the reflective pieces submitted by some students who 
took part in the course. All students who are quoted below have given their written permission for 
their quotes to be used, and have been given the opportunity to comment on this piece.  

Defining Service-Learning  

Service-learning is a much debated but popular term used to describe various kinds of out-of-
classroom experiences that form part of academic programmes at learning institutions. Increased 
interest in service-learning is part of a general increased interest in various forms of community 
engagement. Community engagement refers to a range of activities through which the university in 
some way engages with the surrounding community, usually with the intention to respond to the 
needs of the community. Service-learning is a specific form of community engagement that is 
integrated into a particular course or programme, and which combines the achievement of educational 
goals with the meeting of some or other community need.  

It is not easy to clearly define service-learning—Eyler and Giles (1999) noted that over a hundred 
different definitions of the term exist. A very simple definition is provided by Stanton, Giles, and Cruz 
(1999), who described it as “the accomplishment of tasks that meet genuine human needs in 
combination with conscious educational growth.” Bringle and Hatcher’s (1995) more comprehensive 
definition described it as, 
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a credit-bearing educational experience where students (a) participate in an organised 
service activity that meets identified community needs and (b) reflect on the activity so as 
to gain further understanding of course content, broaden their appreciation of the 
discipline and enhance a sense of civic responsibility. (p. 112)  

Finally, a very neat definition is provided by Butin (2010, p. xiv) who defined it as “the linkage of 
academic work with community-based engagement within a framework of respect, reciprocity, 
relevance and reflection.” What all three of these definitions emphasise is that service-learning has 
two key components: it must involve some kind of learning experience, and it must involve providing 
a service of some kind to a community of people outside of the classroom.  

The above definitions also point to the important role of reflection in service-learning—service-
learning not only requires students to do some kind of service as part of, or alongside, their academic 
learning process, but also requires students to reflect on the service component, typically under the 
guidance of the course coordinator. Thus Eyler and Giles (1999, p. 4) commented that “the hyphen in 
the phrase [service-learning] symbolises the central role of reflection in the process of learning through 
community service.”  

Service-Learning and Social Justice 

To be orientated towards social justice means, generally speaking, to be committed to working 
towards a more egalitarian society. In their discussions of the concept of social justice, Barry (2005) 
and Miller (1999) described the term as suggesting a fairer, more equal distribution of income and as 
generally being associated with egalitarian, left-leaning struggles. To be preoccupied with social justice 
is therefore to be preoccupied with being responsive to poverty, inequality, and oppression. Service-
learning typically involves something of an orientation towards the achievement of social justice—
after all, it aims to meet some kind of identified community need and is premised upon the assumption 
that universities should be responsive to the communities in which they are rooted. However, the 
content of the course concerned need not be explicitly related to social justice. For example, students 
studying fisheries management might deepen their understanding of management techniques by 
assisting a fishing community. Or pharmacy students might entrench their knowledge of a particular 
drug treatment regime by drawing up pamphlets for distribution at a local clinic. In these cases, the 
course concerned has nothing to do with questions of justice at all, although the decision to introduce 
service-learning into a course may be related to justice because it is premised upon a desire to attend 
to community needs. However, service-learning is sometimes integrated into courses where the very 
content of the course itself is aimed at getting students to reflect on questions related to social justice 
and the service-learning component is intended to improve their reflections on this very issue. This 
was the case with my course and so before introducing the particular course under discussion in this 
paper, it is useful to look at the question of whether, and how, service-learning can be used in such 
courses.  

One way in which service-learning is sometimes explicitly related to concerns around social justice is 
when it is introduced as part of courses in ethics. Here, the service-learning is supposed to provide 
students with an out-of-classroom experience that illustrates the ethical questions being discussed in 
class. In such cases, the introduction of service-learning is intended to deepen students’ understanding 
of social justice and better enable students to enact positive social change. As Seider and Taylor (2011, 
p. 201) noted, humanities programmes are often very classroom based, with few opportunities for 
internships or other out-of-classroom activities; humanities, they said, is “assumed to be the territory 
of abstraction and reflection, but not action.” Similarly, Scholz (2000, p. 185) noted that for many 
students who study ethics courses at universities, their examination of ethical questions “is merely a 
mental exercise that does not affect their daily lives.” Scholars like Seider and Taylor and Scholz have 
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attempted to introduce service-learning in order to make a connection between classroom discussions 
about topics related to social justice and actual real-life situations. In this way, students may come to 
better understand the importance of the theories in question and to be better able to apply them once 
they leave the classroom. 

In the case of the courses discussed by Seider and Taylor (2011) and by Scholz (2000), the service 
placements are simply aimed at exposing students to the challenges faced by marginalised 
communities. So, for example, in the Pulse Programme discussed by Seider and Taylor (2011), students 
volunteered at underprivileged high schools or assisted homeless people and, in Scholz’s ethics course, 
they spent time at a mission that engaged in typical charity-related work. In contrast, a different 
approach to linking service-learning to concerns about social justice resists this charity orientation in 
favour of an approach that is less concerned with providing students with exposure to the less 
fortunate through charity work, and more concerned with encouraging students to work to change the 
conditions that result in poverty and inequality. Those favouring this approach (such as Artz, 2001 and 
Mitchell, 2007) use the term critical service-learning, which is contrasted with more charity-orientated 
approaches to service-learning. Instead of encouraging students to ask “How can I help the poor?”, a 
critical service-learning approach encourages them to ask why people have become poor or 
marginalised (Mitchell, 2007, p. 102; see also Osman & Petersen, 2013). Similarly, Mahlomaholo and 
Matobako (2006) distinguished between approaches to service-learning that engage the community 
at the level of charity or at the level of a project, and those that constitute genuine engagement, which 
is driven by the interests of the community rather than those of the university. The latter form of 
engagement, they argued, must be explicitly tied to an understanding of knowledge that critiques 
oppression and aims at emancipation. 

One of the most helpful aspects of service-learning in relation to any course on social justice is its ability 
to encourage students to think critically about the very possibility of properly understanding social 
justice. Students, who might otherwise develop quite fixed positions on how to address social justice, 
are encouraged to develop far more nuanced and complex positions as a result of service-learning 
because it forces them to confront situations and experiences that challenge rather than confirm their 
existing views. Butin (2007, p. 181) noted that the “sheer complexity of social reality—when carefully 
and systematically examined and reflected upon—yields opportunities for the realisation that justice 
(or the lack thereof) is contingent upon our engagement with the world.” Students come to recognise 
their own positionality, to become more aware of the difficulty of properly understanding the world 
(Rhoads, 1997). We could say that service-learning is valuable not only because it helps illustrate 
ethical arguments or encourages students to challenge social injustices, but also because it unsettles 
our students’ too-easy assumptions about social justice. Through such unsettling, students come to 
approach discussions about justice “from a position of doubt rather than certainty” (Butin, 2010, pp. 
13–14). This kind of position opens them up to new learning. 

In summary, we could say that service-learning is considered to facilitate the achievement of social 
justice and the promotion of positive social change in a range of ways. Firstly, some scholars believe 
that understanding of social justice issues is improved when students are exposed to real-life situations 
rather than simply reflecting on social justice. Secondly, advocates of critical service-learning believe 
that it can help students better understand oppression and enable them to use knowledge in 
emancipatory ways. And, thirdly, service-learning is thought to help students become more aware of 
the complexities related to the achievement of social justice.  

Teaching Poverty and Privilege with a Service-Learning Component 

Literature relating service-learning and social justice is of great relevance to this paper because the 
course I teach aims quite explicitly at getting students to think about questions of social justice. The 
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course encourages students to reflect on inequality and, particularly, to think about the ways in which 
the relatively privileged can—and cannot—appropriately involve themselves in the struggles of the 
oppressed. We begin by looking very generally at concepts such as inequality, poverty, and privilege 
and then move on to look at various ways in which the privileged can respond to poverty and 
oppression—charity, solidarity, activism, NGO work, and so on. I quite explicitly foreground the fact 
that students in the course are likely to occupy a privileged position in society (even if they don’t come 
from a privileged background) and that they need to reflect on what role they might be able to play in 
bringing about a more just and equitable order. Students are invited to reflect very critically on the 
ways in which relatively privileged people have intervened in poor people’s struggles, sometimes in 
very damaging ways. The course is thus quite self-consciously aimed at contributing to struggles for 
social justice and, ultimately, about trying to encourage students to think of ways in which they can 
contribute to positive social change.  

The course, which is offered to postgraduate students in the Department of Political and International 
Studies at Rhodes University, is a semester course that makes up one fifth of the credits for an honours 
degree. In other similar courses in the department, students are required to attend weekly 2½ hour 
seminars for which they have prepared by reading prescribed texts. During the seminars, they are 
expected to participate actively in the discussion, although the discussion is often dominated by the 
lecturer giving the course. Students are often required to make short presentations on a particular 
topic and are occasionally also asked to participate in other ways during the class—for example, in 
small group discussions, debates, or even mock United Nations sessions or other creative 
engagements. Such courses are usually evaluated by means of several pieces of writing—typically a 
long essay and an exam or a collection of shorter pieces of writing and one longer essay (replacing the 
exam). When I had presented the course previously, I presented it in much the same way as described 
above. In short, the students read a lot of texts, discussed them, and wrote about them.  

When students write essays in political studies, they are required to put together plausible, well-
structured, and convincing arguments in favour of a particular position. Consequently, two students in 
the class might both write excellent essays while defending very different positions. While this 
approach has its benefits, it does tend to allow students to quite easily dismiss positions they intuitively 
dislike, and focus instead on building arguments that fit comfortably into their existing worldview. They 
then seek out literature that defends the position they already hold (or, sometimes, the position they 
think the lecturer would like them to embrace), and then write an essay defending that position. When 
I had taught students the Poverty and Privilege course previously, I noted that many students adopted 
a very critical stance towards nongovernmental organisations, arguing that such organisations did not 
reflect the actual interests or preferences of the communities they supposedly served, but rather 
imposed problematic agendas that originated with their funders rather than the communities 
concerned. My students felt that popular movements could more authentically represent people. 
While this view has many merits (and indeed my own teaching had contributed to students developing 
this view), my engagements with NGOs suggested to me that the situation on the ground is far more 
complicated—not all NGOs impose foreign agendas, and not all communities are well represented by 
effective and democratically organised popular movements. Furthermore, the distinction between 
“the privileged” and “the oppressed” is far more tenuous than some students imagine. While I did not 
think my students’ views were incorrect, I did think they needed nuancing, and thought that an out-
of-classroom component could help in this regard. And so, with these concerns in mind, I set about 
introducing a service-learning component into an existing course.  

While preparing to teach the course for a second time, I thought of an acquaintance who had contacted 
me previously, asking me to assist him in finding volunteers to spend some time working with a 
community-based organisation he had set up in his home village. It occurred to me that it might be 
interesting to send students to volunteer in this organisation as part of the Poverty and Privilege course 
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when next I taught it. After taking into account various considerations—funding, convenience for both 
the students and the community organisation, and so forth—I proposed that the course include a 
service-learning component during which students would spend around 10 days volunteering with the 
organisation. The volunteering period would fall into the midsemester break, and so it would happen 
in the middle of the course. The arrangement I had with the organisation concerned was that what the 
students did there would depend upon the preferences of the organisation, and that we would pay 
the organisation for community-based accommodation and bring along our own food. 

Postgraduate students in our department (who usually number between 30 and 45 students in total) 
are required to sign up for five of the approximately 15 courses on offer each year. This course was 
one of the 15 options available that year, and was the only one with a service-learning component. 
Twenty students signed up for the course. Each of the 15 courses on offer usually attracts only around 
five to 15 students so the large sign-up suggested that the students liked the idea of doing service-
learning. 

Before the students went, we discussed the idea of keeping reflective diaries while they were there. 
While these were not to be submitted, the students were required to use these diaries to write a 2000-
word reflective piece (to be submitted about a month after their return) in which they were asked to 
relate their experiences in the field to the course content. This reflective piece would count 20% of 
their final mark for the course, making it the second biggest component of the assessment (the largest 
being the final essay, worth 40%).  

And so, with this plan in place, we headed out on my first attempt to introduce service-learning into a 
university course. I hoped this course would set a precedent and that service-learning could become a 
feature of my own teaching, and even thought that colleagues in my department, none of whom had 
previously used service-learning, might in future consider it. 

Confronting Failure 

Unfortunately, things do not always go according to plan. The service-learning did not pan out quite as 
expected. Looking back on the experience, I can see that it did not meet the requirements of what 
Eyler and Giles (1999, pp. 190–191) called a “high quality” service-learning placement. Such a 
placement should meet the following criteria: 

 Students do meaningful work. 

 Students have important responsibilities. 

 Students have varied and challenging tasks. 

 Students work directly with community partners. 

 Students receive support and feedback from agency staff. 

 The service continues over a sustained period. 

My students’ service-learning experience met few of these requirements. The only criteria that were 
met were that the students did work directly with the community partner, and did receive some 
support and guidance from some of the organisation’s staff. I had left it up to the organisation to decide 
how best they would like to use the students and, while various possibilities were discussed in the 
buildup to the volunteering period, the students ended up spending most of their time with the 
organisation doing quite menial, rather than varied and challenging tasks. They certainly did not have 
any important responsibilities but, rather, worked alongside community members to cut grass and 
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poles that the organisation planned to use in building a thatched office building. It is difficult to see 
any way in which the students’ university-related skills were used during the period. Other than doing 
this menial work, much of their time was spent hanging around, socialising with each other and 
community members, and just going about the day-to-day tasks of food preparation and getting from 
one place to another in a rural setting. These day-to-day tasks sometimes took very long because the 
students were housed in three groups quite far from each other and because water and electricity 
were not always available at all three sites. Furthermore, the placement only ended up lasting just over 
a week, which hardly qualifies as a sustained period.  

It seems then that my first venture into service-learning was a textbook case of service-learning failure. 
However, in the course evaluations I very nervously conducted at the end of the course, I was 
somewhat surprised to find that only one student indicated that he or she felt that the service-learning 
component had not contributed to his or her learning. Thus, in general, the group felt that they had 
learnt something despite the fact that the experience did not meet the requirements of a high quality 
placement described above. What was it that they learnt and what can this tell us about using service-
learning in a course like this? The rest of the article explores some of the ways in which this service-
learning placement did result in learning, and reflects on what this might mean when thinking about 
introducing similar kinds of learning experiences.  

Service-Learning and the Building of a Learning Community 

Service-learning is supposed to meet educational goals—it is service-learning after all. In the case of 
the experience discussed above, it is difficult to see in what ways cutting grass and trees helped 
students learn something. However, it became clear to me later that the time spent together in this 
way helped build a learning community among what was previously a group of individuals. The week 
spent with the community organisation was very successful at building friendships between the 
students and at strengthening the cohesion of the group. While the students all knew each other at 
least to some extent, they got to know each other in a completely different way during the service-
learning trip. Because the students had to spend a week eating, sleeping, and working together, they 
had far more opportunities for social contact than they would have had had there been no service-
learning component, or if the service-learning component had entailed an hour or two in the 
community each week. I was impressed at how my fairly diverse group of students got along fairly well 
during the trip, with no significant tensions or conflicts developing between them (at least, to my 
knowledge). What was also notable was that whereas in a classroom situation, academic ability 
strongly influences how students come to know and value each other, in this context those who were 
less academically capable or less confident to speak in class came to be valued for their other skills—
for example, their cooking, their kindness, their cheerfulness, or their ability to take good photos. The 
difference was very noticeable at the first seminar after the trip, when the students were openly joking 
with each other before class and two had got together before class to bake muffins, which they brought 
to share with everyone. New friendships had evidently been formed, and old friendships strengthened.  

Several of the students commented on this aspect of the service-learning component in their reflective 
pieces: 

This experience of working together manually with my classmates also created friendship 
between several individuals who possibly could have never done that in an academic 
space. It was an opportunity where as students we were able to know each other at a 
personal level and also try understand each other’s characters as we had to work together 
and stay together for those days. It was also a refreshing experience as I had conversation 
with other people I thought I could never talk to within the classroom.  
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What I appreciated about the field trip was interacting with my classmates outside an 
academic environment where we are usually arguing discourses and literature. It was 
[great] to get to know people in a more relaxed environment and getting to get an 
informed understanding of each individual, playing games and having a good laugh about 
nothing.  

However, some students had opted out of the service-learning component of the course. While I had 
made it clear to the students at the outset that this component was a compulsory part of the course, 
closer to the time a few students began to raise all kinds of objections, some to me directly while 
others were communicated to me indirectly by other students. After some deliberation, I decided to 
open up an opt-out option where students could replace the service-learning with additional academic 
writing. I felt that it was not fair to the organisation to bring reluctant volunteers on the trip. In the 
end, six of the 20 students opted out—four citing academic and personal pressures, and two at the 
last minute due to illness and death in the family. Two of the students who had cited academic reasons 
for withdrawing were among the strongest students, academically, and had dominated many of the 
class discussions. After the service-learning trip, the dynamics in the class changed and the formerly 
quiet students appeared more confident and willing to engage. We only had a handful of seminars 
post-trip (in order to keep the number of notional hours in the course from becoming much greater 
than those of other courses), and so my comments are very tentative, but my sense was that the 
service-learning experience changed class dynamics by allowing students who were less academically 
strong, or less confident in the classroom setting, to have an opportunity to excel and build confidence 
through being required to do a range of tasks about which they felt more confident. Indeed, when 
evaluating the course, 71% of the students who completed the evaluation agreed with the statement: 
“I found that the class dynamics changed after the service-learning trip,” supporting my sense that the 
trip had changed the way the class interacted significantly.  

The experience also changed my own relationship with the students. Although I did not stay with them 
for the entire trip, I spent a few nights there with them and thereby got to know them much better 
than I would usually get to know students in my classes. I found my perceptions about particular 
students changed considerably through seeing them in a different context, and through having 
opportunities to talk to them socially and to get to know more about their lives outside the classroom. 

All of the above ostensibly has little to do with learning; however, I think the above changes did impact 
indirectly on the students’ learning. By changing the dynamics in the class, students who had felt quite 
alienated in class prior to the service-learning trip came to find the classroom space at least somewhat 
more welcoming—which impacted upon their learning experience as a whole. My own changed and 
deepened relationship with the students made me more aware of the class dynamics, and more 
concerned about recognising and validating a broader range of skills rather than being preoccupied 
only with students’ ability to articulate themselves well in academic writing.  

These kinds of benefits of service-learning have also been noted by others. For example, Scholz found 
that service-learning had an “important and unexpected result” (2000, p. 188)—students developed 
more interest in each other and came to understand their learning as being part of “a common learning 
endeavour.” Her students’ comments on the experience are quite similar to those of my students: 

[The service-learning] also brought about a sense of unity to the class [that] makes it all 
the more comfortable to discuss and debate issues in class.  

The group project is also beneficial because it gave the students an opportunity to get to 
know their classmates in a more personal way. This is important in recognising our ethical 
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responsibility to others as well, recognising our interdependence and relationships with 
others around us, both those we know and those we have never met. (Scholz, 2000, p. 188)  

It seems that getting students out of the classroom and engaged in collaborative service-learning 
activities can help to build a learning community and a less individualistic approach to learning.  

“Inappropriate” Work and Service-Learning 

According to my university’s online guidelines for service-learning, it should involve “both rigorous 
academic learning and a closely connected [emphasis added] planned service activity” (Rhodes 
University, 2016). Service-learning should relate closely to the academic goals of the course concerned 
and should allow students to use their skills to provide a service to the community and, in so doing, 
further hone their skills in preparation for their post-university lives. In the case of the course under 
discussion, the students’ volunteering experience could potentially allow them to use their skills to 
further the interests of the organisation. I had been told that previous groups of student volunteers 
with the organisation concerned had helped develop written material promoting the organisation and 
had also been involved in tutoring high school students. I imagined my students might help write 
newsletters for the organisation or develop proposals for funding or do some other service in which 
they could use their writing skills and theoretical knowledge to advance the interests of the 
community, which I imagined, might not have many people with such skills. However, as discussed 
above, the organisation decided that the best way to use the students at that particular point in time 
would be to get them to spend their week working alongside community volunteers in the early stages 
of constructing a building that they planned to use as a kind of headquarters for the organisation, 
which at the time operated out of a hut in the director’s family’s yard. As mentioned above, the 
students spent their week cutting grass and poles and constructing a fence as well as a shelter to store 
the grass, which would eventually be used for thatching. They worked alongside volunteers from the 
community doing very basic, unskilled work.  

I initially felt quite disappointed that the students had not been able to use and further develop the 
kinds of abilities they had been learning at the university. However, on reflection I am glad the service-
learning turned out this way. Had students spent more time in the organisation’s office preparing 
written documentation, they would not have got to know community volunteers as well as they did. 
By working side-by-side with community volunteers, students managed to get a better sense of how 
the community itself worked as well as to hear about some of the challenges related to running an 
NGO in that environment. So, even though cutting grass or building a fence ostensibly had absolutely 
nothing to do with their studies, they developed certain insights into the functioning of the NGO by 
working alongside community volunteers. Acquiring a better understanding of the functioning of NGOs 
was precisely the learning outcome I had intended them to acquire during the trip and so the “menial” 
tasks can be understood to have contributed to their learning. 

Lewis (2004) discussed a situation that made me see some other advantages to the activities my 
students had undertaken during the service-learning component. She talked about a group of 
environmental studies students who provided a particular community with a guide about how to 
create a community garden. Doing this allowed them to use what they had already learnt about 
environmentalism and gave them an opportunity to try to apply this knowledge. However, the 
community was disappointed with receiving this guide because what they wanted was for the students 
to actually work alongside them in creating the garden rather than just providing them with a guide. 
What struck me on reading about this incident was that when students use the abilities they have 
developed at the university, rather than doing more menial work, they have fewer opportunities to 
interact with community members as equals, and they potentially reinforce existing hierarchies about 
who produces knowledge and who provides manual labour.  
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Perhaps we need to recognise that it is hard to be sure about how best students can contribute to 
community projects. Lewis noted that even when students are apparently just doing “charity” work 
that seems unrelated to their academic learning, their work often helps them develop “structural 
understandings of service providers that can be translated in social change later in their careers” (2004, 
p. 107). Similarly, the time my students spent doing menial work alongside community volunteers 
resulted in conversations with these volunteers that revealed to the students certain ways in which 
the organisation worked, which would otherwise have remained invisible to them and thus, arguably, 
did help them understand how NGOs work—and in a deeper way than they would have had they been 
involved only with the organisation’s leaders in drawing up proposals and writing reports.  

One of the students’ reflections suggested a critique of the idea, expressed by Eyler and Giles (1999, 
pp. 190–191), that students ought to have “important responsibilities” in an ideal service-learning 
placement. This student had witnessed some tension between some students and the leader of the 
organisation and felt that some of the students wanted to do more “important” things and were 
reluctant to follow the instructions of the NGO. She commented:  

Many of us firstly undermined the NGO’s decision on the programme, a number of us could 
not grasp why an organisation would want to use skilled volunteers to cut grass when it 
can exploit our skills, we believed that we could help the organisation with other 
“important” things like administrative work. We had assumed that we (the volunteers, 
being educated) could do administration work more efficiently than the locals.  

While this student clearly felt that some students had not valued doing menial work, some of her 
classmates included comments in their reflections that suggested that at least some students were 
able to see the value of the more menial tasks they performed. Here are two such comments: 

I think that it was important that the class went on the [service-learning trip] at a moment 
where there was no set agenda because we were then able to experience the tedious work 
that local based NGOs have to do throughout the year. It is not exciting, life changing or 
philosophically purposeful work but it is necessary work. I think that often when people go 
on organised trips to work with an NGO when there is a set agenda there is a limitation to 
the kind of engagement you can have with the people you are working with and the people 
around you. Our daily work consisted of cutting grass, which seems an ordinary task but 
is extremely challenging, for thatching and later involved the cutting down and shaping of 
trees to create a shelter. This was all part of the foundational moments of working towards 
building an office building for [the organisation] to operate from. Every day we woke up 
from our different locations and joined together at the working site with members of the 
community who volunteer with [the organisation] from the different villages involved with 
the organisation. There was an important interaction between us and the local people on 
a daily basis, which enabled a real conversation to occur and added a relational aspect to 
our daily activities.  

Although we were all coming from different backgrounds, a sense of oneness and unity 
was built as students and the community workers were able to mingle and work together 
irrespective of language barrier, intellectuality, and class differences. This evoked a feeling 
of victory and hope for better futures where people from different classes can stand in 
solidarity in pursuit for a universal goal. I also felt more attached to the reality of the plight 
of the people as one of the ladies poured out her sufferings to me.  

What is interesting to note in the above comments, is the way in which the “inappropriate” work that 
the students ended up doing, did in fact help them better understand how NGOs work, which was an 
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important goal of the service-learning experience. The students’ experiences also suggest that if we 
are too insistent on students doing work that is relevant to their studies, we might reinforce existing 
hierarchies in which the educated university student is positioned above “ordinary” community 
members. It is therefore worth acknowledging that seemingly inappropriate work may actually yield 
quite useful learning. 

Identifying and Assessing the Learning in Service-Learning 

What the foregoing discussion also suggests is that we need to think very carefully about exactly what 
we expect students to learn during service-learning, and exactly how we can assess this learning. We 
also need to accept that service-learning cannot easily be slotted into an academic programme while 
leaving the rest of the programme and the whole underlying pedagogy unchanged. As Howard (1998) 
argued, service-learning is a counter-normative pedagogy—it will not therefore sit comfortably 
alongside traditional pedagogies and is therefore likely to unsettle the programmes in which it is 
incorporated. 

Butin’s (2010) reflections on an antifoundationalist perspective on service-learning are helpful in 
thinking through the broader implications of the introduction of service-learning. He suggested that 
one of the key benefits of service-learning is its very open-endedness, insisting that when doing 
service-learning we ought to avoid being “directed towards some specific and predetermined end 
goal” (Butin, 2010, p. 13). Service-learning is very good at disrupting our expectations, the things we 
take for granted, our commonsense assumptions and it is this, Butin suggested, that is its key strength. 
In his words: 

Service-learning frees us from the false notion of controllable teaching of controlled 
subject matter, from knowledge as static, and from truth as fixed. . . . Service-learning is 
never a transparent activity that accomplishes exactly what I, as the instructor, want it to 
accomplish. There is always a slippage exactly because of the reality that service-learning 
is an embodied and experiential activity that cannot be contained—as much teaching and 
learning attempts to be—within the four walls of the classroom and the covers of the 
textbook. (2010, p. 46) 

This does not mean that we should venture into service-learning without carefully planning and 
reflecting, but it does mean that we ought to welcome rather than resist experiences that are 
unsettling and which take our students’ learning in unexpected directions. The introduction of service-
learning is likely to unsettle our (and our students’) ideas of how to learn and of what university 
education is all about. 

One aspect of our teaching that is likely to be challenged by service-learning is assessment because 
the open-endedness of service-learning raises some serious challenges for assessing student learning. 
If I am to be open to the possibility that students might learn something unexpected, how do I set out 
the course’s learning outcomes, and how do I decide what learning to assess and how? The South 
African Council on Higher Education makes it very clear that when we assess service-learning, we must 
be assessing the educational achievements of students: “Academic credit is for learning, not for 
service,” it says, stressing that students must be given credit “not for the community service they 
perform but for the quality of learning that takes place” (as cited in Bender, Daniels, Lazarus, Naude, 
& Sattar, 2006, p. 32). This is all very well, but the very nature of this kind of experiential learning 
makes it quite challenging to pinpoint what students have learnt and to assign credits to this learning. 
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Kezar (2002) argued that supporters of service-learning might need to challenge entrenched ideas 
about what it is students are supposed to learn at university, and how such learning is best assessed. 
She argued that service-learning is very useful in developing certain important abilities, but that these 
abilities are often difficult to assess. For example, her research suggests that service-learning assists in 
the development of moral reasoning and tolerance, in developing leadership skills, and in getting 
students to question stereotypes (Kezar, 2002). None of these abilities is very easy to assess. Indeed, 
it is often hard to even argue that the development of such abilities is a legitimate outcome of 
university-level teaching. Are we supposed to be teaching students to question stereotypes? Is the 
development of moral reasoning something that ought to be an outcome of a university course?  

One possible avenue here, at least in the South African context, is to bear in mind the “critical cross-
field outcomes” that can (and should) be included in a range of university-level courses (South African 
Qualifications Authority, 2000, pp. 18–19). Included here, are outcomes as such working well in a team, 
being able to solve problems in a creative way, being able to organise oneself in a responsible and 
effective way, and being able to communicate effectively. These kinds of outcomes are sufficiently 
open-ended as to make them appropriate for a service-learning component—and including 
consideration of such outcomes allows one to recognise and affirm those students who approach the 
service-learning with maturity, and who work well with others. So much academic work is very 
individualistic and, in my discipline at least, very focused on developing the ability to clearly articulate, 
especially in writing, a range of scholarly ideas. Less emphasis is placed on collaborative learning, 
effective verbal communication, and open-mindedness, even though these are all, surely, also the 
kinds of abilities that should be deepened at university.  

As mentioned above, the only way in which I assessed the service-learning component was through 
requiring students to submit a reflective piece on their experience, which was worth 20% of the course 
mark. However, I am not convinced that that was an adequate way to assess this component of the 
course. The reflective piece required students to make links between the readings and their 
volunteering experience so, as with other assessment tasks, students were once again required to 
write and to relate to academic texts. Students spend the whole course engaging with readings and so 
it did not feel that what they were doing was all that different from other written submissions. There 
were a few students in the course who were not very adept at handling academic texts, but who were 
cheerful, committed volunteers who treated community members and other students respectfully and 
responsibly and worked well in a team. The assessment methods I had set up at the beginning of the 
course could not give any credit for these abilities. When I next teach the course, I would like to find 
ways to assess students’ ability to work in groups, to communicate effectively verbally, and to 
demonstrate respectfulness and responsibility. Peer assessment might be helpful here, particularly in 
assessing students’ ability to work together in groups. These are legitimate outcomes of a service-
learning experience and so ought to be accorded credit. Furthermore, these kinds of outcomes are not 
tied to very narrowly defined objectives and so they are compatible with the open-ended approach 
suggested by Butin (2010) and discussed above.  

Conclusion 

When I think back on this service-learning experience, I realise that while I still have some uncertainties 
about what exactly my students learnt during the experience, I have no doubt that they and I, as an 
educator, learnt immensely from this experience. The learning was hard and unsettling, but it was 
certainly learning. Butin (2010) very nicely captured some of the reasons why service-learning is so 
unsettling for those who introduce it into their teaching. He said that service-learning,  
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subverts some of our dearest foundational assumptions of our sense of identity as higher 
education faculty. We must rethink the belief that academic knowledge comes directly 
from us, in a classroom, based on a written text, and assessed objectively. We must 
acknowledge our students as active, reflective, and resistant agents in their own 
educational process. We must come to terms with the reality that our particular expertise 
may have very little currency (or even relevance) in the messy and complex world outside 
our classroom walls. (Butin, 2010, pp. 19–20) 

In the above text, I have only managed to touch on a small number of the issues that this particular 
service-learning experience raised—there were others that I plan to write on some other time. For 
example, students in the class challenged me about whether or not this service-learning placement 
(and, indeed, most service-learning) was not a form of poverty tourism, which may enhance student 
learning but comes at the expense of the communities concerned. While there is a fair-sized body of 
literature debating the benefits of service-learning for students, Cruz and Giles (2000) pointed out that 
there is rather less scholarly work looking at how communities experience it. The question of whether 
and how communities benefit from being part of service-learning initiatives is a very important but 
difficult one that deserves further research. If service-learning is really to contribute to struggles for 
social justice and thereby to positive social change, we need to be confident that service-learning 
placements, such as the one discussed here, really can meaningfully respond to community needs. This 
paper is limited to a reflection on the effects of the service-learning initiative on the students 
concerned. In further, still ongoing research I intend to explore the experiences of community partners 
in service-learning.  

In terms of the focus of this paper—namely, the effects of the introduction of service-learning on 
student learning—the experience discussed in this paper suggests that service-learning experiences 
can encourage unexpected ways of learning. In the course described above, the service-learning 
component contributed to students’ learning despite involving activities that were not obviously 
related to the academic content of the course. The time spent working alongside community members 
helped shape the class into a better learning community, which strengthened their ability to learn 
together, and was also helpful in getting them to better understand the on-the-ground dynamics of 
NGO work. This improved understanding of NGO dynamics will help those who plan to work in the 
NGO sector to be able to make a more meaningful contribution there and, more generally, may better 
equip students to contribute to positive social change.  

In closing, my first experience of using service-learning taught me that introducing service-learning can 
be a fraught, difficult, and intense process, but that it can result in a range of very important kinds of 
learning. What is also clear is that it is service-learning’s ability to lead us in unexpected directions that 
makes it valuable. Service-learning disturbs, it unsettles, it upsets. It is for precisely these reasons that 
it can make for a profoundly educational experience. 
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Abstract 

Scholarship has an obligation to society in that what is discovered through research and 
what is taught in the lecture hall should extend beyond the classroom and benefit the 
community. As a hub of training and knowledge in a local community, the challenge for a 
university exists in integrating community needs and university resources. Mental health 
is one discipline where this is particularly relevant and urgent due to the growing need for 
mental health interventions, particularly in under-serviced communities. A university is 
well positioned to develop a dynamic multidisciplinary approach to the biopsychosocial 
teaching of mental health practice and community service provision because it has 
extensive access to networks of current and future professionals. This reflective article 
explains the development of such a university–community collaborative initiative 
attached to the Missionvale Psychology Centre (MPC) at the Nelson Mandela University 
(NMU) located in Port Elizabeth. It examines the broader teaching and learning 
opportunities afforded the students as well as the need to deliver a much needed service 
to the local community. In this article, the initiative is qualitatively analysed through the 
lens of a combination of observational experience and self-reflection. Insights gained and 
lessons learnt could benefit other health professionals in comparable positions who are 
faced with similar challenges in response to student training agendas and the social 
responsibility of universities in developing countries.  
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Introduction and Background 

Meeting community needs within an underserviced socioeconomic context requires a dynamic 
approach because the landscape is continuously changing—people are perpetually moving between 
urban areas, townships, and rural areas to find housing, work, and access to social and economic 
infrastructure in what they may perceive as relatively wealthier or more sustainable living areas. 
Children and other family members often join the family in the urban area, straining already stretched 
urban resources. Consequently, as mobile, ever-growing populations in many areas of South Africa fail 
to eventually return to their homes, sustainable delivery of mental healthcare is a growing problem in 
many sectors of society, and especially so in underserviced and impoverished communities in many 
areas in South Africa (Bekker, 2002).  

The South African historical context has arguably played a significant role in creating the current 
healthcare context underscored by poverty. Predemocratic institutionalised discrimination 
significantly influenced social life configurations, including access to health services and resources and 
the impoverishment of large sections of the South African population (Coovadia, Jewkes, Barron, 
Sanders, & McIntyre, 2009). The common outcome is poor health relative to total health expenditure 
in the country, with a large gap existing between those who cannot afford medical insurance and those 
who can that is reflected in the burden of disease. The Commission on Social Determinants of Health 
(CSDH) found that health and illness follow a social gradient: health is worse the lower an individual is 
on the socioeconomic continuum (as cited in World Health Organisation, 2008). South Africa’s social 
gradient is extremely steep as shown by the Gini coefficient that measures inequality (Leibbrandt, 
Woolard, McEwen, & Koep, 2010). The World Health Organization reported in 2002 that those living 
in abject poverty were extremely vulnerable to infectious diseases such as tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS, 
exacerbated by food insecurity and income poverty (as cited in Lutge & Friedman, 2010). Worsened 
by the worldwide recession, the devastating and ongoing drought, and increased prices, these health-
affecting factors have impacted on infant mortality, nutrition, and the access to, and supply of, 
essential healthcare services (Statistics South Africa, 2016; United States Agency for International 
Development, 2016). Despite these conditions and the evident need for basic healthcare service, the 
long-awaited South African national public healthcare service delivery system is yet to become a reality 
(Marais, 2010).  

Postapartheid South Africa made forward strides in certain areas of national legislation and 
improvement in health systems management (Harrison, 2009; Whittaker, Shaw, Spieker, & Linegar, 
2011). The 2002 Mental Health Care Act, the objective of which was to provide the best possible 
healthcare, brought fundamental changes in mental health: the provision of community-based care, 
treatment, and rehabilitation; the appropriate level of care; and referral to suitable establishments, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2017/v6i2a5
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and care and rehabilitation rights, for people with severe or profound intellectual disabilities (Sukeri, 
Betancourt, & Emsley, 2014).  

The deinstitutionalisation of mental healthcare that followed the 2002 Act saw it relegated to the 
primary healthcare (PHC) sector (Burns, 2008). With the severe understaffing of this division, the PHC 
sector struggled to meet the demands of the Act and although this Act heralded some positive changes, 
the Eastern Cape Province faced great challenges. For instance, the deinstitutionalisation of psychiatric 
patients led to a dramatic reduction of acute and subacute inpatient beds, and a pressured increase 
on available beds usually reserved for the seriously ill patients. This resulted in the “revolving door” 
patient or high frequency user—well for short time spans, then requiring hospitalisation, only to be 
discharged prematurely to accommodate a more severely ill patient. Although the initial 
deinstitutionalisation was meant to improve the quality of care of mental health users, unfortunately, 
the accompanying community-based services that were supposed to oversee the discharged mental 
health users were not in place and thus patients became the responsibility of the community or 
household (Botha et al., 2010). Alongside the shortage of psychiatrists was the lack of child and 
adolescent psychiatric services in the province (Sukeri et al., 2014), with most people in the local 
community unable to obtain help, thereby remaining invisibly voiceless at the margins of society, 
unable to advocate for better service (Saraceno et al., 2007).  

Given this context, mental health problems go largely unreported, are often accompanied by other 
physical diseases, and are compounded by substance abuse (Department of Health, 2014). Many 
people choose to seek advice from traditional healers (Sutherland, 2016; Truter, 2007) and there is 
often societal stigma attached to accessing formal mental health services (Burns, 2008). With the 
integration of mental health services into primary health care, the burden has shifted to households 
in the community, which feel the pressure and cannot always cope with individuals who have chronic 
mental illnesses (Breen et al., 2007). 

At the Nelson Mandela University (NMU),2 where the Missionvale Psychology Centre (MPC) is housed, 
community responsive engagement is recognised as one of the key general functions of higher 
education and a specific key function of the university. This action enriches scholarship, research and 
creative activity, enhances the university’s curriculum-based teaching and learning, prepares educated 
and engaged future citizens, and strengthens democratic values and civic responsibility. In addition, it 
contributes to the public good and social transformation agendas, and boosts social, economic, and 
ecological sustainability (NMMU, n.d.). As an engaged institution, NMU is committed to contributing 
to the development and upliftment of immediate and surrounding communities—geopolitical groups 
of people with both visible and invisible links who reside in specific localities, share governance 
structures and systems, and often have a common cultural and historic affiliation as organising 
principle (Guttmacher, Kelly, & Ruiz-Janecko, 2010).  

Given that universities are hubs of training and knowledge with extensive access to networks of current 
and future professionals in the field of mental health, they afford both students and community 
members ideal platforms from which to promote and receive beneficial healthcare. However, it is 
often challenging to ensure ethical engagement with communities whilst providing high quality 
training to emerging professionals. A common problem in many health sciences disciplines is the 
provision of sufficient training platforms for multifarious clinical skills development opportunities 
while striving to meet the needs of community expectations (Pillay, 2003).  

                                                           
2 Formerly, Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU).  
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In order to facilitate engagement that brings about social change, the predominant call today is for the 
redesign of professional health education. Unable to keep pace with the challenges of fast 
demographic and epidemiological changes as new and varying risks threaten health security, the 
challenge to move away from traditional teaching and training methods in order to address common 
goals calls for transformative teaching and training (Frenk et al., 2010). These challenges have provided 
the local university with the impetus and opportunity to adapt curricula and practice in order to be 
more relevant and responsive to societal requirements and needs. Thus, the NMU’s Faculty of Health 
Sciences has embarked on a goal-driven process to transform its health education model by focusing 
its teaching and learning within a community context rather than within the traditionally exclusive 
lecture- and laboratory-based ivory tower paradigm. Through the MPC mental health initiative, the 
university has afforded its psychology students unique opportunities to hone their clinical skills at a 
community-based training site while simultaneously discovering significance in what they do as 
opportunities for rich learning and service delivery provide purpose and meaning for both students 
and clients (Frankl, 2000).  

This article reports on how one South African university, located in a densely populated, underserviced, 
and impoverished urban area of the Eastern Cape Province, has risen to and negotiated the challenges 
of providing appropriate and sustainable mental health care through an on-campus psychology clinic, 
the Missionvale Psychology Centre. As a biopsychosocial training site for future clinical and counselling 
psychologists, the MPC affords these students a platform to hone their psychological service skills by 
treating a full range of emotional and psychological challenges, thus underscoring good health and 
wellbeing among people.  

Theoretical Framework 

Guiding the study is the theory of transformative learning because desired competencies centre on 
changes in self-understanding, revising one’s belief system, and making changes in lifestyle, resulting 
in deep structural shifts in thoughts, feelings, and actions that give meaning to the experience 
(Mezirow, 1997). Through involvement and collaboration with the local community, students can 
cocreate potential social change (Mertens, 2009), and this article reports on the transformative 
learning journey at the NMU. In addition to highlighting the challenges and successes experienced 
along the way, this article also reflects on lessons learned working in the MPC.  

Methodology 
  

This study applies reflective practice principles in that it retrospectively reviews the authors’ responses 
to experiences, events, and information—looks for meaning in the responses to these experiences 
while seeking solutions to problems. It requires reflection-in-action whereby thinking and action 
simultaneously interact, engendering learning and problem reframing as well as reflection-on-action, 
which calls for retrospective analysis that creates experiential knowledge (Schön, 1983). 

Epistemologically, an interpretative framework guides the narrative inquiry in obtaining a better 
understanding of the study through individuals’ personal experiences and truthful reporting of 
complex social realities (Tuli, 2010). Gibbs’s reflective cycle (1988) and Kolb’s experiential learning 
cycle (1984) served as guides because the idea that knowledge could be created on the basis of 
concrete experience, and new concepts could be tested in novel situations, resonated well with the 
authors (Carr, 2006; Leitch & Day, 2000).  

A number of sources contributed to our data base. From our own lived experiences, both having 
managed the MPC since 2013 while working in the community, we noted stories from the people about 
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the people; we were kept up to date by the medical personnel at the nearby clinic and had informal 
conversations with past students and staff members. Existing records and reports were available for 
perusal, and the greatest learning came from our reflection on current practices at the end of each 
year, together with adjustments made to learning and teaching. As experienced educators and clinical 
healthcare practitioners working in the community, and as authors committed to transforming mental 
health education, we were well situated to evaluate the complex, dynamic, and unique successes and 
challenges around sustained university–community engagement in the field of mental health teaching 
and learning. 

In ensuring trustworthiness, credibility is underscored by cross-questioning the authors’ variety of 
experiences in the establishment of the MPC, prolonged engagement with the community, and the 
subsequent building of trust and persistent observation of the subject matter over a long time period. 
Transferability is heightened in that sufficient descriptive information is provided to ensure replication 
of some of these concepts in similar projects.  

From an ethical standpoint, the MPC, as part of a training institution accredited for internship 
purposes, has a duty to its students to provide a well-balanced, appropriate professional training 
programme with a broad spectrum of work and relevant working and training facilities. Praxis is guided 
by fundamental values of the Health Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA, 2005, 2008) and, 
because work was done out in the community by staff and students, Pienaar’s (2014) community 
engagement ethics guideline developed by the University of South Africa served as a sound 
navigational tool. This document includes knowledge production, social value, scientific value, validity 
and ethical merit, fair subject selection, the nature of participation, informed consent, and community 
involvement in the research (Pienaar, 2014). 

A Specific Case Study: Missionvale Psychology Centre (MPC) 

The Missionvale Psychology Centre was largely both physically and academically nonaligned to the 
NMU’s Department of Psychology, and closure remained imminent until 2012 when the department 
elected to operationalise the university’s new vision and mission and redress existing clinical practice. 
This involved staffing and a paradigm shift in community engagement and service delivery thinking. 
Numerous challenges appeared along the way and constant dynamic adaptations had to be made.  

Challenges on the journey.  

Servicing the MPC. 

At the time of the MPC’s reestablishment in early 2013, there was one permanent staff member—a 
receptionist—to oversee the administration of the MPC. A few clients were seen by two registered 
counsellors placed at the MPC for a 6-month period with weekly supervision by a permanent member 
of staff. They supported clients with counselling and basic psychometric needs, assisted by three 
volunteers from the university’s psychological society who attempted to reduce the long waiting list 
by phoning clients to determine whether or not intervention was still required. 

Community members and schools required continuous service delivery throughout the year, and NMU 
students’ semester rotations caused an ebb-and-flow service delivery system, creating confusion and 
misunderstanding for many stakeholders. Inconsistent service delivery made establishing trust with 
the community problematic. Due to staff shortages, the community’s needs could not be met, a 3-year 
waiting list developed, and walk-in clients could not be accommodated. Highlighting these challenges 
resulted in a campaign for more staff members. A clinician-manager was appointed in 2014, and 
student training and community service commenced. Furthermore, three full-time registered 
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counsellors began 6-month internships, thereby accommodating walk-in clients. The registered 
counsellors began to work through the long waiting list while building trust relationships with local 
schools by conducting assessments and providing psychoeducational workshops. The MPC began to 
run efficiently and effectively, as was seen by the rise in clients from 142 in 2014, to approximately 550 
in 2016. Following discussions with various practicum coordinators, staff members began to rethink 
internship planning in order to offer a more efficient service. 

Through working with local primary schools, it was soon realised that the mental health needs of 
adolescents were inadequately addressed. Requests for help came from many high schools, specifically 
for drug user support. Other areas of grave concern were sexual abuse, teenage pregnancy, HIV/AIDS, 
and family violence. Discussions began early in 2015 and two different departments from two 
universities, the NMU psychology department and the Walter Sisulu University (WSU) psychiatry 
department, together with the local Level 2 regional hospital of the Eastern Cape Department of Health 
(Dora Nginza), agreed to work together in a groundbreaking interinstitutional collaboration project in 
order to better serve the adolescent community in the Port Elizabeth area. This project, known as the 
Ukhanyo Psychiatric Clinic (denoting hope, light, and enlightenment), became part of the MPC due to 
the suitable site, strong infrastructure, and access to broad neuropsychological assessments that were 
limited at the local hospital. A consultation room was made available and equipped for use by two 
psychiatry registrars, each working a one day a week, 6-month rotation. The services of a clinical social 
worker from the local hospital’s psychiatry department were subsequently made available.  

In 2015, two occupational therapists completing their community service training at the local hospital 
joined the team, followed by two psychometry interns in 2016. A full-time registered psychologist  and 
a psychology intern strengthened the team together with an advanced psychiatry nurse completing 
his postgraduate practical programme. Both spoke isiXhosa and initiated a much needed support 
group for local isiXhosa Red Cross caregivers. The unique skills cluster was further enhanced by the 
addition of two social work interns on 6-month rotations, affording the community improved access 
to social work interventions with the students gaining broad learning experience.  

A dispensing pharmacist and a medical specialist with many years of palliative care as well as 
experience with children living with severe cognitive challenges both began work in mid-2017, and 
improved community service delivery and greater inter-professional student education are 
anticipated. With the envisaged establishment of the medical school in 2020, the following additions 
could include a medical practitioner, a speech therapist and audiologist, either a physiotherapist or 
biokineticist to begin community rehabilitation on campus, a dietician, a remedial teacher to address 
barriers to learning, as well as a volunteer legal services practitioner. 

Internal networking to obtain staff “buy-in.”  

At the time of its reestablishment in 2012, the MPC, disregarded as an academic hub, marginalised, 
and perceived to be isolated, possessed no true identity and operated in an institutional vacuum. It 
appeared that academic staff members did not fully understand the MPC’s role and focus as a 
community teaching centre. Given that staff had to select and supervise students who would serve 
clinical internships at the centre, their buy-in was necessary because exposure and engagement with 
the community could add value and richness to student learning opportunities.  

Buy-in from faculty management was spearheaded by the Dean of Health Sciences who identified the 
MPC as a blueprint for further viable clinical training sites, and slowly a clearer understanding 
developed when staff members were encouraged to visit the MPC, noting where their students would 
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fit in to the clinical training picture. Coordinators could then proceed with suitable placements, 
satisfied that their students would obtain rich experiential training.  

That the MPC was recognised for its potential as a springboard for community-responsive service 
delivery with future duplication, provided the credibility that was needed by the MPC. A token service 
fee encouraged a sense of client ownership and helped to change the institutional mindset of the MPC 
as a drain on faculty funding to that of future self-sustainability.  

Initially there was sufficient relevant working space but as the MPC’s service delivery expanded, 
networking with university support staff became vital. In 2015, with working space at a premium that 
could deter supplementary professional service offers, additional space had to be negotiated. At the 
beginning of 2016, the original Vista University Clinic was returned to the Department of Psychology 
and refurbished as a psychometric hub. 

A valuable networking opportunity for the authors was an invitation to join the Health Sciences 
Faculty’s Transformation in Health Science Education project committee. From 2018, all health 
sciences students will begin with common biopsychosocial modules to instil a strong ethos of inter-
disciplinary teamwork right from the start of their training. From 2nd year onwards, the bulk of 
teaching will be carried out on a broad clinical training platform—out of the classroom into the real 
world—through the use of blended learning modalities whilst learning and serving in the local 
community. Being involved in teaching and learning transformation was a valuable opportunity that 
enabled the MPC to become part of the larger faculty project, establishing itself as a viable, responsive, 
sustainable clinical training site: an exemplar that faculty could replicate in the future.  

External networking with stakeholders in the local community. 

Meeting the community on home ground provided MPC staff with opportunities to better understand 
challenges facing the community, and strong alliances were forged. However, finding time to be in the 
community was difficult because academic and clinical schedules were heavy. The authors had to make 
engagement with the community a priority, becoming boundary spanners between the community 
and academia, working with civic and nongovernment organisations, government departments, and 
donors.  

The Missionvale Care Centre (MCC) was one of the first stakeholders to align itself with the MPC. 
Established in 1988, it has run for 27 years as a faith-based nonprofit organisation. It operates entirely 
on donor funding, providing for the community’s spiritual and basic physiological needs such as limited 
nutrition, clinical and pharmaceutical care, and clothing. Furthermore, a primary school established on 
its grounds caters for educational needs. Strong relationships have been established between the MCC 
and the MPC as, together, they offer an holistic community service. The MPC addresses the mental 
health aspect of community wellness while the MCC caters for other needs. The placement of two 
social work interns at the MCC in 2016 offered a much needed service and further strengthened 
community ties and trust.  

The lack of community exposure was initially a challenge. Inviting representatives from local businesses 
to visit the MPC and experience community engagement for themselves afforded opportunities to 
better understand the need for such a facility, and offers of help followed the visits. Through the 
exchanging of goods for services, such as assessments and workshops in return for offers to refurbish 
the MPC, donations were received in the form of flooring, paint, and new and secondhand furniture.  

 



67 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2017, 6(2) 

Distance that needed to be travelled.  

Students, academic staff, and clinicians were initially reluctant or unable to travel 22 kilometres from 
the main campus in order to see clients or to supervise students. The struggle to balance travel time 
and academic programmes, meeting schedules, timetables, and clinical practice sessions proved 
problematic. Student transportation was negotiated and eventually shuttle buses were made available 
whereby students could move between campuses safely at no additional cost. Furthermore, having 
set internships replaced the need for students to travel to different sites because they now worked on 
one clinical site in a 6-month rotation. 

In future, travel between campuses will be ameliorated. With the first intake of medical students in 
2020, a living and learning environment will be established on the Missionvale Campus where the 
clinical coordination of the Health Sciences Faculty will be based. This will bring the health sciences 
students close to the clinical training platforms in the community with a future student residence 
envisaged either on this campus or at the adjacent Dora Nginza Hospital. 

Language proficiency. 

The lingua francas of Missionvale are predominantly Afrikaans and isiXhosa. However, other African 
languages are spoken in the area due to the migration of people from other areas as well as foreign 
nationals living in the area. The dearth of isiXhosa-speaking interns and registered counsellors resulted 
in one student who could speak isiXhosa having to carry the largest Xhosa caseload, and a waiting list 
developed. Although MPC management has attempted to address this challenge, obtaining sufficient 
isiXhosa-speaking student interns has not always been possible. However, this dilemma has been 
recognised at management level and the new health sciences curricula will include compulsory 
isiXhosa and Afrikaans modules for all students studying in the Health Sciences Faculty.  

Highlights from the development. 

Having addressed the challenges that were faced during the development of the MPC, the authors 
need to highlight the positive outcomes. 

Collaborating with existing community agencies such as the Missionvale Care Centre has been a 
privilege for the authors. The managers of the Missionvale Care Centre see the MPC as part of the 
Missionvale family and Bethelsdorp community, referring their patients with mental health issues to 
the MPC, and visiting themselves for debriefing and support. Of significance is the formal community 
engagement agreement recently signed between the university top management and the Missionvale 
Care Centre, which gained community approval because it demonstrates that the University is listening 
and willing to help—bringing “gown to the town.” 

The second highlight has been a cognitive shift for many of the students as they have come to realise 
that multidisciplinary teamwork is both possible and rewarding, resulting in altered perceptions. No 
one practitioner is complete without the other; no one clinician can operate alone; no mental health 
discipline can stand alone, and the sum is so much greater than its parts.  

Thirdly, from a staffing perspective, the MPC has more than trebled in 4 years as a result of the 
placement of additional and divergent groups of interns because clinical coordinators can see value in 
a community training site. With the inclusion of the Ukhanyo Psychiatric Clinic as part of the MPC, a 
broad specialist clinical spectrum is available in disciplines other than psychology, and academic and 
teaching staff from other departments are realising the relevance of the MPC and are becoming more 
involved.  
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Fourthly, the client base has increased because many more clients can be accommodated than before, 
which also means that a wider range of challenges are being addressed as more specialist clinicians 
are available for immediate consultation and fewer clients need further referral to other agencies. 
Clients call it their “one-stop shop” because they are referred in-house, and only need to walk down a 
passage to another room to obtain supplementary or further service. The second suite of rooms has 
provided adequate space for current specialised interventions. Although the MPC does not directly 
address poverty in the community, by offering a variety of services, it is able to address the different 
mental health needs that are exacerbated by poverty.  

Lessons learnt. 

Significant lessons were learnt as part of the process of establishing and growing the MPC as a 
multidisciplinary university–community collaboration project based on a university campus situated in 
a South African township.  

An understanding of, and sensitivity to, the relationship between mental health and poverty.  

The need to understand the relationship between mental health and poverty is of the utmost 
importance. Lund et al., (2010, 2011) and Patel and Kleinman (2003) all underscored the connection 
between common mental disorders such as depression, anxiety, and somatoform disorders and 
poverty, as well as the link between the burden of disease and disability in low- and middle-income 
countries. Universities play an important role in generating knowledge about these connections, and 
in creating spaces for collaboration where these problems can be addressed in incisive and critical 
ways.  

In Missionvale, the cycle of mental health and poverty pervades the community. Along with 
psychological problems, residents worry about unemployment, housing, disability, and social grants 
(Mkize & Kometsi, 2008). As a result of unidentified and untreated mental illness, remaining in poverty 
is a risk that exists for many community members—yet, living in poverty brings its own set of risks of 
possible mental ill-health. By providing multifaceted interventions by trained professionals, the 
university can aid communities in managing the multifarious psychological, social, and biological 
determinants of mental ill-health, which may well contribute to improving community mental health 
and reducing health service costs and the burden on the state. 

Being responsive to the needs of a community in a collaborative and bidirectional manner. 

At the MPC, unrealistic community expectations often led to service delivery confusion. Palpable 
disappointment that not all social problems could be solved at the MPC was a lesson learnt in clear 
communication when developing mutual conversation with community stakeholders. Establishing 
collaborative community needs demands clarity regarding specific services and support (Pienaar, 
2014). Furthermore, making mutual choices rather than imposing decisions on the community in a 
unilateral way is essential (Janse van Rensburg, 2014). Clear and frequent face-to-face communication 
in a formalised structure ensures that all stakeholders are included in the process, regardless of 
perceived power differences and that a collaborative vision of possibilities can arise.  

Having students work alongside and in collaboration with the Missionvale community has helped to 
enable reciprocal knowledge sharing and generation, where the university and community 
stakeholders engage as equal partners and are able to utilise local knowledge, engendering potential 
learning experiences for both. In addition, students have discovered valuable assets in the community 
who have contributed to their learning. The community in which the students work is innovative and 
resourceful, affording opportunities in which they can act, reflect, dialogue, and research (de Beer, 
2014). 
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Involving community members at all levels. 

A university often enters into associations with its community with theoretical background knowledge, 
underscoring unequal power relationships—yet both partners are mutually dependent and 
interrelated (Babbie & Mouton, 2011; Pienaar, 2014). An important lesson learnt was that the 
community quickly felt powerless if the university was perceived as imposing possible solutions to 
community problems and, thus, delicate boundary spanning was necessary. Boundary spanning is 
viewed as facilitating teaching and learning between the university and the community, and it 
demands delicate balancing of power between the two in order to meet mutual objectives (Kaars & 
Kaars, 2014). The boundary-spanning work done by the MPC management team in the building of 
community bridges was central to intergroup relations and essential to effective and efficient 
operations (Friedman & Podolny, 1992; Weerts & Sandmann, 2010).  

Having interns speak to the residents, listen to their narratives, and assess the possibilities for 
psychoeducation and self-development opportunities, allowed them to experience the community at 
grassroots level, learn how to network effectively, and discover incongruities between the community 
requests and what the university thought that the community needed and expected.  

The adaptation of university curricula to serve a community-based African training context. 

Equity in health service delivery through partnering with the community can drive transformation in 
health science education through curricula alteration and decentralisation of the training platform. 
The MPC is ideally positioned to optimise transformative thinking and learning where a new and 
different type of graduate is envisaged: one who is exposed to inter-and trans-professional education 
and practice (IPEP) with the emphasis on community-based teaching and learning.  

To reengineer primary health care (PHC), all health sciences students, regardless of discipline, need to 
be trained in basic PHC and community psychology, and involvement in community engagement 
should be built into each year of study, utilising the appropriate skillset at various training levels. For 
students, the sharing of knowledge on various levels while working together has self-growth potential 
whereby positive, professional self-concepts and high self-ideals develop. Transformative learning 
changes perspectives in self-understanding, belief systems, and behaviour through what is learnt in 
the classroom and opportunities to apply the new knowledge in other settings by discovering, 
exploring, and integrating the new learning. When working in the community, knowledge creation is 
reciprocal, and this mutual engagement can lead to the discovery of community-based career paths 
(Slavich & Zimbardo, 2012).  

Dirkx (1998) explained that the student, as an active participant in the learning process, cocreates and 
constructs what is learnt while learning, helping to make her or him a problem solver. By bringing 
various niche core skills together with complementary skills, client/patient-centred and population-
based health work is enhanced. Working as a team, students learn the competencies of effective 
teamwork, critical analysis, ethical conduct, scientific enquiry, coping with uncertainty, planning and 
managing for the future, and effective health-systems leadership (Frenk et al., 2010). A number of 
specialised disciplines, while adapting to societal needs and common goals can, together, create a 
common language—one removed from hyperspecialisation—a language rooted in competent 
complimentary disciplines that is able to construct transdisciplinary conceptual frameworks for 
addressing diverse health problems (Mendez, 2015). Innovative, progressive work in this direction is 
already taking place at other South African universities and NMU’s MPC hopes to make a significant 
contribution to the defining of this transformational process.  
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Facilitating attitudinal change. 

As mentioned before, some academic staff, concerned that the specialised disciplinary nature of the 
MPC as a psychology hub would begin to alter as a result of multidisciplinary service provision, thought 
the project was unfeasible—which resulted in slow institutional and departmental buy-in. However, 
delicate diplomacy and exposure to the project gradually aided attitudinal change. Furthermore, the 
effect of working at the MPC has led students to discover community-based career paths. Fully aware 
of the underreporting of mental health in the community and the complexity of existing taboos, 
experience has shown us that clients have begun to find a home for their problems and appear to be 
comfortable consulting with the clinicians and interns.  

The cost effectiveness of establishing and maintaining the clinical training site. 

Historically, the MPC has been viewed as a mission-like nonprofit-making entity rather than a resource-
generating unit. De Beer (2014) explained that financial self-sustainability is imperative and warned 
against perpetuating the legacy of dependency. In continuing to provide handouts or free services, a 
university may well be sustaining dependence, scarcity, disparity, and inequality. A decision was made 
to charge a nominal fee for services rendered by the MPC, using a sliding tariff scale for clients who 
could not afford to pay the fee in full, and free service for destitute clients.  

The MPC’s income has risen as services have expanded and a greater variety of professional skills has 
become available. A key aspect to sustainability is to share staff positions and resources with others. 
In future, the MPC could recruit people or positions in other organisations, which can be shared at low 
or no cost (e.g., clerical staff, volunteers, government community service programmes) and should 
continue to solicit in-kind support and barter for items and services that would otherwise need to be 
purchased (e.g., donations of office supplies from a local business).  

Addressing local school-related issues. 

Children living in poverty fear domestic violence, have attachment issues, poor nutrition, or drug and 
alcohol abuse amongst a host of other co-morbidities, and are severely challenged academically, 
emotionally, and socially (Walsh & Galassi, 2002). This accurately describes the cohort that forms the 
majority of referrals to the MPC from the more than 370 schools and a number of informal crèches 
and day care centres in the Nelson Mandela Bay Metropole. 

With the absence of school psychologists and concomitant support structures for learners 
experiencing problems, the MPC had to rapidly adjust clinical focus. Initially offering schools a purely 
psychological (counselling) service, the MPC staff expanded service delivery to include scholastic 
interventions such as group and individual assessments for alternative school placement, school 
readiness, cognitive ability, specific learning disabilities, trauma debriefing, and self-care sessions. 
Expectations grew rapidly in the community and staff had to resort to alternative plans to address the 
demand. School requests were triaged, with the MPC management staff often stepping into the breach 
to stem the tide. Workshop programmes were developed and facilitated, and support groups were 
offered to the public, schools, community organisations, and parents by students in the various 
disciplines working as teams.  

Through these interactions, the students highlighted a lack of after-school care in the area and the 
formation of homework clubs involving education students is envisaged in the current academic year. 
Given that foundation phase education students are based on the Missionvale campus, this initiative 
offers a rich transdisciplinary opportunity for tutoring and remedial support for local learners. Children 
will be able to study in a safe space on campus under the supervision of qualified educators and 
educators-in-training. In addition, sourcing retired teachers who are valuable community assets could 
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add rich knowledge and experience. Accreditation as a teaching site has recently been awarded to the 
MPC by the South African Department of Education, and short mental health enrichment courses on 
offer, are currently benefitting local school teachers and interested individuals. The MPC is, therefore, 
an example of an ideal community site that offers biopsychosocial support to individuals, groups, and 
schools 

Reflecting on our experiences as researchers, we soon realised that because knowledge is relational, 
connecting with the community that had its own vested interests and a possible reluctance to address 
potential change could make interaction difficult. The lack of understanding of psychological services 
was palpable in the community, which limited our initial interaction with community members and 
stakeholders. This resulted in an initial reluctance to access the services until the local NGOs slowly 
began to advocate the services as valuable and essential. 

Moving to a campus situated in a township necessitated a constant reexamination of our own personal 
deep-seated values, prejudices, and biases. Daily interaction assisted us in understanding what we had 
to do and why we had to do it. However, convincing our academic peers and students was a battle 
because few understood our fervour and mission. Combining our broad skills bases with those of the 
students-in-training had potential to effect change in the community and we thus committed ourselves 
totally to the project. 

By default, our teaching practice changed from the traditional practice to transformative pedagogy as 
we immersed our students in authentic learning experiences that held a myriad of perspectives, 
challenged their beliefs, values and knowledge, and helped them to reflect critically, thus gaining a 
sense of critical consciousness and agency (Mezirow, 1997). What surprised and delighted us the most 
were the shifts in students’ previously held beliefs, and their urgency to support social change. For 
some, career goals began adjusting as they saw their role as mental health practitioners in the field 
rather than in city consulting rooms. To date, three graduates who completed their internships at the 
MPC have volunteered their services.  

Transformative learning is gaining ground as collaborative interaction with fellow clinicians-in-training 
and the community appears to have deepened our students’ understanding of pressing social issues, 
and aiding their development as change agents. Moving from a solo approach to multidisciplinary 
teamwork, they came with fresh approaches to challenges and with palpable youthful energy as, 
together, they honed their clinical skills. Feedback underscored their understanding of the course 
content relevance and, in many instances, curriculum redundancy and knowledge gaps.  

Conclusion: Recommendations and Implications  

Two recommendations for necessary exploration are the voices and reflections of the students who 
have had field experience as well as the voices of the community members, both of which contributed 
to the experiential learning process of knowledge transfer and enablement. Further studies could serve 
as a springboard for action research because the authors recognise the people on the ground as 
invaluable sources of local knowledge, wisdom, and insight that can contribute to new knowledge 
creation. Credit must go to the community members who have helped to guide service provision. 
Continued work in and with the community will provide researchers and students with further 
opportunities to discover the rich assets that are embedded within the community.  

Organisations rather than local people have begun to recognise the advantages of a multidisciplinary 
service and the necessity of substantial education around mental health in the community. Informal 
feedback sessions with local school staff members have identified the MPC as a safe space for learners 
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and staff members alike. The students who worked in a variety of community settings discovered 
valuable assets in the community who exposed the students to new learnings. They found that, 
together, they were able to address issues that affected the mental health of the community, thereby 
discovering extremely strong and resilient people in the community. Despite distressing personal 
circumstances, the community has taught the MPC rich life lessons that are changing insular academic 
and professional attitudes.  

There are certain practices that could be incorporated to improve the MPC provision in the future. 
Staff capacity expansion, the necessity of having far more isiXhosa-speaking interns, sustainable 
income generation, and impactful change of academic curricula are essential. Knowledge gaps that 
appeared as the students interacted with the community have resulted in them voicing the urgent 
need for a different type of psychology, one that addresses community mental health issues from an 
Afrocentric perspective.  

Given that engaging with communities is not an add-on activity for universities but the core of service 
learning where the curriculum responds to regional and national needs (Bender, 2007), experiential 
training that develops a student’s sense of social responsibility, commitment to professional and 
personal development, and an understanding of lifelong academic enrichment should become core 
modules in the new curriculum. Students are enabled to become advocates for social change when 
faced with the harsh realities of community life (Diab & Flack, 2013; Mendez, 2015). Having lived this 
experience, the authors firmly underscore their argument for, and belief in, the need for 
multidisciplinary mental healthcare that is necessary in an ever-changing world—whereby students 
hone their clinical skills in an altered way, one in which they work alongside other health sciences 
practitioners and community assets as part of multidisciplinary teams.  

In reviewing the challenges that have arisen through attempting to simultaneously meet community 
and student needs, a number of lessons have been learnt that could be of benefit to practitioners in 
comparable positions. The insight gained from the MPC experience may benefit mental health 
practitioners, and the principles for good practice identified here could be applied in other centres or 
sites faced with similar challenges as part of the social responsibility and student training agendas of 
universities in developing countries. 
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Abstract 

In South Africa, the economic, social, and political institutions designed to provide for the 
basic needs and fundamental rights of all citizens in society are failing to address the 
escalating socioeconomic problems for large segments of the population. Studies suggest 
that the provision of entrepreneurship education strengthens the entrepreneurial 
capacity of students to launch new ventures, which has economic implications in society 
(Mars, Slaughter, & Rhoades, 2008). Although much progress has been made, the authors 
argue that social entrepreneurship (SE) is not adequately taught in South African schools, 
and that this could be partially addressed by introducing SE education into the curriculum 
for preservice educators. In this regard, teaching and learning activities should be directed 
towards enhancing preservice teachers’ sense of SE theory, and practical knowledge to 
inculcate an awareness of how SE can help deal with social injustices. Using a distinct case 
study that explicates teaching and learning through the use of film and online discussion 
groups, the authors show how spaces can be created to facilitate deliberative pedagogical 
engagement. The authors conclude that SE education offers valuable opportunities for 
dialogical (deliberative) pedagogical engagement, and should be considered as a 
constitutive element of higher education.  
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Introduction 

Historically disadvantaged communities in Cape Town, and especially most young people from such 
communities, have been plagued by many socioeconomic issues that include unequal access to 
education, cultural discrimination, and increasing levels of unemployment. Moreover, for large 
segments of the population, the economic, social, and political institutions in South Africa that are 
designed to address the basic needs and fundamental rights of all citizens in society are failing to 
address these problems (Triegaardt, 2006). Consequently, the authors of this article postulate that the 
majority of the population remains marginalised and trapped in a system that, despite guaranteeing 
the right to equal education and healthcare provision, does not deliver on these constitutional 
promises, thereby often exacerbating chronic poverty. This situation continues to undermine growth 
in these poorer communities both socially and economically, which further inhibits entrepreneurship 
(Bradley & Roberts, 2004; Dockel & Lighthelm, 2005).  

The NDP, the state’s National Development Plan (Republic of South Africa, 2011), reiterates from a 
macroeconomic perspective the importance of entrepreneurship in the economy in addressing 
concerns such as inflation, unemployment, stagnant economic growth, and a volatile currency. Yet 
South Africa still exhibits one of the world’s lowest youth entrepreneurship participation rates, with a 
participation rate of only 12.8% (Singer, Amorós, & Arreola, 2014). Amartya Sen (1999, p. 38–40) 
argued that basic human needs are basic human rights (which he referred to as instrumental freedoms) 
that enable economic and social development by fostering the capabilities of individuals. If individuals 
require access to basic needs such as food, medical resources, and housing, as Miller (2003, p. 247) 
maintained, it is tantamount to claiming these are their fundamental rights because they are capable 
of promoting individuals’ socioeconomic well-being. In South Africa, the adverse effects of unequal 
socioeconomic conditions further marginalises individuals (Sen, 1999). Hence, if citizens’ basic liberties 
are infringed, entrepreneurship driven by social change could be used to contest these inequities. 

Social entrepreneurship (SE), a category of entrepreneurship, is a relatively new concept in South 
Africa (Littlewood & Holt, 2015). This concept and its concomitant activities aim to address social 
injustices, which the authors contend, can be partly achieved through cultivating SE amongst 
preservice educators in a university context. Furthermore, the authors hold that SE education has the 
potential to enhance economic and social development in historically disadvantaged communities in 
South Africa. In this regard, the authors through their teaching of entrepreneurship education to 
preservice educators at a university in Cape Town endeavour to contribute to societal development—
in particular, political awareness and intellectual awareness.  

Education plays an important role in society by creating social value and providing opportunities for 
social change. Furthermore, studies suggest that the provision of entrepreneurship education 
strengthened the entrepreneurial capacity of students to launch new economic and social ventures in 
the market place (Mars et al., 2008; Timmons & Spinelli, 2004). Therefore, education plays a significant 
role in entrepreneurial activity, and if aspirant educators were equipped with the knowledge and skills 
to serve as social entrepreneurial mentors, they would be better positioned to contribute to cultivating 
SE in schools. Also, if educators were able to inculcate a sense of social responsibility through 
entrepreneurial activities, this would contribute positively towards the development of students’ 
ability to function as socially responsive members of society.  

This article has two aims: first, to explore 3rd-year, preservice educators' knowledge of social 
entrepreneurship, and second, to demonstrate how teaching and learning through the use of film and 
online discussion groups can augment social entrepreneurship education amongst preservice 
educators. 
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Social Entrepreneurship Education  

As has been alluded to, social entrepreneurship as a category of entrepreneurship is an emerging 
concept in South African higher education and is an important area of research and academic inquiry 
(Littlewood & Holt, 2015, p. 3). Entrepreneurship is considered the process of conceptualising, 
organising, and launching innovative business opportunities in complex business environments 
(Rwigema & Venter, as cited in Nicolaides, 2011, p. 1043), while social entrepreneurship as an 
innovative process adopts these entrepreneurial principles to engender and sustain social benefits 
through the establishment of new social ventures (Mair & Noboa, 2003, p. 5). Inasmuch as social 
entrepreneurship is considered a concept that encompasses the activities and processes undertaken 
to discover, define, and exploit social opportunities in order to enhance social wealth and add social 
value to society (Zhara, Gedajilovic, Neubaum, & Shulman, 2009, p. 522), the discourse of 
entrepreneurship is more directed to the attainment of economic sustainability.  

Social entrepreneurship also differs from the broader concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR), 
which aims to assist businesses in fulfilling economic and social responsibilities (Hockerts, 2007, p. 4). 
As such, social entrepreneurship is an activity that invests in collaborative relations and partnerships 
with nonprofit organisations and the public sector with the aim of creating favourable and sustainable 
conditions, benefiting both communities and businesses (Tracey, Phillips, & Haugh, 2005, p. 332). CSR 
is considered to be more of a collective support structure to social entrepreneurship, while social 
entrepreneurship is more of an individual model through the development of innovative and socially 
supporting initiatives driven by individual social entrepreneurs or nonprofit organisations (Dees & 
Anderson, 2006). Put more succinctly, what distinguishes these two practices is that while CSR has 
both social and economic objectives in place to benefit businesses’ competitive advantages (Crisan & 
Borza, 2007, p. 111), social entrepreneurship is driven solely by passionate and ambitious social 
entrepreneurs with the intention of achieving social justice in society. 

Moreover, social entrepreneurship education is critical for society because it contributes to job 
creation and helps, considerably, to reduce poverty (Mars et al., 2008; Timmons & Spinelli, 2004). 
Given that higher education institutions are regarded as the custodians of knowledge in society, by 
implication they have an important role to play in enhancing social entrepreneurship education. Social 
entrepreneurship education strategically focuses on bringing about social change (Nicholls, 2006, p. 
23). The latter claim is outlined by the Republic of South Africa (RSA)’s 1997, Education White Paper 3: 
A Programme for the Transformation of the Higher Education System, as the challenge to “redress past 
inequalities and to transform the higher education system to serve a new social order, to meet pressing 
national needs, and to respond to new realities and opportunities” (as cited in RSA, 2001, p. 9). 
Education White Paper 3 also clarified the role of higher education institutions in the knowledge 
economy in the “mobilisation of of human talent . . . through lifelong learning to contribute to the 
social, economic, cultural and intellectual life of a rapidly changing society” (as cited in RSA, 2001, p. 
9). In addition, their role includes the enhancement of high-level skills training through the provision 
of human resources to strengthen South African enterprises, services, and infrastructure. The latter 
requires not only the “development of professionals and knowledge workers with globally equivalent 
skills,” but also individuals who are “socially responsible and conscious of their role in contributing to 
the national development effort and social transformation” (as cited in RSA, 2001, p. 9).  

The National Development Plan (NDP) of 2011 reaffirmed the role of higher education institutions in 
cultivating democratic citizenship by preparing graduates with the skills for employment in the public 
and private spheres of society (RSA, 2011, p. 317). The NDP also aimed to explore new local and global 
applications for existing knowledge by equipping citizens for a changing economy and society (RSA, 
2011, p. 317). Furthermore, the NDP envisaged providing graduates with opportunities for social 
mobility, which could further strengthen equity, social justice, and democracy. Given the failure of the 
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state’s previous economic policies—such as the Growth Employment and Redistribution Strategy 
(GEAR) and Reconstruction and Development Plan (RDP)—in redressing the injustices of the past, the 
state adopted the NDP as a new economic policy and solution for addressing these historical problems 
by again reiterating the importance of entrepreneurship in society (Adelzadeh, 1996; Bond, 2002). In 
both the National Development Plan and Education White Paper 3, the state asserted the role of 
universities in enhancing social transformation. Of importance to this article, both the aforementioned 
policy documents drew attention to cultivating entrepreneurship in South Africa through higher 
education (Nicolaides, 2011, p. 1046). In spite of its importance, a study by Lekhanya (2015) found that 
very little has been done, from a management perspective, to promote social entrepreneurship at 
South African universities. Furthermore, research on social entrepreneurship in relation to preservice 
educators is not evident—which makes this article apposite at this time. 

Social entrepreneurship has a strong resonance with distributive justice as outlined in the Education 
White Paper 3; it is also an aspect of social justice that is concerned with the fair distribution of social 
benefits among the members of various associations (Miller, 2003). For society to be socially just, it 
must comply with the principles of need, economic reward, and equality, while institutional structures 
should ensure that an adequate share of social resources are set aside for individuals on the basis of 
need (Miller 2003, p. 247). In other words, every individual in society is obliged to contribute to the 
others’ needs; each individual receives a reward equivalent to his or her contribution—and 
relationships amongst individuals and groups in the interest of justice remain equal. 

As social entrepreneurship is concerned with attending directly to basic human needs that remain 
unsatisfied by current economic or social institutions, it clearly has a strong resonance with the 
principles of social justice. The allocation of valued goods such as education, medical care, childcare, 
personal security, housing, transportation, and leisure opportunities depends on the workings of the 
major social institutions. The state’s policies and practices contribute to enhancing social justice 
because it has an influence on the share going to each person by enacting laws, setting taxes, 
organising the provision of health care, education, and so forth (Miller, 2003). However, the state itself 
would be largely impotent if not for the collaboration of other major institutions such as universities, 
colleges, and schools. Cultivating social justice invariably involves multiple role players in society—of 
which university educators and students cannot be excluded. 

The authors argue that universities, colleges, and schools, which can be considered as structures of 
change in the knowledge economy, would not be able to function efficaciously in the absence of 
collaborative human agents of change. Emirbayer and Mische (1998, p. 970) defined human agency as 
“the temporally formulated engagement by actors of different structural environments which, through 
the reciprocity of habit, imagination and judgment, both transforms and reconstructs those structures 
in an interactive response to the problems posed by changing historical situations.” This formulation 
resonates with Bourdieu’s (1977) earlier concept of habitus, where he argued that a formative 
influence of the past is a determinant of the individual’s cognitive and intentional structures of 
empirical action. Here Bourdieu (1977) meant that the human agent changes over time and this change 
depends on the human agent’s actions in relation to an application of his or her imaginative 
judgements in enacting societal change. This form of cultural capital is what Bourdieu (1986, p. 243) 
termed an embodied state, that is, a long-lasting disposition of an individual’s body and mind. Such a 
form of embodied cultural capital, which comprises of one’s beliefs, values, and habits, serves to 
identify and attach individuals together as a constituent of society (Bourdieu, 1986). 

In line with the notion that human agency can affect imaginative judgements in various social contexts, 
the authors envisage a scenario wherein the desire for social entrepreneurial educators in schools to 
enact change could be attributed to their encounter, as human agents, with the school environment. 
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Put differently, by using their imaginative judgements, more specifically their justifiable reasons for 
actions coupled with an imaginative reflection of how institutions might unfold, the authors of this 
article, in their recognition of the poor socioeconomic circumstances encompassing the vast majority 
of schools, propose the following: social entrepreneurship in places of learning only materialises once 
social entrepreneurially minded educators as human agents mobilise themselves in an effort to 
provide an entrepreneurial answer to a social need. The latter human action depends on whether 
social entrepreneurial educators are able to identify a need as an opportunity once they have engaged 
with a social context. Lushka (2008) maintained that opportunities may only be created when social 
entrepreneurs set out to induce changes to the environment in light of their initiation into social 
entrepreneurship education. However, drawing on Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus, the social 
entrepreneur as an individual is also changed by the context of her or his encounters with others in 
the field—in the sense that they bring their reasons, judgements, and imaginations to such deliberative 
engagements.  

What is important in relation to the human agent is the idea of an encounter. Jane Roland Martin’s 
theory of education as an encounter holds that education only occurs if there is an encounter between 
an individual and a culture in which one or more of the individual’s capacities and one or more items 
of a culture’s stock become yoked (or attached) together (Roland Martin, 2013, p. 17). This means that 
when capacities and stock meet and become attached to each other, education occurs. People bring 
to encounters, their cultural understandings and capacities (for learning) and in turn, together shape 
the particular encounter (Waghid, 2016, p. 2). In this regard, cultural understandings, as espoused by 
Waghid (2016), have some affinity to people’s expanded political awareness and intellectual growth 
and alertness.  

When the aim of an educational encounter is to achieve social entrepreneurial capacities amongst 
preservice educators in the field of education, the capacities and cultural stock such as societal ideas, 
habits, and values—which resonate with Bourdieu’s (1986) understanding of embodied cultural 
capital—of individuals are usually geared towards the attainment of social justice in society (Waghid, 
2016, p. 2). The social entrepreneurial educator as an agent of change brings to the encounter her or 
his cultural stock and capacities for learning, which shape both the encounter itself and the social 
entrepreneurial educator’s perception while engaging in the school or class context. Put differently, 
the authors assert that through Roland Martin’s (2013) theory of education as an encounter and 
Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus, preservice educators could be better equipped to learn about 
and resolve social needs in society. On the basis of deliberative engagements with one another and 
others within a particular social context, preservice educators can come up with imaginative 
judgements about how societal challenges can be overcome.  

Using Film as a Form of Media Literacy  

Students initially acquire a wide range of literacies from early childhood and, depending on their 
gender, social class, and race, are more or less likely to be prepared for the rigorous tasks and practices 
of school-based literacy (Walton, Marsden, & Vukovic, 2001). In South Africa, this claim resonates with 
the experiences of many of the disadvantaged students at universities and, in the context of this study, 
3rd-year students from historically disadvantaged backgrounds whose limited experience of academic 
literacy presents them with significant pedagogical impediments (Walton et al., 2001). Addressing 
academic illiteracy in higher education is challenging, particularly when students are expected to 
understand, interpret, and critically analyse the concept of social entrepreneurship. According to 
Kellner and Share (2007, p. 6), film can enhance meaningful discussions between educators and 
students by eliciting student views, producing a variety of interpretations of media texts, and teaching 
basic principles of criticism and hermeneutics. The authors recognise that viewing a film does not 
necessarily mean that students are always capable of critically analysing the rich and deeper meanings 
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behind the film; rather, it is the film’s capacity to create an awareness of its message that is important 
here. That is, through film, students become imaginatively situated in contexts perhaps unfamiliar to 
them and to which they are summoned to respond.  

Through the engaging encounters the preservice educators experience through film, the possibility 
exists that they can be geared positively towards cultivating deliberative pedagogical (educational) 
encounters. In turn, such encounters could engender enhanced social entrepreneurial capacities on 
the basis that social entrepreneurship is invariably linked to the notion of an educational encounter. 
This claim echoes Pérez-Tornero’s (2004) view that media literacy—which encompasses television, 
film, radio, music, printed media, and the Internet—is used to create a critical awareness of the distinct 
discourses that emanate from a film in relation to the context that students find themselves in. In other 
words, deliberative engagement amongst students challenges them to be willing to listen to one 
another, disagree, and extend alternative points of view, that is, be critical. Furthermore, these 
learning activities are characterised by active engagement, inquiry, problem solving, and collaboration 
with others, namely, critical thinking skills—with the higher education educator playing more of a 
facilitative, co-explorer role that encourages students to reflect critically and formulate their own 
ideas, opinions, and conclusions (Weegar & Pacis, 2012). 

According to Banning (as cited in Behar-Horenstein & Niu, 2011, p. 26), critical thinking involves 
appraising, differentiating, scrutinising, and reflecting on the information used to make judgments and 
informed decisions. Moreover, critical thinking is linked to the practice of an educational (pedagogical) 
engagement whereby participants not only question one another’s assumptions but also open 
themselves up to alternative possibilities that might arise. At the core of critical thinking, is the idea of 
offering reasons in justification for one’s point of view. Social entrepreneurship education involves 
taking into consideration reasons that persuade one, in deliberation with others, to enact societal 
change.  

Attuned with the notion of deliberative educational and societal change, Snyder and Snyder (2008, p. 
91) contended that subjective tools such as case-based learning and essay questions require students 
to apply their knowledge to new situations, and are better indicators of bringing about understanding 
than objective forms of learning that ignore societal change. Keller and Share (2007, p. 4) posited that 
media and information communication technology can be used as tools for empowering people and, 
in affording students the opportunity to use these forms of media literacy, to tell their stories and 
express their concerns. The authors of this article envisage cultivating social entrepreneurship 
education through creating deliberative pedagogical spaces for preservice educators by means of film; 
therefore, they employ Blackboard, an e-learning resource, as a supportive platform to the film, Who 
Cares? (Mourão, 2013). 

According to Moodley (2013, p. 2), educators in South Africa fail to engage with students through 
critical questioning and reasoning in interactive lessons. Drawing on the research by Williams and 
Jacobs (2004), the authors’ investigation into pedagogical encounters amongst preservice educators 
contends that the discursive nature of knowledge construction is developed most effectively through 
the use of interactive online student blogging in combination with an analysis of a film. The authors 
suggest that the use of film, supported by asking probing questions on the e-learning platform 
Blackboard, can provide students with critical analysis and creative problem solving techniques that 
could, in turn, transform them into knowledge co-constructors—not merely knowledge consumers. 
Bearing in mind that the authors’ investigation in cultivating social entrepreneurial capacities within 
students involves educating the students with capacities such as critical thinking and deliberation, their 
emphasis on producing students who co-construct knowledge is justified.  

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0610045?ref_=tt_ov_dr
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By fostering critical awareness in the classroom through the use of film, students would hopefully be 
prepared as social entrepreneurial educators in the school context, and could develop a more nuanced 
understanding of the discourse of social entrepreneurship. When students are exposed to educational 
initiatives to enhance their capacity to transform themselves into socially active beings and democratic 
change agents, they can be said to be prepared for praxis. This is so on the basis that praxis involves 
critical action together with plausible action that is perpetually aimed at transforming society. The 
authors’ aim of using film in cultivating social entrepreneurial capacities amongst aspirant educators 
is in line with the idea of cultivating praxis because the latter is linked to the goal of social 
entrepreneurship, which involves addressing social injustices. With this article, the authors envisage 
to contribute to the field of research into social entrepreneurship because the article aims to engender 
more plausible understanding and action in relation to cultivating the social entrepreneurial 
capabilities of preservice educators in higher education. 

Methodology  

This article documents an investigation into a pedagogical initiative aimed at enhancing students’ 
conceptual and practical knowledge of social entrepreneurship. Set in an interpretive paradigm, this 
investigation followed a qualitative approach for the purpose of acquiring a deep, rich array of data 
that enabled a full and thorough understanding and description of the participating students’ 
knowledge and experiences. As a methodology, interpretivist inquiry, through the use of online focus 
group interviews and an interpretation of students’ comments on blogs, aims to clarify meaning and 
understanding about students’ responses to the notion of social entrepreneurship and its application 
in an educational context. The research was not intended to generate results that are generalisable to 
the broader educator populace, but rather to discover and describe the experiential reality of the case 
participants within its broader context. Doing this offers support for the theoretical proposition that 
using film in combination with blogs creates effective learning spaces for the cultivation of social 
entrepreneurship capabilities in students in higher education.  

The sample population of this study was formed by a cohort of 3rd-year Bachelor of Education, Further 
Education and Training (FET) students (N = 48) who had selected entrepreneurship education as one 
of their areas of specialisation. Sample selection was made on the basis of recruiting participants who, 
by their own subject selection, indicated their preference for contributing to the development of 
entrepreneurial activities in the broader South African society. Thus, purposive and deliberate 
sampling amongst 3rd-year students yielded the sample frame for this study. The sample population 
who indicated their willingness to participate in the project were (N = 43) students who constituted a 
total number of eight focus groups. Methodologically, primary data was therefore collected using 
asynchronous interactive online focus groups, with each group comprising between five and seven 
students, hosted on the university’s e-learning platform system, Blackboard. There were 25 online 
groups available on Blackboard for students to select from, and from which they randomly selected 
group numbers of their choice. Hence, the authors found that some students enrolled, for example, in 
Group 1 while others opted to select Group 5 or 11. In instances where students did not answer all the 
discussion questions on Blackboard, these groups were excluded from the analyses. Furthermore, 
Blackboard was used as a means of developing educator–student and student–student relationships, 
where visual messages have been useful, bridging the gap between face-to-face and mediated 
communication by providing visual information and cues to augment text (Sims, O’Leary, Cook, & 
Butland, 2002, p. 3). Hence, the e-learning platform system was used in this investigation, because of 
its potential to enhance the students’ voice in a deliberative and equitable manner.  

The film, Who Cares? (Mourão, 2013)—a documentary on social entrepreneurship—carries an 
empowering message for all members in society, with a vision of achieving social justice. In other 
words, the film is concerned with accentuating people’s ability and determination in solving the most 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0610045?ref_=tt_ov_dr
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pressing concerns plaguing their society. Using animated visual images, the film depicts the most 
pressing socioeconomic issues in global society. These visual representations of issues such as poverty, 
unemployment, famine, and a lack of health care among others, aims to appeal to an individual’s 
altruistic nature in finding the most innovative solutions in solving these concerns. The director, Mara 
Mourão, intuitively used 18 ambitious and pragmatic social entrepreneurs from seven distinct 
countries—Brazil, Canada, Germany, Peru, Switzerland, Tanzania, and the USA—to share their 
experiences in reaching this global vision. In line with the notion of achieving an equitable and equal 
society, the film uses the rhetoric of achieving societal reform by highlighting the roles of willing and 
capable democratic change agents. Through raising a critical awareness of the social injustices 
permeating society, the film aims to cultivate an imagined context that invokes within its audience the 
knowledge, values, and attitudes required to be social entrepreneurs.  

The students were required to complete an online activity on Who Cares? in order to interpret their 
interactive blogging comments. The film was presented to the students to enhance their critical 
awareness of the practices of social entrepreneurship and social injustice in society, to elicit a response 
and, hopefully, to awaken their potential for learning in a deliberative way—that is, learning together. 
By implication, through the application of film, the authors envisaged that preservice educators’ 
capacities for deliberative learning would be enhanced. In turn, the students’ learning about social 
entrepreneurship education will, hopefully, encourage them to act positively towards the achievement 
of societal change and justice. Care was taken to ensure that data was collected exclusively from 
participants who signed and submitted informed consent forms. The participants were informed in 
class that their participation was voluntary, anonymous, and confidential. Also, ethical clearance was 
acquired from the faculty’s ethics research committee, adhering to the ethical considerations of the 
study. The written student blogging activities were analysed and categories developed. Online focus 
group interviews were used to understand the practical activity of social entrepreneurship from the 
students’ perspectives, and to ascertain how and why they reached their opinions. Students’ names 
on the screen shots (Images 1–10) analysed were subsequently replaced with abbreviations to ensure 
anonymity. As Blackboard is a closed learning platform system, only entrepreneurship education 
students with usernames and passwords were granted access to the online blogs. The data was 
subsequently captured, processed, and analysed, and is described in the sections that follow. The 
following discussion questions were used to guide the students’ blogging interaction: 

1. Is social entrepreneurship a familiar term amongst higher education 
students? 

2. What is your understanding of social entrepreneurship having viewed the film 
Who Cares? 

3. How has the film made you aware of the socioeconomic issues affecting 
South African society? 

Data Analysis and Interpretation  

During the analysis of this study’s data, the authors used inductive reasoning, which enabled them to 
clarify meaning and understanding about students’ responses to the notion of social entrepreneurship 
and its application in an educational context. Through inductive reasoning, the authors were able to 
discover and describe the experiential reality of the case participants within its broader context. To 
ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of findings, that is, whether the interpretation of the data is 
a true reflection of the participants’ reality, the findings were distributed and discussed with the study 
participants. In this section, the authors present their interpretation of the key insightful comments 
that emanated from the online encounters between the students using the Blackboard e-learning 
platform. Further to this, the section also includes images of the relevant online discussions from which 
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the key insightful comments emanated. Screen shots were constructed from the online discussions on 
Blackboard and subsequently analysed on a computer graphics application. 

 
 

 

 

Image 1: Students DLK, TJH, AHT, and MCTJ of Focus Group 10 
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An interpretive analysis of the online engagements between the students as shown in Image 1 (Focus 
Group 10) concludes that social entrepreneurship was considered an unfamiliar or unknown term 
amongst the study sample, as clearly stated by Student DLK: “I thought it was the same as an 
entrepreneur” and Student TJH: “I've never made mention of the term until it was made known in class 
in our 3rd-year level of our course.” This misunderstanding of social entrepreneurship seems to 
emanate from a lack of conceptual clarity of social entrepreneurship at school level. From this it can 
be inferred that the exclusion of social entrepreneurship from the Department of Basic Education 
(DBE)’s curriculum and assessment policy statements for economic and management sciences (EMS) 
Grades 7–9 and business studies Grades 10–12 (DBE, 2011a, 2011b) had the result that social 
entrepreneurship’s social value and what it could bring to educational encounters were not adequately 
taught and examined by the educators teaching those subjects. 

Moreover, the misconception of social entrepreneurship in relation to CSR is emphasised by Student 
TJH. From this misconception, it can be inferred by the authors that some students may be subjected 
to a school curriculum that promotes content above critical engagement or scrutinising the curriculum, 
and in which educators may be expected to teach only according to curriculum requirements. In this 
way, students depicted educators as compliant agents and transmitters of knowledge, as stated by 
student MCTJ: “Educators are not allowed to spread their knowledge” and student TJH: ”[Future 
teachers, it is speculated, are] restricted in such a way that we are blinded to textbook rehearsing [of 
the] curriculum.” As a result of the South African high school curriculum not emphasising social 
entrepreneurship, it remains an unknown practical activity amongst students in higher education 
considering that they were taught the “walk-around of an entrepreneur. What the entrepreneur was, 
their roles, their qualities, their importance” at school (Student AHT). The implication of the latter 
assertion is that the school curriculum should integrate social entrepreneurship education because it 
accentuates the importance of achieving social justice. 

In Image 2 (Focus Group 6), many of the students reaffirmed what was mentioned by their peers—of 
which images from Focus Group 10 is an example—that social entrepreneurship was an unfamiliar 
term in higher education which resonates with their depiction of the school-based curriculum for EMS 
and business studies. The economic value of entrepreneurship was underscored, as succinctly put by 
Student ERG, “We did not deal with the term ‘social entrepreneurship’ but we dealt with 
entrepreneurship” and Student IED, “[Learners] know that an entrepreneur is someone [who] starts 
[her or his] own business.” However, Dees and Anderson (2006) argued that “social entrepreneurs are 
individuals who reform or revolutionize the patterns of producing social value, shifting resources into 
areas of higher yield for society” (p. 44). Thus, if students are not properly sensitised and taught about 
the distinctive traits of social entrepreneurs and the societal benefits that could be derived from 
further development on the front of social entrepreneurship activities, then social entrepreneurship 
could remain an unfamiliar, misinterpreted, and underutilised practical activity for the South African 
society.  

However, not all students agreed with the notion that social entrepreneurship was an unfamiliar term 
in higher education, as Student ABEK maintained: “I think some of the [students] are familiar with the 
term because some [students] have dealt with the term ‘social responsibility’ whereby a business gives 
back to the community.” ABEK’s confusion of social entrepreneurship and CSR may be indicative of an 
emphasis placed on CSR in the EMS and business studies CAPS documents and reaffirms the earlier 
notion that students should be properly sensitised and taught about the distinctive traits of social 
entrepreneurs and social entrepreneurship.  
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Image 2: Students ABEK, ERG, IED, and RTF of Focus Group 6  

From students’ responses in Focus Groups 10 and 5 (shown in Images 3 and 4, respectively), it can be 
inferred that their largely erroneous outlook on social entrepreneurship can be ascribed to what they 
were taught at school, with little exposure to the discourse surrounding social entrepreneurship. In 
the sample focus groups (5, 6, and 10) analysed, three students indicated that they understood some 
aspect of social entrepreneurship. However, their understanding of the term social entrepreneurship 
was rather confused with CSR. For instance, student HM in Image 4 related social entrepreneurship to 
“seeing an opportunity and to be creative to do great things with that opportunity,” although the 
literature describes social entrepreneurship merely as adding some form of social value to society 
(Mair & Noboa, 2003; Nicholls, 2006; Timmons & Spinelli, 2004). Student GS, also in Image 4, remarked: 
“The reason why [social entrepreneurship is emphasised] is because there was always a market day or 
some other business plan as an assignment, [where] you must be innovative (new ideas) in the means 
to profit yourself and your community (school),” and Student AHT’s example (in Image 3) of social 
entrepreneurship is in relation to a “bread day” that was introduced by the learners at the school. 
These students (HM, GS, and AHT in Images 3 and 4) who showed some degree of understanding of 
social entrepreneurship appear to have been involved in entrepreneurial activities at school. From 
these students’ responses, it is clear that some elements of social entrepreneurship might have been 
taught at some schools. However, their assertions seem to be remiss of the social justice aspect of 
social entrepreneurship education. 
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Image 3: Student AHT of Focus Group 10 
 

 

 
 
Image 4: Students AJB, GS, HM, CBD, SHJDB, and WDM of Focus Group 5 
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This brings us to an analysis of the next group of images (5, 6, and 7) with the purpose of ascertaining 
whether the film Who Cares? had an influence on the students’ understanding of social 
entrepreneurship. 

 

 

Image 5: Students SN, XL, FN, AB, PFM, ZPG, SN, and NM of Focus Group 1 

The authors particularly questioned the students about their understanding of social entrepreneurship 
in relation to the film, with varying understandings emerging. The film seemed to clarify some 
misconceptions of entrepreneurship, as Students XL and AB (Image 5) reminded us: “[Social 
entrepreneurship] operates differently from entrepreneurship as it works within the social context” 
and “It brings the mind-set or principles of entrepreneurship to the social sector.” Social 
entrepreneurship was also categorised as more of an individual solution, as the following students 
responded: “Social entrepreneurship is an individual solution to society’s most pressing social 
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problems” (Student FN), “It is someone (individual) who has the ability by equipping other individuals 
to enhance their needs” (Student AB), and “Identifying a problem in [your] community and apply [your] 
business experience to come up with ideas that solve the identified problem (Student SN).” These 
claims resonate with what Dees (as cited in Crisan & Borza, 2007, p. 107) posited of social 
entrepreneurship.  

From the above, it seems many students associated social entrepreneurship with an individual’s 
agency in genuinely attempting to add social value to society, compared to the concept of CSR adopted 
by businesses as a means of attaining both corporate and social goals and enhancing their competitive 
advantage (Crisan & Borza; 2007; Davis, 2005; Pettigrew, 2009). In the sample focus groups analysed 
(1, 4, and 10) in Images 5, 6, and 7, all 14 students correctly suggested that social entrepreneurship 
has a transformative agenda in attempting to address the many socioeconomic issues plaguing poor 
and marginalised individuals by empowering them to attain their instrumental freedoms, as suggested 
by Sen (1999).  

 According to Images 5 and 6, after viewing the film a number of students described a social 
entrepreneur as having some moral agenda in wanting to solve the most pressing concerns in society, 
and to improve the standard of living of the marginalised poor. Students FN, AB, XL, and ZPG wrote in 
Image 5: “[Social entrepreneurs] present user friendly understandable and ethical ideas that engage 
widespread support in order to maximize the number of citizens that will stand up seize their idea and 
implement it” (Student FN); “[Social entrepreneurs] help others by bringing [financial] resources and 
[employment] opportunities to those who need them the most” (Student XL); “[Social entrepreneurs 
are concerned with] the pursuit of social and environmental mission” (Student AB); and “[Social 
entrepreneurs] pursue poverty alleviation goals with business methods and the courage to innovate 
and overcome traditional practices” (Student ZPG). Student BGH (Image 6) commented: “It’s basically 
people who are trying to assist other to improve their standards of living, getting better jobs/employed 
without having them to pay for that and I think it also focus in the world’s economy not to collapse,” 
and Student SOG was succinct: “[Social entrepreneurs are concerned with] contributing to poverty 
alleviation and job creation” (Image 6).  
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Image 6: Students NSEM, BGH, PS, TM, and SOG of Focus Group 4 

Both images attest to viewing the film creating an awareness of the altruistic nature of a social 
entrepreneur. In Image 6, Student PS wrote: “[Social entrepreneurs] help society in a way that will 
benefit every citizen without anyone [social entrepreneurs] having to benefit [financially]”; Student 
NSEM remarked: “[Social entrepreneurs] create a better life for others, even if it means they have to 
sacrifice their personal belongings [finances]”; and Student TM concurred: “[Social entrepreneurs] give 
to those who have nothing and not expecting something [financial] in return.” In Image 5, student PFM 
noted, “[social entrepreneurs are concerned with] being sensitive to others and having open hands 
without really gaining [financially] for yourself.”  

Furthermore, the social entrepreneur’s role as a transformative change agent was also touched on: 
according to Student PFM, “[social entrepreneurship] is all about making a change in the society or 
wherever [you] find yourself,” and to Student PS, “Social entrepreneurs are change agents [where] 
they seek to revamp a bad situation to a good beneficial situation for all [society].” The pronoun you, 
as used by Student PFM, could indicate that after an encounter with a particular environment social 
entrepreneurs both change and are changed by it, as Bourdieu (1977) contended.  

In reference to Image 7 (Focus Group 10), which captures what the authors consider an astute, 
insightful account of Student TJH’s understanding of social entrepreneurship after having viewed the 
film; the authors identify many concerns linked to what the student interpreted as the ineptitude of 
many governments to address socioeconomic issues in society. These include targeting pockets of 
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communities to support to win votes, and making empty promises to either cling to power or oppose 
political opposition. In other words, noneffective governments often use rhetoric not action to 
“resolve” injustices and maintain the status quo as a means of strengthening their political position at 
the expense of societal justice. In Student TJH’s view, social entrepreneurship is a response to this 
governmental ineptitude. This involves social entrepreneurs advocating an altruistic position through 
which they can effect change by developing social and economic spheres in society. Student DLK (also 
Image 7), in an equally insightful account of her understanding of the film, linked the human virtue of 
caring to society, the global economy, and the environment. In her view, societal problems can only 
be resolved through knowledge co-construction. She acknowledged that her view only developed after 
having been exposed to the film because “It change[d] my perception on the needs of the society and 
at least try something to change the situation.” In both students, it appears that the film cultivated a 
critical social awareness and fostered their social entrepreneurial consciousness. Through this critical 
social entrepreneurial awareness, they realised that as an individual, one would need to disrupt the 
status quo to enact change. Thus, the authors infer that through the use of the film, the students were 
sensitised to become more reflective about their encounters with society and amongst themselves. 
What seems to emanate from the authors’ interpretation of some of the students’ comments is that 
they have internalised an opposition to dominance and privilege in society.  

 

 

Image 7: Students TJH and DLK of Focus Group 10 

To foster a critical awareness amongst school learners of the most pressing socioeconomic problems, 
it is important to ensure that teachers themselves are sufficiently aware of these issues. In this regard, 
the film highlighted problems relating to social and economic inequalities and inequities, particularly 
how the lack of equality and access enhance social injustices. With the aim of probing their awareness 
of, and ability to relate to, the sorts of problems highlighted in the film, the authors posed the following 
discussion question: “How has the film made you aware of the socioeconomic issues affecting South 
African society?”  
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In reference to the authors’ analyses of Images 8, 9, and 10 (from Focus Groups 1, 4, and 11, 
respectively) it can be deduced that the majority of these students shared the view that most of the 
socioeconomic problems highlighted in the film are relevant to the South African society. There was 
also agreement that urgent action is needed to address a number of issues that recurred throughout 
the discussions, including high levels of poverty, the generally poor quality of education, an 
economically imbalanced society, unequal access to healthcare, an [unsustainable] increase in 
population, environmental pollution, and a lack of empathy amongst people (Students NM, ZPQ, FN, 
AB, PFM, PS, NSEM, TM, SOG). In a number of instances, the students showed a sense of social 
responsibility towards the poor and the environment and to the fact that, as individuals, we ought to 
be grateful for what we have in life as opposed, continuously, to seeking further gain in material 
wealth. Hence, the authors assert that the film cultivated a sense of altruism amongst some of the 
students. 

 

 



93 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2017, 6(2) 

 

Image 8: Students SN, NM, ZPQ, XL, FN, AB, and PFM of Focus Group 1 
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Image 9: Students BGH, PS, NSEM, TM, and SOG of Focus Group 4 
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Image 10: Students CJ and RF of Focus Group 11 

More significant, is the fact that the stimulating nature of the discussions gave rise to a number of 
insightful observations. Many students stated their realisation that it is unrealistic to place all one’s 
trust in the government’s ability to solve socioeconomic problems; as Student FN emphasised: 
“Widespread poverty and inequality [persist] . . . in spite of the significant improvement of access to 
education.” While some, such as Student XL, described this realisation as “frightening,” others such as 
Student AB, hinted at a more optimistic point of view by acknowledging that “There’s still a lot that is 
needed to be done in this country.” Student CJ offered an even more optimistic view by noting that 
“The film actually highlighted the socioeconomic issues in other countries and made me realise that 
ours are not as bad” and that “it is not impossible to ‘fix’ an issue if everyone is involved in the fixing 
process.” Hence, for some students the film diluted the feeling of hopelessness and highlighted the 
fact that there are potential solutions, which if implemented, could alleviate South Africa’s 
socioeconomic problems. This view was supported by students such as Student RF who wrote, “The 
film made [me aware] that there are solutions in every one of us,” and Student PFM who stated, “I 
also learned that common citizens like myself can (and indeed should) take an initiative and [should] 
not wait for government to do everything.”  

A number of students also noted that socioeconomic problems require global actions and that these 
problems should not be viewed within the isolation of a country’s borders. Student BGH reminded her 
peers that South Africa is not “feeding or assisting people that are from this country only . . . because 
there are [impoverished] people who cross borders.” This view was shared by students NSEM and TM 
who added that even within the borders of a country, actions should not be limited to a single 
geographic area. Another significant observation was the notion that there is a dire need to inculcate 
soft skills amongst individual members of a society. In this regard, Student PFN observed that the skills 
required by citizens are “to be selfless (care and think for someone else), kind-hearted and 
responsible.” The student warned that, “[these skills] are not at all emphasized in [the South African 
school] curriculum and society at large.” She averred, “These ‘soft’ skills will help build a respectful and 
unified South Africa.” From these observations of the student discussions relating to the third question, 
it was again clear that the film cultivated a critical social awareness and, in particular, social 
entrepreneurial mindsets. Furthermore, the students clearly demonstrated their ability to relate the 
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examples of socioeconomic problems highlighted in the film to those faced by the South African 
society. 

Discussion and Implications 

From the authors’ interpretation of the data, it is clear that prior to viewing the film Who Cares?, there 
was a lack of clarity of the concept social entrepreneurship amongst the preservice educators in this 
study. This lack of understanding of social entrepreneurship is linked to it not being included in the 
CAPS for EMS (Grades 7–9) and CAPS for Business Studies (Grades 10–12), and not adequately 
examined or taught by educators in schools—which further creates a misinterpretation between social 
entrepreneurship, entrepreneurship, and CSR. Furthermore, from the authors’ analyses of the data, 
the authors confirm augmented social entrepreneurship amongst the participants in the study after 
students viewed the film and engaged in online discussion groups.  

The authors now offer their insights on the implications of this research on practices in higher 
education. First, through the use of the film as a form of media literacy, 3rd-year preservice educators 
and the authors as higher education educators constructed meanings that point to different 
understandings of the discourse of social entrepreneurship. The authors’ inference is that through an 
exposure to a film that highlights three underlying themes (sustainable development, economic 
development, and equity) that can be linked to social injustices (Miller, 2003), students’ alertness to 
respond to societal inequalities will be deepened. These meanings were constructed in language and 
in visual communication as ways of presenting human experiences of social entrepreneurship. 
Moreover, the film Who Cares? offered students and the higher education educators opportunities for 
deriving a number of possible understandings of social entrepreneurship.  

Second, in relation to Roland Martin’s (2013) theory of education as an encounter, the authors contend 
that the data analysed (in particular in relation to Image 10) shows that students in the study consider 
the attainment of social justice important to their outlook on education. The points students made 
about the abject and poor living conditions, and especially unemployment of some people in South 
Africa, is a vindication of these students’ political awareness of the presence of unsustainable 
development, economic underdevelopment, and inequity. The film appears to have enhanced 
students’ political awareness and curiosity to address social injustice where they encounter it. Thus, 
the authors contend that educational encounters have been enriched by students’ political and 
intellectual awareness of societal injustices which, following Roland Martin (2013, p. 19) is significant 
in harnessing credible educational encounters. Therefore, because the political and intellectual 
orientations of students and educators were invoked through their responses, the authors suggest that 
social entrepreneurship education should always be considered an apposite discourse for deepening 
the political awareness of encounters amongst students and educators. Moreover, if social 
entrepreneurial capacities are cultivated through an analysis of thought-provoking films that highlight 
social injustices, the possibility exists that higher education contexts can be shifted towards more 
politically and intellectually relevant pedagogical spaces.  

Third, the film afforded the students the opportunity to self-reflect critically on, and respond to, 
matters pertaining to the social injustices permeating society. The authors argue that social 
entrepreneurship education can make students aware of and attend to the social inequalities, 
exclusion, and oppression that deny social justice in society. In other words, through an education 
underpinned by social entrepreneurship, students are sensitised to leverage societal change. In a way, 
the students internalised an opposition to privilege, oppression, exclusion, and inequity by becoming 
disruptive agents of change, as Bourdieu (1977) asserted. Put differently, students can become self-
reflective and act upon their deepened insights about societal injustices. Rancière (1999, p. 33) 
equated disruption with exercising one’s equality, and maintained that equality is not received from 
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others but is achieved when those deprived of it engage in deliberations in their own capacity. 
“Receiving” equality would still mean that others must give it, which diminishes their agency as equal 
citizens. In agreement with Rancière (1999, p. 30), the authors acknowledge that equality through 
disruption is a way of attaining social justice, and that is what students of social entrepreneurship are 
privileged to encounter and enact. In other words, becoming acutely aware of societal injustices and 
developing the earnestness to bring about change—that is, to act is a condition of social justice which 
the authors contend—are possible forms of human actions that can emanate from being educated 
through social entrepreneurship.  

Social entrepreneurship can impact social and economic development positively. The authors propose 
that the teaching of entrepreneurship needs to include social entrepreneurship as a component of the 
curriculum. In this way, pedagogical opportunities can be created for both students and educators, 
and can disrupt the curriculum both at university and school more substantively. This means that 
teaching social entrepreneurship can cultivate in students and educators capabilities to look at social 
injustices in society from a social entrepreneurial perspective with the aim of transforming inequities, 
inequalities, and exclusions. In this way, social entrepreneurship would impact social and educational 
change directly.  

Conclusion 

The authors affirm the need to strengthen social entrepreneurship education amongst preservice 
educators. The findings from the article show that a lack of conceptual understanding of social 
entrepreneurship amongst preservice educators at a university of technology was accentuated by its 
exclusion from the school curriculum. This calls for further research into scrutinising the secondary 
school curriculum for EMS and business studies. From the authors’ interpretation of the preservice 
educators’ perceptions, social entrepreneurship remains an untaught and rather unknown concept 
amongst in-service educators in secondary schools, which further exacerbates a misinterpretation of 
social entrepreneurship with entrepreneurship and CSR amongst secondary school learners. The 
authors confirm in this article that students’ viewing of the film Who Cares?—a film on social 
entrepreneurship, which highlights three underlying themes, namely, sustainable development, 
economic development, and equity and which can be linked to Miller’s (2003) principles of social 
justice—supplemented with deliberative engagements amongst the participants in asynchronous 
online discussions groups, enhanced the students’ conceptual understanding of social 
entrepreneurship and deepened their alertness to respond to social inequalities. The authors have 
shown in the article, using images of the online discussions on Blackboard, that teaching and learning 
through film can augment social entrepreneurship education amongst preservice educators. Such a 
form of education would initiate students (preservice educators) into a discourse on disruption, 
whereby they can think about and act to redress social injustices in educational contexts. In this regard, 
social entrepreneurship education can cultivate a critical awareness amongst students in disrupting 
the social inequalities, exclusion, and oppression that deny the attainment of social justice, as Bourdieu 
(1977) asserted. Teaching and learning in relation to film supports critical learning and, through 
engaging with socioentrepreneurial encounters as Martin (2013) maintained, students and educators 
would be stimulated to act more positively towards disrupting social injustices. The authors propose 
that the teaching of entrepreneurship needs to include social entrepreneurship as a component of a 
curriculum that would influence social and educational change.  
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Introduction 

Phantasmagoria is the outcome of a process that employs deceptive techniques, both through textual 
manipulation and semiotic selections, to create an illusion about a phenomenon. In this instance, the 
focus of this paper is the illusion of entrepreneurship as phantasm that is presented in school 
textbooks. There is little contention that school textbooks continue to be an important and 
indispensable resource for both teachers and learners in South African schools. Although the process 
of content cleansing continues to unfold, as evidenced by the aims of the 2016 Ministerial Committee’s 
mandate to develop a textbook policy aimed at addressing diversity and ridding South African 
textbooks of prejudicial content, there is still a dearth of knowledge as to the ideological subtexts of 
textbooks in the economic sciences internationally (Ferguson, Collison, Power, & Stevenson, 2009), 
and the new generation South African school economic sciences textbooks in particular.  

Economic and management sciences (EMS) is a uniquely South African fabrication designed to serve a 
particular agenda, namely to enable learners to understand the wealth creation process and develop 
entrepreneurial dispositions (Department of Basic Education, 2011, pp. 8–11). EMS textbooks (the 
programmatic curriculum) were subsequently designed to meet these official curriculum objectives. 
Of significance for this paper is the ideological obfuscation (Zizek, 2011) that masks the curriculum’s 
and the nation’s relatively new romance with neoconservative–neoliberal economic discourses 
(Harvey, 2007), and how this is given effect in school textbooks. Fairclough (2003, 2009) reminded us 
that discourse is constitutive, having the power to shape constructions of reality. Through a process of 
systematic analysis, using critical discourse analysis (CDA) techniques, this paper attempts to illuminate 
how powerful ideologies are maintained and reinforced via the textbook— with a view to 
contemplating ways to disrupt this, and ways to engender social change. 

Discourse and ideology have been a focus of repeated investigation in CDA (see Fairclough, 2009, 2011; 
Knain, 2001; MacLure, 2003; Mautner, 2008; Reisigl & Wodak, 2009; van Dijk, 2009, 2011; Wodak & 
Krzyzanowski, 2008). Ideology has its origins in the early 1800s in the work of Destutt de Tracy, but has 
generally been linked to Karl Marx (as cited in Machin & Mayr, 2012). Ideology, according to Marx and 
Engels, denotes the body of intellectual thoughts used to support the economic domination and 
subjugation of particular classes (as cited in Machin & Mayr, 2012). It refers to a systematic schema of 
ideas and discursive orientations about the functioning of society. Ideology operates first at an 
institutional level—that is, school or family—and then at the level of consciousness, thus making 
schools powerful ideological apparatuses given the presumed neutrality and naturalness of school 
education (Althusser, 2008). Ideology may also be viewed as a subtle yet powerful mechanism for the 
systematic cognitive distortion and manipulation of subjects’ constructions of how society should be 
understood, thus serving a legitimising function for the maintenance of relations of power (Beaton, 
2007). Note, though, that ideologies may also be used in resistance and struggle politics, as in anti-
racist, anti-xenophobic, or anti-sexist ideologies where sociopolitical circumstances may well engender 
liberating ideologies (van Dijk, 2011).  

Current sociopolitical circumstances in South Africa may well manifest in representations of 
entrepreneurship in school textbooks that are likely to serve particular agendas, the revelation of 
which is not always obvious to the ordinary teacher (Maistry & Pillay, 2014). Critical linguistics skills 
(using critical discourse analysis) are essential if individuals (teachers and learners) wish to unearth the 
subtext of school textbooks. The aim of this article therefore is to illuminate both constituted ideology 
and constitutive ideology at work in the selected texts. The former refers to “empirical manipulations 
and distortions at the level of content,” and the latter to “the ideological form which provides the 
coordinates of the very space within which the content is located” (Zizek, 2011, p. 55). 
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The potential of CDA research to trigger social change as it relates to curriculum reform and pedagogy 
is well documented (Rogers, 2011; Wodak, 2005; Wodak & Krzyzanowski, 2008; Wodak & Meyer, 
2009). In its application to the study of ideology in school textbooks, CDA reveals how belief systems 
come to be, how they take hold, and how they acquire a kind of naturalness. Ideology has the power 
to “control and organise” beliefs to the extent that it shapes and controls attitudes toward social 
phenomena (van Dijk, 2006, p. 116). In this paper, we expose how neoliberal ideology is likely to shape 
attitudes and beliefs about entrepreneurship, endemic poverty, personal accountability, and state 
responsibility for individual and societal welfare, and how such ideology serves a powerful legitimating 
function. We argue that preservice and in-service teacher education programmes can be useful 
mechanisms to raise the level of consciousness amongst teachers about the workings of covert 
agendas that manifest in school curricula. The intention, then, would be to develop a counter 
discourse, an agentic counter hegemony and activism—a necessary social change because it relates to 
alleviating the plight of the poor and disenfranchised. 

A Brief Overview of Key Issues in the Extant Literature 

Concerns have been raised internationally regarding the role played by ideologies in business 
education, particularly those that uncritically support and promote exploitative capitalism and 
neoliberalism (Ferguson et al., 2009; McPhail, 2004; Zhang, 2012). School textbooks are likely to carry 
this ideological orientation, as is evidenced in accounting textbooks (McPhail, 2004). Business 
education legitimates the interests of corporate stakeholders (Collison, 2003). Capitalism and 
neoliberalism, with their practices of personal wealth accumulation, entrepreneurial choices, and 
unencumbered free trade, have an insidious effect on our ways of thought and our economic practices. 
This hegemonic discourse is now pervasive to the point of being taken as commonsense understanding 
of the way in which we should live and construe the world (Harvey, 2007). Writers of textbooks often 
propagate ideologies that serve to maintain the status quo as it relates to the order of the economic 
world (Cameron, Ireland, Lussier, New, & Robbins, 2003). Paxton argued that the discourse of 
canonisation used as technique by economics textbook writers gives the impression that contentious 
statements stand as facts (Paxton, 2007).  

With regard to entrepreneurship in particular, there appears to be a distinct and uncritical 
glamorisation of entrepreneurship in contemporary entrepreneurship literature, signalling it as the 
answer to the poverty crisis that, most especially, faces underdeveloped nations (Barbosa & Ferreira, 
2015; Jones & Murtola, 2012). The trend is to emphasise heroism, success, hope, and rewards (Spicer, 
2012; Weiskopf & Steyaert, 2009). The lure created by careful, deliberate lexical constructions that 
utilise words such as endurance, passion, love, commitment, and perseverance (da Costa & Saraiva, 
2012) reinforces the appeal of entrepreneurship as an activity to aspire toward. Jones and Spicer 
(2009) and Spicer (2012) noted, however, that the discourse on entrepreneurship is silent on the 
negative ramifications (both material and psychological) that plague this livelihood. Also of concern is 
the preoccupation with individual self-advancement through entrepreneurship as opposed to a 
concern with societal welfare (Berglund & Wigren, 2012). 

A Brief Methodological Note 

Although textbooks and policies present an air of impartiality that makes it difficult to identify 
ideological bias, CDA can unearth the hidden bias and subtext. Critical discourse analysis first emerged 
in discourse investigations in the 1980s in Europe, led by Norman Fairclough, Ruth Wodak, Theo van 
Leeuwen, Gerlinde Mautner, and Teun van Dijk. Theoretical influences that informed these critical 
researchers include Marx, Foucault, Moscovici, and Halliday (as cited in Wodak & Meyer, 2009). A 
major concern for critical analysts is how texts can be representations of ideologies and can contribute 
to social relations of power and domination. 
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CDA concerns itself with relations of power and inequality that are transmitted via language 
(Blommaert, 2005), and has the potential to reveal how certain ideological agendas are 
dispersed through choice discourses. It can be used to understand the power and control 
exercised by language (Wodak, 1996). Similarly, van Dijk (1998) noted that CDA helps to 
unravel discourse: the words we use to express something. Key analytical constructs used in 
this study included foregrounding, backgrounding, and topicalisation, embellishments, 
assumptions, insinuations, silences and omissions, nominalisation, modality, and register 
(Huckin, 1997, see Table 1). For a full corpus of data in each of these categories, see David 
(2012). 
 

Table 1: Key Analytical Constructs (Adapted from Huckin, 1997) 

 
Feature Explanation 

1. Foregrounding, backgrounding, and  
     topicalisation 

Using keywords to emphasise certain concepts 

2. Embellishments 
Using diagrams and sketches to get the reader’s 
attention 

3. “Taken-for-granted” words and  
      assumptions 

Using certain words that take certain ideas for granted 

4. Insinuations 
Selected words that have double meanings or that can 
be misleading 

5. Silences and omissions 
Leaving out or selecting out certain things; a silence on 
pertinent issues 

6. Nominalisation Changing a verb into a noun  

7. Modality 
The tone of the text conveyed by the use of modal verbs, 
adverbs, and adjectives 

8. Register Single words can suggest if words spoken ring true 

 

A sample was drawn of three economic and management sciences textbooks (A, B, and C) approved 
by the Department of Basic Education and in use in Grade 7. Because entrepreneurship was a key topic 
in the curriculum, each textbook had dedicated chapters for this aspect of the curriculum. These 
constituted the sampled chapters. All three textbooks were published in South Africa. Note that 
although textbooks are in the public domain, a decision to keep their identities anonymous was taken 
in an attempt to avoid ethical or litigious issues that could arise. An analysis of the discourses of 
entrepreneurship is presented in the section follows.  

Pervasive Discourse of Guilt and Personal Accountability, and Reckless 
Romanticising of Entrepreneurial Success 

In the analysis and discussion below, we present an exposé of how the lexical choices appropriated by 
the sampled texts perform two ideological functions—they constantly reemphasise, firstly, that human 
subjects are ultimately responsible for their own personal and economic welfare irrespective of their 
historic and prevailing personal conditions of existence and, secondly, that a sure way to ensure one’s 
ability to sustain oneself is by becoming an entrepreneur. Entrepreneurship is presented as a viable, 
lucrative, and easily achievable vehicle for any individual, should she or he wish to exercise this 
freedom of choice.  
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Reckless romanticising.  

In Textbook C, keywords are foregrounded to emphasise a positive conception of entrepreneurship. 
Words like initiative, creativity, and viable business opportunity instil the idea that entrepreneurship is 
the answer to an individual’s economic predicament. In Textbook B (p. 60), a case study begins with 
the phrase “The winner of the 2003 Technology Women in Business award.” This foregrounds very 
emphatically the idea of pervasive success.  

The recurring subtext in each data source is the taken-for-granted assumption that entrepreneurship 
can only be successful. This is presented in a forthright manner and with a fair degree of authority. In 
Textbook B, there is an overt example of this tone of certainty and authority in the chapter title, “What 
it takes to be a successful entrepreneur” (p. 57), which emphatically foregrounds the notion of success. 

Using to be, referencing a present state, rather than to become, referencing a future state, gives 
certainty and authority to the register. In addition, the title might potentially have been phrased as a 
question (beginning with “What . . . ”) but avoids doing so. The phrasing reinforces both presumed 
certainty of entrepreneurial success and the authority of the knowledge that is forthcoming in the 
chapter. The idea of entrepreneurial success is reified in multiple instances. This assertion is likely to 
falsely lead the young reader to believe in this automatic success. Further instances of this persuasive 
presentation are reflected in the case studies that project authoritative assertions based on 
presuppositions and statements avowed as facts. In Textbook B, Case Study 2, there is a typical 
example of a presupposition authoritatively asserting the notion of entrepreneurial success as natural, 
irrespective of the size of the business: “Tholakele believes other rural women should start their own 
businesses, no matter how small. They should combine their skills as the four women did” (p. 60). The 
word believes indicates conviction and certainty. The notion of any business irrespective of size, 
projects the myth at this point that in any economy business size could be an unimportant factor. On 
the contrary, size does matter because small-scale businesses struggle to remain sustainable in the 
presence of fierce competition and unfair advantage enjoyed by large established businesses.  

The text then implores women to work together, projecting the idea that working together in business 
is the way to create wealth for rural women. There is, however, no factual evidence that the outcome 
of entrepreneurial pursuits always results in positive outcomes. The tone of this section on 
entrepreneurship is set by the the modal verb should to convey a degree of certainty and authority 
that Tholakele supposedly has on this subject, although her knowledge is just based on her personal, 
somewhat limited, experience. A further assumption projected by the text is that all other rural women 
are the same and have the same capabilities. This perspective on entrepreneurial success downplays 
other key factors that are likely to play a significant role in entrepreneurial success. 

In the same text, the case is presented of a young schoolboy running a successful business at school. 
The first ideological move in this instance is to naturalise the “normality” of the school as a legitimate 
site for business activities by primary-school children. Here the text uncritically presents schools as 
legitimate sites for profit making and material wealth accumulation by learners. This value orientation 
constitutes a significant digression from the traditional purpose of school education. There is silence 
on the social responsibility aspects.  

In Textbook C, a case study is used to make emphatic assertions: “With her drive, creativity, and natural 
teaching ability, Irma inspires, guides, and develops potential talent. Irma has successfully combined 
creativity with sound business practices” (p. 122). These are strong categorical “facts,” devoid of words 
suggesting modality or tentativeness about entrepreneurial success, and projective of somewhat 
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unrealistic expectations in a reader who may not be aware of immanent risks in the business 
environment.  

In Textbook C, (p. 120) a photograph is presented of a woman standing outside her corrugated-iron-
roofed house in a South African township. The textbook describes townships as mass, low-cost housing 
schemes, which in a South African context are characterised by a mix of semiformal housing and 
informal settlements inhabited mainly by people of colour from the poor and the working class. The 
potential reader is led to believe that in the context of extreme deprivation, entrepreneurial success 
could happen despite the level of deprivation. The subtext is that one can reinvent oneself and become 
a wealthy entrepreneur despite one’s prevailing context. This romanticising of entrepreneurial success 
is further reinforced by suggesting that people in poor communities can harness the potential of their 
poor and disadvantaged contexts by marketing and packaging it as a an exotic cultural experience that 
tourists could enjoy. This has a somewhat patronising undertone because it trivialises the hardship and 
repressive conditions that poor communities endure in these townships. Of significance, is the idea 
that a marketable package can be constructed for sale of a new exotic product, namely, human 
suffering. In other words, how the poor live, can easily be commodified as “township travel” and sold 
in the tourism market. This is evident in the following excerpts:  

Township travel is good news for the people who own and manage guesthouses and B&Bs. 
And many of them are ordinary women who have embraced tourism with typical South 
African enthusiasm.  

[It] not only offers a rewarding cultural exchange, but the promise of a better life. 
(Textbook C, p. 120) 

The phrase, typical South African enthusiasm, presents as a somewhat naïve generalisation about the 
entire South African population. In a country plagued by high unemployment and poverty, it is 
presumptuous to make such an assertion. Constant service delivery protests and other forms of civil 
disobedience and anti-state demonstrations suggest that the kind of national enthusiasm suggested 
by the text is somewhat improbable. This kind of euphoric sentiment is likely to work toward quelling 
the urge for civil uprising because it suggests that human beings, despite their deplorable conditions 
of existence, can exercise free will in order to overcome these conditions. As such, it plays down 
restrictive and oppressive structural issues that have prevented the poor from rising above their 
condition to attain a better life. 

The exclusive them in the extract extends this patronising tone and it is further maintained in the 
phrase ordinary women. A level of unwitting othering is evident, but disguised as a positive 
manifestation. The plight of the township-dwelling woman is also trivialised, reducing these female 
citizens to ordinariness. The use of the word many, without any specific mention of exactly what 
number of women are involved, creates the impression that this is a widespread phenomenon, but 
without any firm evidence to support this. The text presents this statement emphatically in the present 
tense: that this is good news. 

About guilt and personal accountability. 

The extracts below from a section entitled, “Reasons Why People Become Entrepreneurs” is an 
example of how the text uses persuasive scare tactics to suggest to the potential primary-school reader 
that entrepreneurship is the only likely pathway to success in the given social context.  
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‘We had 273 applicants for the last job we advertised in the newspaper.’ 

‘I would like to become an entrepreneur because I’m very frustrated. My job’s so boring 
and the pay is low.’ 

‘I work so hard but the company gets all the money.’ 

‘I did matric three years ago. I’ve been looking for work since then. I’ve had no luck finding 
a job.’ 

‘I didn’t have a chance to go to school for long. It’s hard to get a job without qualifications.’ 
(Textbook C, p. 61) 

Each alarmist quote is used to represent the dreaded unemployment that might be the 
consequence if people choose not to be entrepreneurs. All the quotations in this extract give 
consent to the concept of entrepreneurship to legitimate this hegemony. Several ideological 
undertones are at play here. Firstly, the oversubscription of job applications for a single 
vacancy is likely to induce a sense of despair and desperation amongst the young readers of 
this text. A feeling of hopelessness as a result of a high competition for jobs is presented. There 
is silence on the type of job, the remuneration, the geographical location, the conditions of 
employment, and so forth, which may have stimulated such a high number of applicants. 
Secondly, there is an overt assertion that entrepreneurship is likely to be more stimulating 
and exciting as opposed to working for an employer who reaps the financial rewards. Stress, 
fatigue, anxiety, and depression are common afflictions associated with entrepreneurship, yet 
no hint is given of this dimension of an entrepreneurial livelihood. The comment about the 
futility of the effort it requires in having a job may unwittingly suggest to the potential reader 
that entrepreneurship may not be as strenuous and demanding as holding down a job. A 
further subliminal message is that workers are relatively powerless in negotiating a fair share 
of the income that businesses generate. This message could work to signal the likely benefits 
of power that comes with being an entrepreneur, in a context where workers’ rights and 
power to negotiate are weak, thus making entrepreneurship seem more powerful and 
appealing while being an employee seems less attractive. The last two quotes are particularly 
troubling because they declare limited education as impediments to securing a good job. Yet 
the text appears to uncritically present this context as an opportunity, by presenting it as a 
strong rationale for starting one’s own business. There is a myth projected that one’s “natural” 
business acumen will automatically take effect when human subjects face adversity and that 
existing everyday knowledge is a sufficient qualification for one to take on the risks (financial 
and other) that are involved in starting up one’s own business.  

A further distinct impression created here is that the disadvantaged must accept as an inevitable fact 
that unemployment is something one has to live with, unless (it is implied) one becomes an 
entrepreneur. This is conveyed by the following forthright comment in the text: “Long term 
unemployment is a problem for many people in South Africa” (Textbook C, p. 61). This presents the 
notion that unemployment is something permanent and long term. If a person is unemployed it is not 
something that can be rectified but will instead probably become an enduring feature of one’s 
economic life. There is no attempt to offer reasons for structural unemployment. This suggests to the 
young readers that they must accept that this is how things are. The onus appears to be on the 
individual to find a way out of this economic dilemma because there is no attempt in the text to explain 
the role of the state or of existing business in providing opportunities for economic livelihood. Poverty, 
unemployment, failure, and working for others are seen as undesirable. On the other hand, 
entrepreneurship is portrayed as positive, desirable, empowering, and potentially profit making.  
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Another persuasive technique employed entails the shift from the third person to the second person 
and then to the first person in the various utterances. In Textbook C, the writer began the paragraph 
that describes what an entrepreneur is by couching the definition in the third person, using the 
pronouns their and they in referring to the characteristics and skills of an entrepreneur: “Entrepreneurs 
use their initiative and creativity to turn this idea into reality. They find a way to finance and start their 
businesses and to make it work” (p. 119). Initiative and creativity are two characteristics that are 
mentioned. The writer then switches to the second person you to tersely state that entrepreneurs take 
calculated risks: “You will often hear that entrepreneurs take calculated risks” (p. 119). Two social 
identities are constructed by the text here with the use of they and you. The use of they constructs a 
select group as powerful and successful, while the use of you suggests that if an individual is not an 
entrepreneur then she or he is likely to fall into the category of being uncreative and without initiative. 
This wilful and careless inclusion and exclusion reinforces the likelihood of negative self-constructions 
by young readers who may self-exclude. The language suggests that entrepreneurs belong in society 
and are “good” for society. Negative aspects are omitted or mentioned superficially. There are 
powerful groups that the text wills readers to identify with. This effortless switching reinforces the 
notion that the young reader has the potential to readily access the world of entrepreneurship, and 
that it would be fundamentally as a result of her or his own dispositions that they might exclude 
themselves from a life of economic success. At the end of the chapter (Textbook C, p. 123), after 
presenting success stories of specific entrepreneurs, the text persuasively embraces the young reader 
in an encompassing statement that “we all have some entrepreneurial potential but we may not be 
aware of it.” For the first time in this chapter the text changes to the inclusive we to include the reader, 
expressing a collective consensus that everyone has latent potential to become entrepreneurs. 
Subjects should therefore aspire to develop this latent potential for inclusion in the power group. The 
text thus effectively applies a subtle yet persuasive device in the shift of pronouns from they, to you, 
and finally to we. There is, however, no explanation of how subjects may move from an initial state of 
unawareness to a condition of effective operation as an entrepreneur. 

There is also a notable silence on the reality of life in South Africa in terms of the unevenness of the 
economic and business terrain, and of differing capabilities, acumen, access to finance and 
opportunities that pupils in urban and rural South Africa are exposed to. There is also a notable 
omission of the difficulty that new entrepreneurs experience in the process of accessing finance. 

The omission of risk as a crucial aspect of entrepreneurship is a cause for concern. The textbooks select 
in some knowledge and select out other knowledge. Risks associated with entrepreneurship are 
backgrounded, and in some case studies totally omitted. There appears to be an uncritical advocacy 
for perseverance in the face of business adversity as opposed to making sound judgments for 
continuance on the basis of existing economic and business information, as conveyed in the following 
loose comment: “– one of the hardest things for an entrepreneur is to never give up” (Textbook B, p. 
58). In another instance, the text states forthrightly that entrepreneurs experience failure before they 
reach success, as if this is a normal pattern. There is no elaboration on key issues that may include the 
cause of failure or the length of time an entrepreneur should persevere. Failure is recklessly glorified 
here while the traumatic consequences of failure are totally omitted. The extent of devastation and 
loss of self-esteem that may come with entrepreneurial failure is completely ignored.  

Discussion  

One can discern a subtle and somewhat sinister political agenda playing itself out in the programmatic 
curriculum followed by the school textbook. The taken-for-granted assumption that entrepreneurial 
success is a certainty and the right route to pursue for accumulation of wealth distorts the reality of 
entrepreneurship’s potential to deliver on either personal or collective emancipation. 
Entrepreneurship is romanticised, despite current research that indicates that entrepreneurial start-
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up is severely hampered by poverty, level of education, and access to capital (Kelly, Singer, & 
Herrington, 2016). Zizek (2011, p. 55) referred to this as “constituted ideology”—an overt manipulation 
and distortion of content, a discursive practice we need to be deeply sceptical of. Entrepreneurship is 
seen as positive and desirable and empowering; hope for a prosperous future depends on individuals 
developing their own livelihoods through entrepreneurship, with emphasis on the need for self-
management. At work here is a powerful manifestation of interpellation: a process in which neoliberal 
ideology addresses the individual. This aggressive move via the curriculum is an example of what de 
Vos described as contemporary psychologization (de Vos, 2012), which is a systematic harnessing of 
multiple technologies to influence our thoughts and experiences in terms of a capitalist rationality. 
Zizek cautioned about the sublime object of ideology in conditions of psychologisation (Zizek, 2008)—
a scenario that is clearly being played out in the texts under study. 

Entrepreneurship is presented as leading to success in every instance, irrespective of the size of the 
business, the age of the entrepreneur, or the situation of the business venture; any business can 
succeed irrespective of size. In reality, however, small-scale businesses struggle to remain sustainable 
in the presence of large businesses. Profit making and competition are presented as acceptable and 
desirable values, which should be taught to young learners—a subtle yet powerful ideological move 
that reflects the constitutive ideology at play in these texts. Zizek warned that capitalism is akin to a 
religion; it relies on faith in the institutions of money, profit, and wealth accumulation. What can be 
discerned here is the “cynical functioning of ideology which deliberately ‘obscures the religious core 
of capitalist beliefs’” (Zizek, 2011, p. 130). 

Of concern is that the school (as a representation of where education occurs) is presented as a 
legitimate, unquestioned site for profit making, as if this is a commonsense notion. Torres urged that 
there is a need to examine how the new neoliberal commonsense has come to be and how it has 
percolated into education (Torres, 2011). The curriculum, in this instance, legitimises the practice of 
wealth accumulation. Although it is commonly recognised that economics and education are intricately 
connected (Maistry, 2012), opinions differ as to the optimal extent, nature, and form for this 
connection. It raises fundamental questions about how society constructs the purpose of education 
and what has become of the traditional purpose of education, which is to develop ethical citizens with 
a strong social consciousness (Nussbaum, 2010). The process of personal wealth creation is also 
legitimated by using words and phrases that give a positive connotation to personal wealth creation, 
which is a neoliberal inclination. Working for an employer or holding a job is constructed as undesirable 
and less challenging, and not as gratifying as having one’s own business. The problem is that this is 
presented in a rather uncritical manner.  

The textbooks under study clearly subscribe to a neoliberal value system that attaches value to 
efficiency, personal wealth accumulation, and self-advancement (Harvey, 2007; Maistry, 2012; Zhang, 
2012). The economically fittest in society thrive in the pursuit of wealth. To the untrained eye, this 
accumulation of personal wealth appears persuasive and appealing (Maistry, 2012). While we 
recognise and acknowledge the power of individual agency that may reside in learners in the way they 
engage with textbook theory, it will be remiss not to illuminate the potential for interpretation and 
internalisation by learners whose agency may not be as profound. To such learners, it might well entail 
a process of systematic psychological blackmail in which there are constructions of inability to 
“succeed” that instil in them, feelings of inadequacy, deficiency, and lacking if they do not take up the 
proposition presented by the text. Of particular concern is the notable silence on the reality of life in 
South Africa. Issues of the unevenness of economic terrain and of differing capabilities, acumen, access 
to finance and opportunities are lived realities in a South African context. Zizek reminded us that we 
need to be alert to the way ideology blurs the “background noise” through a reductive simplification 
of real world problems (Zizek, 2011, p. 5). He warned that “such an erasure of the background noise is 
the very core of utopian dreaming” (Zizek, 2011, p. 5). The threat of unemployment is also used in an 
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attempt to convince the young reader that, in South Africa, entrepreneurship is the answer to 
unemployment. Potential readers are boldly informed that unemployment is an inevitable reality in 
South Africa unless one can become an entrepreneur. Living in poverty or being unemployed is dealt 
with in a rather reductive fashion—the human subject is typified as shameful and deficient in the traits 
needed to elevate oneself from one’s economic predicament. Claims about entrepreneurship in the 
texts examined chiefly emphasised the positive benefits of successful entrepreneurship, with very 
limited reference to the risks and challenges associated with entrepreneurship. Little attention was 
paid to the capabilities, human abilities, or entrepreneurial challenges that are involved in 
entrepreneurial ventures, or to the devastation and trauma that are associated with their failure. In 
fact, there was complete silence on issues of trauma related to failure. Here again, it is possible to 
discern constitutive ideology at work. The threat to personal well-being and employment sustainability 
appears to be inscribed into the institutional frame of South African economic and political society. 
We see a construction of myth—of an alternate reality that disguises the real cause of people’s current 
condition. The poor are constructed as naturally caught up in the vicissitudes of historic apartheid-
created poverty, from which only they have the power to extricate themselves if they really put their 
minds to it by summoning up their inherent entrepreneurial capabilities and by aspiring to particular 
entrepreneurial virtues. A patent illusion is presented of (economic) freedom of choice that primary-
school children, irrespective of socioeconomic context, have and can exercise without constraint. Zizek 
(2011, p. 359) cautioned, though, that “freedom of choice operates only when a complex network of 
legal, educational, ethical, economic and other conditions form an invisible thick background to the 
exercises of our freedom.” People are forced to choose without having at their disposal the kind of 
knowledge that will allow them to make proper choices. Ideology works in a way in that serves to 
obliterate the ethico-political background and fundamental cause of poverty and unemployment in 
South Africa; subjects simply need to need to accept the situation the way it is and find their own 
salvation.  

Textbooks thus have latent potential as instruments of propaganda, uncritically promoting the ideals 
of capitalism and neoliberalism, and inculcating in students a particular worldview that draws on the 
values and assumptions of capitalism (Ferguson, Collison, Power, & Stevenson, 2005; Ferguson et al., 
2009; Kelly & Pratt, 1994; McPhail, 1999; Zhang, 2012). Students are seldom offered an alternate 
viewpoint, which would be other ways in which organised society can function, not necessarily just 
based on an Anglo-Saxon capitalistic model.  

So what then are the implications of this analysis for classroom teaching? In keeping with the 
epistemological and ontological thrust of this article, we resist the temptation to offer concrete 
recommendations for classroom practice. We do however reiterate the argument that this paper 
presents, namely, that ideology has the power to naturalise historic processes that have given shape 
to current conditions of socioeconomic existence for many South Africans. As such, active and alert 
subjects (teacher educators, teachers, and learners) might need to develop a heightened sensitivity to 
the way particular worldviews are constructed in texts. A key challenge prevails, namely that “the truth 
about capitalism must entail a historic break with it, a break with capitalism” (Parker, 2013, p. 25); 
there has to be a disruption to the psyche of the aforementioned subjects that is likely to create much 
cognitive dissonance. It necessarily demands robust introspection in regard to our passive, uncritical 
assimilation of and complicity in capitalist ideology. It is only then that we can contemplate the idea of 
emancipation. The study thus raises pertinent research questions as to the ideological inclinations of 
teachers themselves, and the pedagogical strategies that might apply in invoking rupture and 
dissonance.  
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Theorising the selection and construction of discourse in school textbooks: The 
state as monopoly agent.  

Textbook industry is essentially a profit driven industry that has to meet the very specific needs of its 
target market. In the South African context, the state is the most powerful player in this market 
because it provides the regulatory frame for textbook production as well as performing a quality 
assurance and content vetting role. That macro policy such as the National Development Plan (National 
Planning Commission, 2011) permeates into school curriculum policy is a moot point. As such, state 
ideology is more than likely to manifest in the curriculum content selections for school subjects. In 
essence, the state exercises significant power over the content of school textbooks. Once screened for 
suitability, sanctified textbooks appear on the state’s approved textbook lists, which are distributed to 
schools and state procurement agents. Rejected textbooks that do pass the state’s selection protocol 
might, likely, not feature on the profit potential recommended lists, and as such, are stripped of their 
economic value. It is thus reasonable to assume that publishers would want to create artefacts 
designed to gain approval by state regulatory agents. It is also reasonable to assume that content that 
might critique the state’s declared agenda in official curriculum documents might not find favour with 
state vetting authorities. It follows then that publishers, in the selection of knowledge to flesh out 
content topics stipulated in official curriculum documents, might inadvertently be purveyors of state 
discourses via the textbooks they create. Any deviation from state prescriptions might be at the cost 
of market share (and profit) in an already competitive textbook publishing industry. It can be argued 
then that the current structural arrangement centres the state as ideology prescriber and mediator: a 
hegemony derived from its persuasive role as monopoly agent in the textbook arena. Thus, the 
absence of nonpartisan, independent, scholarly informed, nonprofit oversight regulatory bodies for 
the textbook industry renders textbook content, in the South African context, hostage to the agenda 
of the state. Textbook publishers (corporates with a profit motive) have wised up to the rules of the 
game, indulge the compliance imperative, essentially rendering them complicit in pursuing their 
enterprise.  

Conclusion 

What then might the implications of this study be for social change as it relates to education? In a 
seminal piece entitled Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire (1998) argued that traditional 
pedagogy was inadequate in providing learning contexts that illuminate inequality or could offer 
mechanisms for individual and societal emancipation. There is thus a need for a different kind of 
teaching, a teaching to transgress, a critical pedagogy, as we aspire toward social change (Giroux, 2004; 
hooks, 1994; McLaren, 2003). Just over a decade ago, Henri Giroux cautioned that “the forces of 
neoliberalism are on the march, dismantling the historically guaranteed social provisions provided by 
the welfare state, defining profit making and market freedoms as the essence of democracy, while 
diminishing civil liberties” (Giroux, 2004, p. 31). He argued that this agenda benefits a few but has the 
seeds of its own destruction. The current Fees Must Fall! protest action that is being witnessed across 
South Africa can be seen as a direct revolution against entrenched capitalism and neoliberalism. A 
disenfranchised yet powerful sector of the South African community (poor students) has begun to 
threaten the current higher education system. While critical pedagogy certainly does not condone 
violence and wanton destruction of property, it does encourage the development of pedagogical 
spaces to engage learners in debates about responsible social action. A critical teacher education 
curriculum in which various discourses (including textbook discourses) are analysed critically is thus 
crucial in nurturing a new breed of critical, responsible learner. 
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Abstract  

In this autoethnographic inquiry, I examine the dominant disability discourses that inform 
practice and research in science education for individuals with disabilities. Guided by my 
experience as a practitioner-researcher, I use reflexive vignettes and photo elicitation to 
discuss and critique disability discourses (e.g., the medical and social models of disability) 
that construct students with learning disabilities (LD) as disadvantaged learners. For 
example, the medical model of disability pathologises students with LD by focusing on 
their individual deficits and blaming them for their academic struggles and failures in 
science. In contrast, the social model of disability locates the problem solely within the 
students’ environment (e.g., teaching strategies) and does not consider within-individual 
issues (e.g., cognitive deficits). By navigating through these discourses, I found my voice 
as a practitioner-researcher in Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) ecological model, which 
recognises that individuals’ barriers stem from their characteristics as well as their 
complex, multilayered environment. This article, embedded within a reflexive process, 
illuminates my journey of self-transformation as a practitioner-researcher while 
transforming and bringing educational changes to the academic lives of my students with 
LD. 
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Introduction 

I cannot drop the feeling that this matters. It seems so important, what we are doing here 
for these people: to give them what they need most, to provide them what is most 
indispensable for their bare survival. This is what makes a difference in people’s lives, and 
isn’t that what it is all about: to make a difference? (Hemelsoet, 2014, p. 220) 

In 2009, I began to work as a science and math special needs educator in the Office for Students with 
Disabilities at a college in Montreal, Quebec. My tasks involved assessing the psychoeducational 
reports of students with special needs to provide them with the necessary accommodations (e.g., 
notetaker) to support their learning. I was also responsible for designing and conducting individualised 
remedial tutorials for students with learning disabilities (LD) to favour their success in science and 
math.  

As the semesters went by, I found that the majority of students with LD were struggling or failing in 
science. Science teachers shared with me their internal struggles to understand and academically 
support students with LD. Each semester, students with LD were dropping out of the science 
programmes and embracing other fields of study (e.g., computer science). The disappointment and 
sadness were evident in their voices as they told me that science was no longer for them. As a biologist 
(with a master’s degree in animal science), I could fathom their sentiments of having their beloved 
science snatched away from them. Their dreams of becoming medical doctors, veterinarians, or 
engineers were crumbling.  

I felt that these students deserved to be understood and supported to pursue their studies in science. 
I was determined to make a difference in their academic lives. As such, I kept asking: “What academic 
struggles do students with LD face in learning college science? How can we3 support these students in 
overcoming their struggles and enjoying success in science?” I began exploring the literature on 
students with disabilities in science education to comprehend their academic barriers. To my 
disappointment, studies researching barriers faced by students with LD were very sparse in the science 
and special education literature. In fact, the term learning disability is rarely found in science education 
literature, as pointed out by Brigham, Scruggs, and Mastropieri (2011). These authors discussed that 
the Handbook of Research on Science Education by Abell and Lederman (2007), which is the “holy grail” 
in science education, “omits the term learning disability from the index describing over 1,300 pages of 
text devoted to science education” (as cited in Brigham et al., 2011, p. 224).  

Disappointed with the lack of research on students with LD in science, I embarked on my doctoral 
journey in 2011, determined to listen to voices of students with LD on obstacles that impede their 
learning in science. Being a critical and interpretivist researcher, I could not ignore that “a researcher’s 
own individual mindset, bias, skills, and knowledge become an intrinsic part of the research process” 
(Knight & Cross, 2012, p. 44). As I engaged in the research process, I realised that I was also “part of 
the world being studied” (Knight & Cross, 2012, p. 44) because I was interacting directly with students 
with LD on a daily basis to understand their difficulties and support them academically. My practical 
experiences—as a special needs educator and a biology teacher working with students with LD—were 
central and influential in adopting a particular disability discourse to inform my doctoral study. For 
example, embodied in my role as a special needs educator (from 2009–2014), I solely focused on the 
specific disability types that these students displayed when I provided them with the necessary 
accommodations. As such, I found myself positioned within the medical model of disability, which 
views learning disability as a brain-based pathology. This model attributes the academic failure of 

                                                           
3 I am referring to teachers, administrators, and special needs educators. 
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students with LD solely to their disability, while ignoring other issues (e.g., classroom practices) that 
could potentially explain their academic struggles.  

As I conformed to my role as a college biology teacher in 2015, I found myself listening to voices of 
students with LD and transforming my classroom practices to favour their academic success. No longer 
did I feel that their learning disability was the sole cause of their failure. As such, I found myself aligning 
with the social model of disability, which attributes the academic failure of students with LD to the lack 
of accommodation in educational institutions (Lindsay, 2003). Yet, stemming from my practice, I also 
witnessed the limitations of the social model of disability. Noting the limitations of both models, I 
embarked on a journey to embrace a theoretical lens that offers a comprehensive and holistic 
understanding of the confounding issues experienced by students with LD. I found my voice in 
Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) ecological model, which allowed me to make sense of a diversity of issues 
that students with LD face in learning science.  

In this autoethnographic inquiry, I draw on my experiences as a practitioner-researcher to reconstruct 
my doctoral journey. In doing so, I explore the evolution of my research project as I navigated across 
diverse disability discourses, including the medical, social, and ecological models of disability. Through 
this tumultuous academic navigation, I have become an agent of change, transforming my teaching 
practice to favour an inclusive approach that focuses on diverse science learners. By adopting 
Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) ecological model as a research lens, I am confident that I have provided ways 
to transform the landscape of science, special needs, and inclusive education. Specifically, I offer a new 
and holistic inquiry approach to exploring barriers experienced by science students with LD. I hope that 
this autoethnographic inquiry inspires practitioner-researchers to become agents of change and 
transform education for minorities such as students with LD. 

Embodying Autoethnography: Connecting the Practitioner to the Researcher 

Autoethnography is an “autobiographical genre of writing and research” that embeds “multiple layers 
of consciousness” by connecting the personal to the social, cultural, and political (Ellis, 2004, p. 37). As 
such, autoethnography offers a “unique window through which the external world is understood” 
(Stanley, 2014, p. 148). In this inquiry, I specifically focus on the analytical and evocative forms of 
autoethnography to reconstruct my lived experiences.  

Analytical autoethnography invites me to position myself as a “complete member researcher” and 
“make myself visible explicitly in the text” by openly discussing my personal views and experiences 
regarding disability issues (Anderson, 2006; Weaver-Hightower, 2012, p. 463). In particular, I “textually 
acknowledge” and “reflexively assess” the ways in which I, the practitioner-researcher, have 
transformed my views, practices, and understanding of science students with LD in college settings 
(Anderson, 2006, p. 385). Analytical autoethnography also invites me to “use empirical data to gain 
insight into some broader set of social phenomena than those provided by the data themselves” 
(Anderson, 2006, p. 387). Similar to Weaver-Hightower (2012), I have drawn on interview data from 
science students with LD on academic barriers affecting their learning. Moreover, I have embedded 
arguments from the broader literature on disability discourses, special needs, and inclusive education.  

As mentioned earlier, I also form part of the “world” that I am studying as I work closely with students 
with LD as a special needs educator and a teacher. As such, in this inquiry, I draw on evocative 
autoethnography to include my “sensory and emotional” experiences while reflecting on disability 
discourses and working with students with LD (Ellis, 2004, p. 46). I experienced grief and sadness when 
my students with LD shared their distress of being trapped within the medical model of disability. I also 
expressed joy when my students with LD overcame their difficulties and succeeded academically. I 
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have used written texts, my reflection logs as a special needs educator, and my teaching dairies, to 
construct reflexive vignettes. Reflexive vignettes represent vivid portrayals of daily events that elicit 
strong and powerful emotions and understanding from the readers (Humphreys, 2005). Data in the 
form of photographs taken by students in my classrooms and during tutorials were used in “a process 
of emotional recall” that provided access to lived emotions and events that occurred at a particular 
point in time (Ellis, 1999, p. 675). 

By using an autoethnographic lens, I reveal my vulnerable self and my intimate thoughts on the ways 
that disability discourses have shaped my experiences as a practitioner-researcher and, in turn, 
affected my students with LD in their construction of their identities as learners. 

The Medical Model of Disability: An Outsider’s Perspective 

Learning disability is neurological, physical and cellular. Let us not forget this basic fact, 
for it is a truism, and it should be the rock upon which all else in this field is built. 
(Cruickshank, 1971, p. 73)  

While there is no universal definition for learning disability, most countries collectively draw on a 
medical framework to explain LD. For example, the ministries of education in most Canadian provinces 
(e.g., British Columbia, Alberta, Nova Scotia, and Ontario, amongst others) define LD as a 
“neurobiologically-based medical or disease condition, which is either caused by, associated with, or 
results in any number of cognitive processing deficits” that affect learning and well-being of individuals 
(Kozey & Siegel, 2008, p. 169). Similar to the above-mentioned provinces, the Learning Disabilities 
Association of Canada (2015, para. 2) employed a medical framework to define LD as “impairments in 
one or more processes related to perceiving, thinking, remembering, or learning. These include, but 
are not limited to: language processing; phonological processing; visual spatial processing; processing 
speed; memory and attention; and executive functions (e.g., planning and decision-making).”  

This medical definition of LD stems from the basis that the brain is the site for several activities (e.g., 
perception, memory, emotion, and ideation), which are termed brain-based functions. As such, any 
deficits within those activities (e.g., memory) might affect normal brain-based functioning and lead to 
brain-based disorders that negatively affect individuals’ lives (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2013). Through 
valid psychometric tests, students with LD can be diagnosed and areas of their cognitive difficulties—
working memory, verbal comprehension, processing, and attention—can be identified. These 
psychometric tests provide an understanding of ways to support the learning process of students with 
LD. Empirical studies have shown strong relationships between such cognitive difficulties (e.g., working 
memory4) and learning abilities (Alloway, 2009). For example, research has demonstrated that working 
memory capacity is positively correlated to academic scores in mathematics, and is also a strong 
predictor of learning outcomes in mathematics for children with LD (Alloway, 2009; Daneshamooz, 
Alamolhodaei, & Darvishian, 2012).  

In science education, various studies have drawn on the medical model of disability to explore 
difficulties that students with LD experience as compared to typically achieving peers. These studies 
have demonstrated that students with LD experience significant cognitive difficulties in reading science 
texts, retrieving prior scientific knowledge, engaging in critical thinking and reasoning during science 
activities, generating hypotheses, making predictions during science experiments, and applying 

                                                           
4 Working memory is the ability to remember and use relevant information while being engaged in an activity. 
For example, students use their working memory as they recall steps of a math problem while simultaneously 
solving the math problem. 
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constructed scientific knowledge to new contexts (Mastropieri, Scruggs, Boon, & Carter, 2001; Scruggs 
& Mastropieri, 1994).  

The above-mentioned research studies, grounded in the medical model of disability, clearly 
demonstrate that learning difficulties faced by students with LD are primarily due to internal cognitive 
deficits. As such, to support these students’ academic achievement and retention in education, the 
ministries of education in various Canadian provinces warrant that students with suspected cognitive 
deficits undergo diagnosis by medical experts, and be identified as having a learning disability to 
receive special accommodations by educational institutions (Kozey & Siegel, 2008). For example, 
several accommodations are provided to students to support them in their learning, such as extra time 
to complete assessments, computers for writing tests, notetakers or scribes, and writing exams in a 
room with reduced distractions (Larochette & Harrison, 2012). 

The Perils of Medicalising Disability: Oppression of Science Students With LD 

As a special needs educator, I used to feel that the medical model of disability contributed significantly 
to the academic success of students with LD. However, my meeting with Zeal, a first-year college 
student with LD, changed my perspective. As the following vignette demonstrates, being identified as 
having an LD and disclosing their accommodations are sources of continuous stress and tension for 
these students.  

Vignette I: Why should you send them my accommodation letter? 

Zeal, a first-year college student, met with me to set up his accommodations. Given that 
he experienced processing deficits, his psychologist recommended accommodations such 
as extra time for completing his assessments and a computer for test taking. During our 
meeting, Zeal explained that he experienced difficulties taking notes while teachers 
explained concepts. He felt that the teachers explained concepts at an extremely fast pace 
and that he took too much time to process and write down the information. I felt a 
notetaker would be helpful to fill in the gaps of missing information in Zeal’s notes. As we 
concluded our session, he looked happy and excited that he would receive the support he 
needed. I assured him that I would send his accommodation letter to his teachers. After 
hearing that, Zeal looked upset and scared. He told me: “Why do they need to know about 
me? Why should you send them the accommodation letter? It will be high school all over 
again. They will blame me when I don’t get it. They will say it’s because of my disability. . 
. . I want to be treated like others. I want to get support without them knowing that I am 
registered with the OSD [Office for Students with Disabilities] and that I am abnormal.” 
(Personal notes, special needs educator reflection log, fall semester 2012) 

Like Zeal, many students whom I met during my career as a special needs educator were 
uncomfortable that their teachers and other people might become aware of their issues and 
accommodations. My experience with such issues resonates with research findings that show that 
attributing the LD label to students makes them feel vulnerable (Lyons & Roulstone, 2016). Because 
they believe they are “not intelligent” or “smart,” students with LD tend to develop lower self-
confidence and self-concept as compared to their peers without LD (Lyons & Roulstone, 2016). To 
make matters worse, terms such as special needs, learning disability, and accommodations have been 
shown to invoke pity and sorrow from society, thus negatively affecting students’ views of themselves 
and their abilities (Lyons & Roulstone, 2016). 

 



120 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2017, 6(2) 

In order to foster positive attitudes among my students with LD, I explained to them the benefits of 
teachers knowing about their accommodations (e.g., teachers could offer tailored, one-on-one 
academic support to them during office hours). Still, they insisted that not all science teachers would 
view them positively. They shared that their science teachers in high school discouraged them from 
pursuing science. Similar to my students’ experiences of being oppressed, Liz Crow, an artist-activist 
with a physical disability, shared her heartbreaking story of having her accommodations withdrawn by 
the university where she was a medical student. Consequently, she failed her exams and was expelled 
from university: 

I was kicked out of uni for being a cripple. I was up front about what I needed when I 
started, but half way through the year they withdrew my provision so I couldn’t take my 
exams, and therefore, failed on a technicality. I was a medical student and if you peel back 
the layers, there wasn’t a fit between me and the course from the university’s perspectives. 
(Crow, 2009, para. 10) 

Research has also demonstrated that science educators have negative attitudes towards students with 
disabilities (Norman, Caseau, & Stefanich, 1998). For example, some science educators felt that “it is 
unrealistic to expect a blind student to be a chemist” (Norman et al., 1998, p. 137). Contrary to these 
educators’ beliefs, “there are in fact many blind chemists” (Norman et al., 1998, p. 137)—which 
indicates that our society has serious misconceptions about the abilities of individuals with disabilities. 
Such negative societal views about individuals with disabilities have been influenced by the medical 
model of disability that has medicalised disabilities and illness such that individuals with disabilities 
have been portrayed as problematic by society. Simon Brisenden (1986), a philosopher and poet with 
a disability, explained that the medical model is to blame for portraying people with disabilities as 
weak, pathetic, and in need of constant sympathy from “normal” individuals. This model has presented 
individuals with disabilities as physically and intellectually dysfunctional and in need of constant 
medical supervision (Brisenden, 1986).  

Individuals with disabilities, and some researchers, have argued that the medical model puts its entire 
emphasis on “within-child factors, stressing the impairment and underplaying, even ignoring, the 
environmental factors” (Lindsay, 2003, p. 5). Many individuals with disabilities believe that it is equally 
important to consider contextual issues within society. Specifically, learning disabilities might be due 
to “the result of situations rather than attributes of individuals across situations” (Roth & Barton, 2004, 
p. 133). For example, the academic performance of students with LD might be affected by contextual 
factors (e.g., teaching strategy) rather than cognitive deficits, as shown in a study conducted by Roth 
and Barton (2004).  

Roth and Barton (2004) explored how an authentic science activity related to a real-life problem (e.g., 
pollution impacts on a creek) affected science learning. These researchers observed that one of the 
participants (Davie), a 13-year-old student, had severe writing problems and ADHD and was 
performing below average in math and science in regular classroom. However, with the authentic 
science learning approach, Davie emerged as a highly literate science student instead of a science 
failure diagnosed with LD. In addition, Davie was helping his peer, typically achieving, students with 
the inquiry-based activities at the creek. It is clear that Davie’s difficulty in learning science was not 
due to his disability, as was portrayed by the medical model of disability. Instead, Davie’s problem was 
located in the science teaching approach employed by his teacher.  

Such views resonate with the social model of disability, which postulates that LD is socially constructed 
and “caused by the inflexibility of the school system and by its inability to meet the diversity of 
children” (Terzi, 2005, p. 447). Below, I describe and discuss the social model of disability, explain how 
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the social model guided my teaching practice, and discuss the limitations of the social model of 
disability as a reserch lens.  

Understanding Disability from the Insider’s Perspective: The Social Model of 
Disability 

It wasn't my body that was responsible for all my difficulties, it was external factors, the 
barriers constructed by the society in which I live. I was being dis-abled—my capabilities 
and opportunities were being restricted—by prejudice, discrimination, inaccessible 
environments, and inadequate support. (Crow, 1996, p. 2) 

In June 2013, I came across an article by Liz Crow, who advocates for disability rights through her films 
and public performances. Her article, which resonates with the social model of disability, offered me 
the opportunity to make sense of how individuals with disabilities define and experience their 
disabilities.  

Originating in the 1960s, the social model of disability explains that individual limitations or deficits as 
postulated by the medical model of disability are not the real problem; the core issue dwells in society’s 
failure to address the needs of people with disabilities in its social structure (Oliver, 2009). As 
emphasised by Oliver (2009), “the social model of disability insists that disablement has nothing to do 
with the body. It is a consequence of social oppression” (p. 23). This model embraces the philosophy 
that changes are required in society’s practices to remove the barriers that discriminate against 
individuals with disabilities (Oliver, 2009). Specifically, by providing an inclusive and supportive 
environment, free of prejudice and discrimination, individuals with disabilities are offered 
opportunities to fully participate in society (Oliver, 2009; Terzi, 2005). By embarking on a journey of 
empowerment and resilience, embodied within the social model of disability, individuals with 
disabilities began to redefine disability research and practice through their collective voices via art-
based performances, films, and writing.  

Brisenden (1986) explained that “to understand disability as an experience, as a living thing, we need 
more than medical facts. . . . Our experiences must be expressed in our words and integrated in the 
consciousness of mainstream society” (p. 173–174). As a researcher-practitioner attempting to 
improve science education for students with LD, I feel inspired by the words of Brisenden (1986) and 
those individuals with disabilities advocating for disability rights. I feel that voices of individuals with 
disabilities need to be valued and researched because they are strong, powerful, independent, and 
insightful individuals who construct and contribute meaningfully to society.  

Based on my practical experience as a special needs educator, I am convinced that the views shared 
by individuals with disabilities are crucial to constructing a more equitable and fair society, and will 
lead to changes for their well-being and society’s as a whole. In the following vignette, I discuss the 
importance of paying close attention to the voices of science students with LD to design strategies that 
best support and empower them.  

Vignette II: Listening to the voices of students with LD. 

I am very concerned about Wise’s progress in learning biology. Wise was diagnosed with 
dyslexia and processing deficits. I have employed all the research-based learning 
strategies (e.g., graphic organisers, mnemonics, cue cards) that focus on improving 
academic performance of science students with LD but to no avail.  



122 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2017, 6(2) 

Today was Week 7 of the remedial tutoring sessions that I conducted with Wise to support 
her learning. I decided to use another approach. I asked her about her interests and she 
told me that she loves pictures and is passionate about drawing and doodling.  

Thinking on my feet, I downloaded a couple of black and white pictures on mitosis. I 
magnified the pictures using the paint application so that the organelles and different 
stages in mitosis would be more apparent. She seemed mesmerised by the size of the 
pictures.  

At that moment, I knew that I had managed to capture her attention. She was very 
engaged during the tutorials and commented on the shape and positioning of the 
organelles. She even took out her coloured pencils and coloured the organelles. By the end 
of the session, she had grasped a good chunk of the material. Before she left, she said: “I 
cannot believe it’s over, I didn’t see the time go by. I was having so much fun with you. 
And I think I understand bio now.” (Personal notes, special needs educator report log, fall 
semester, 2013) 

Through my work with Wise, and the hundreds of students whom I have worked with throughout my 
career as a special needs educator, I have come to realise that each student is unique in her or his 
disability, personality, and interests. This should not be surprising because although human beings 
share similarities, their genetic codes are unique, making them interestingly diverse. Therefore, how 
can we expect that a single strategy (e.g., the inquiry-based approach) will benefit all students? From 
my experience, listening to students with LD and drawing on their interests and needs are key 
components to designing strategies that best address their unique struggles. For example, listening to 
Wise’s voice on her interests, and capitalising on her strengths as an art lover, paved the way for me 
to implement a learning strategy that not only engaged her but contributed to her success in biology. 
In turn, Wise felt empowered because she understood the concepts of mitosis. As emphasised by 
Maestri-Banks and Pope (2011), individuals feel empowered when they are supported in reaching a 
specific goal.  

Informing my Teaching Practice Through the Social Model of Disability 

When I started teaching biology in January 2015, I was determined to create an inclusive learning 
environment for all my students, one that was not only free of discrimination and prejudice, but also 
allowed all students—irrespective of their abilities, gender, cultural background, social circumstances, 
and career aspirations—to fully participate in my class (American Association for the Advancement of 
Science, 1990). It is crucial for me that my students feel safe to engage in learning instead of feeling 
segregated and stigmatised (Baurhoo & Asghar, 2014). Moreover, my teaching approach capitalises on 
the cognitive, cultural, and social strengths of diverse learners rather than focusing on their cognitive 
deficits (Baurhoo & Asghar, 2014).  

I adopt a universal design to my teaching approach that embeds multiple ways of representing taught 
concepts, engaging students during instruction, and assessing students to support their cognitive 
development (Rose, Harbour, Johnston, Daley, & Abarbanell, 2006). Instead of only presenting 
information orally and through PowerPoint lectures, I work towards co-constructing biological 
knowledge with my students, which involves conducting small experiments in the classrooms, drawing 
out taught concepts, watching videos on specific biological concepts, interpreting biological figures 
and diagrams, problem solving with authentic biology-related cases, and learning collaboratively with 
their peers. For assessments, I provide opportunities for my students to demonstrate their knowledge 
of taught concepts orally through presentations, drawing concept maps, building models, and taking 
traditional quizzes and exams. In this way, I tap into the strengths of all my students and offer them 
multiple and diverse opportunities to learn instead of using a “one size fits all” approach.  
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For example, to teach cell biology, I use multiple ways to present the cellular structure and functions. 
In addition to an interactive lecture that students and I co-construct, students are given opportunities 
to use art-based materials (e.g., pom-poms, construction paper, playdough) to construct a cell and 
depict the diverse organelles that regulate the cellular functions (Image 1). The photographs, in Image 
1, bring up vivid memories of my students, who showed unprecedented excitement when they realised 
that they could buld models.  

In every class, I could see the enjoyment and eagerness on my students’ faces when I brought out the 
art supplies so that they could bring biology to life. This idea stemmed from my experience with 
students like Wise, who taught me that students with LD can be successful learners if their interests 
and passions are embedded within the teaching and learning strategies. My students also participated 
in constructing concept maps and completing summary sheets about cellular functions and structure. 
Not only did these diverse strategies provide alternative representations of the cellular structure and 
function, they offered multiple ways to engage and assess students. While some students shared with 
me that the concept maps best helped them learn biology, others explained that they understood the 
concepts better by constructing biological models using art materials. What matters most to me is that 
I successfully listen to the unique voices of my diverse students so that I can effectively meet their 
unique needs.  

 

Image 1: Two different models of the cell I co-constructed with my students in a biology class. 

 

Limitations of the Social Model of Disability 

After a few semesters, I noticed that some of my students with special needs (LD, anxiety, and 
depression) were still struggling in learning biological concepts. In spite of drawing on the social model 
of disability to favour an inclusive learning environment, some of my students with special needs were 
barely passing. With much disappointment and despair, my reflections led me to believe that drawing 
on this model to inform my teaching practice is insufficient to provide a fair and equitable education 
to my biology students with LD.  

Various researchers and disability activists have also argued that the social model of disability is 
incomplete because it denies impairment (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2013; Crow, 1996; Oliver, 2009). 
Impairment, as defined by the Disabled People's International, “is the functional limitation within the 
individual caused by physical, mental, or sensory impairment” (as cited in Oliver, 1998, p. 1447). In 
denying impairment, the social model of disability is “failing to acknowledge the subjective reality of 
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many disabled people’s daily lives” (Crow, 1996, p. 12). Specifically, by underpinning disability within 
a sociological lens, the social model of disability neglects to take into account the within-individual 
attributes of the individual. The social model denies the biological selves of individuals with disabilities 
and claims that they do not form part of the disability (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2013). Consequently, 
from a social model lens, the person with disabilities is viewed as an incomplete individual, who is 
“biologically naked and only subjected to social values and roles” (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2013, p. 
445).  

Because these cognitive impairments form part of students’ life and experiences, they need to be 
valued, understood, and addressed along with social issues. By denying these cognitive impairments, 
the social model of disability does not provide opportunities for individuals to fully express themselves. 
Sometimes, difficulties experienced by students with LD cannot be addressed solely by altering the 
environmental or social structure. For example, I have multiple students who experience anxiety in 
addition to their LD, and they need support from a medical expert to deal with anxiety. In some cases, 
to succeed academically, they might need medication in addition to an inclusive environment suited 
to meet their needs. 

Based on my professional experience and the current disability discourses, I recognise that students 
with LD are whole individuals with intricate biological, psychological, and social attributes. As a 
doctoral student exploring academic barriers faced by science students with LD, I have come to 
understand that it is imperative to give them the opportunities not only to discuss the social barriers 
that affect them, but also the biological and psychological problems that they encounter.  

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model: Transforming Science Education and 
Research for All 

I have explored the possibility of employing a disability lens that takes into account the complexity of 
barriers—encompassing the biological, psychological, and social factors—that students with 
disabilities encounter in learning science. After a thorough search of the literature, I found my voice in 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986, 1994, 2005) ecological model as a framework that informs both my 
practice and my doctoral research study. Bronfenbrenner (2005) posited that individuals’ development 
processes (e.g., biological, psychological, social, emotional, and cognitive) are shaped by the intricate, 
bidirectional interactions between their within-individual attributes (e.g., self-confidence, resilience, 
motivation) and the multilayered environment in which individuals develop. I strongly believe that 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model offers a meaningful lens to develop an in-depth and 
comprehensive understanding of the barriers impacting the lives of individuals with disabilities. 

Unlike the medical model of disability, which narrowly defines within-individual characteristics on the 
basis of impairment, Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) ecological model offers a more holistic view of within-
individual attributes. Specifically, this model invites us to view individual characteristics not only from 
an impairment perspective as emphasised by the medical model of disability, but also from a position 
of power. For example, while focusing on within-individual characteristics of students with LD, 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model permits us to make sense of their positive qualities such as 
resilience and determination to succeed. Simultaneously, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model invites 
us to construct a deeper understanding of diverse ecological barriers located within a complex and 
multidimensional ecological system as opposed to the social model of disability, which outlines few 
barriers (e.g., environmental, social, and attitudinal).  

 



125 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2017, 6(2) 

Towards Transforming Science Teaching and Learning for Students with LD: An 
Ecological Perspective 

As a college biology teacher aiming to provide a just and inclusive science education for all my students, 
I have found that Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) ecological model provides an exciting and innovative lens 
through which I can make sense of my students’ learning problems as stemming from different 
structures (classroom, home, family, and others). As illustrated in the vignette below, I drew on 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model to develop a comprehensive understanding of the diverse issues 
impacting students’ with LD academic achievement and success in my biology classroom. 

Vignette III: Where is the barrier: In the individual, the environment, or both? 

Amber, a student with LD, had been failing most of the quizzes and tests in my class. Yet, 
Amber had a strong determination to succeed. She came to see me often to go over quizzes 
and tests.  

To support Amber in successfully learning biology, I suggested that she take free remedial 
tutoring with me. But, first, it was crucial for me to identify the potential set of barriers 
affecting her learning process. Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) ecological model, I 
built a schema to map all the possible barriers that could impact Amber’s learning. To fulfil 
this task, I kept an open mind and asked many questions: What barriers are impeding 
Amber’s learning process? Is it the classroom? My teaching style? Disability-related? 
Within Amber’s home environment? I spoke with her to figure out the exact types of 
barriers that have impeded her academic success in biology. 

To further understand these barriers, I carefully observed her during the tutorial sessions. 
I noticed her difficulties in remembering biological terminology and vocabulary. When we 
discussed the PowerPoint presentations from previous classes, she would not recall that 
we had gone over these concepts in class. I also observed that Amber learnt by verbally 
reciting the slides. She explained to me that she did not feel comfortable writing notes and 
shared that the learning specialist at the college supported her strategy of learning 
verbally. 

Still, I suggested that she write notes, as it might help her understand and recall the 
concepts. During our remedial tutorials, I integrated a notetaking strategy amongst other 
strategies (drawing, building models). We would first discuss biological concepts by 
drawing and building models. Then, she would orally explain to me the concepts in her 
own words or by drawing or using models. As she explained the concepts, I would write 
out short notes for her. Each session, I suggested that she write the notes, but she always 
declined. After a month, she started writing her own notes (see Image 2). At the end of the 
semester, Amber’s comprehension of biology improved sufficiently. She passed the biology 
course with a 61%. However, she still performed at a much lower academic level than the 
class average (73%). (Personal teacher diary, fall semester, 2015) 
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Image 2: The handwriting in the black box represents Amber’s first attempt in writing biology 
notes. 

 

Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) ecological model, I positioned Amber at the heart of the 
ecological system (see Figure 1 below). I recognised that Amber’s learning process in biology was being 
shaped by a myriad of complex interactions that took place between (a) her personal characteristics 
(encompassing her biological, psychological, social, emotional attributes) and (b) her environment 
(classroom, college, home). According to Bronfenbrenner (2005), the environment is complex and 
webbed in a set of four nested subsystems—microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. 
As illustrated in the vignette, to support Amber’s learning, it was crucial that I identify the potential 
barriers that were hindering her learning process within her ecological system. I attempted to map the 
potential barriers experienced by Amber within the four subsystems.5  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5 The macrosystem, which embeds societal and cultural beliefs regarding disabilities, was not considered as a 
barrier within Amber’s college. On the contrary, the college policies guide best practices for individuals with 
disabilities. 
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Figure 1: Amber’s ecological system: Within-individual and contextual factors impacting learning. 
 
 

 
 

The microsystem represents the immediate environment in which Amber is physically present and 
directly interacts with others—teachers, peers, and parents—(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Amber 
continuously interacts and builds relationship with others (me as her biology instructor, parents, 
friends, etc.). These direct relationships (e.g., individual–peer relationship) might positively or 
negatively impact her learning process. For example, it is well documented that students with LD are 
not always accepted by their peers, who make them feel devalued, and withdraw from peer-to-peer 
interactions (Cambra & Silvestre, 2003). In my biology classroom, peer-assisted learning is central to 
my practice. Therefore, if the relationship between Amber and her typically achieving peers is 
unfavourable during peer-related activities, it is likely that her academic performance would be 
affected.  

In the same vein, I analysed potential barriers impeding Amber’s learning within the mesosystem. The 
mesosystem is defined by the linkages and processes taking place between two or more microsystems 
in which the individual is physically active (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). In particular, interactions in one 
microsystem (e.g., an individual’s home) might influence behaviour in another microsystem—such as 
an individual’s school—(Eamon, 2002). I identified a few connections between different microsystems 
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that might negatively affect Amber’s learning process in biology (see Figure 1). For example, Amber 
might lack support from her parents (one microsystem), which could negatively impact Amber’s 
learning process in the biology classroom (another microsystem). In line with my views, various 
empirical studies have demonstrated that high school and post-secondary students with supportive 
parents perform better academically as compared to those with unsupportive parents (Gonzales, 
Cauce, Friedman, & Mason, 1996; Gutman, Sameroff, & Eccles, 2002). 

The exosystem is defined as:  

the linkages and processes taking place between two or more settings, at least one of 
which does not contain the developing person, but in which events occur that indirectly 
influence processes within the immediate setting in which the developing person lives. 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40)  

Bronfenbrenner (2005) posited that exosystems, such as parents’ workplace and a teacher’s personal 
life and experiences, do not directly involve the developing individual, but can indirectly impact the 
development of a school-aged child. Bronfenbrenner (2005) exemplified the exosystem by discussing 
that mothers who were forced to quit their jobs and take care of their babies were found to more likely 
mistreat their progenies. In this example, the changes that previously took place in the mothers’ 
professional lives constituted an exosystemic barrier affecting the well-being of their developing 
children.  

Similarly, while working with Amber, I drew on my own life experiences to support Amber’s learning 
process in biology. For example, to explore and implement effective instructional strategies that could 
contribute to Amber’s success in biology, I drew on my prior knowledge gained from previously taking 
courses in special needs education at the university. However, the knowledge that I constructed in the 
university setting was not particularly conducive in helping Amber to succeed in my course. Moreover, 
I also sought advice from my most experienced colleagues to gain new insights on ways to best support 
Amber’s learning. My prior knowledge obtained from the university setting on differentiated teaching 
strategies for science students with LD, and subsequent interactions with my colleagues, englobed a 
unique professional exosystemic setting that “does not contain the developing person,” namely, 
Amber (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40). Yet, my prior experiences and events that occurred in my 
professional sphere “indirectly influence processes within the immediate setting in which the 
developing person lives” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40). Specifically, before the beginning of the 
individualised tutorials with Amber, my inadequate knowledge of effective strategies to meet Amber’s 
unique learning style within the classroom setting constituted an exosystemic barrier that affected 
Amber’s academic performance in biology. Moreover, the strategies (e.g., using a universal design for 
teaching approach) that my colleagues suggested to me were already implemented in my classroom 
and did not contribute to favour Amber’s scholarship in biology. 

Initially I focused on the potential barriers impacting Amber’s learning and had yet to understand the 
realistic issues that Amber was experiencing. I engaged Amber in a discussion on the potential 
problems that I identified above and depicted in Figure 1. From these conversations, it seemed that 
she was experiencing two major issues in learning biology. First, her learning strategy (located at a 
within-individual level) was negatively impacting her learning. Second, Amber was also facing barriers 
from the exosystemic level, which constituted the learning specialist. During my meeting with the 
learning specialist, she confessed that she was trained in psychology at the university setting, but she 
had no background in science education and was unaware of strategies to support students with LD in 
science. In turn, her experiences and knowledge gained from the university setting, in which Amber 
was physically absent, “indirectly influence processes within the immediate setting in which the 
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developing person lives” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40) such that her lack of familiarity in science 
teaching and learning for students with LD was partly affecting Amber’s ability to adopt effective 
studying strategies to favour her understanding of biology. Moreover, she explained that she was 
merely reinforcing Amber’s choice to not write class notes as a means to motivate her and improve 
her self-confidence. As explained in the vignette, by offering Amber one-on-one tutorials and focusing 
on her academic needs, I was able to support her effectively by employing multiple strategies. 

By employing Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model as a practical lens, I was able to depict a holistic, but 
accurate and clear picture of different aspects of Amber’s life as a student. When I showed the diagram 
in Figure 1 to Amber, she smiled and engaged in an animated conversation with me regarding her 
supportive friends, dedicated parents, and the nutrition club at the college. Her face lit up when she 
saw that I described her as motivated and determined. She kept thanking me for recognising that she 
has potential. Unbeknownst to me at that time, my relationship with Amber would grow and flourish. 
She seemed to trust me and attempted strategies that I proposed. In my experience, Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological model is a unifying framework that brings into play positive ways to favour students’ 
learning and self-worth.  

Towards Transforming Disability Research in Science Education: The Ecological 
Model of Disability  

As previously discussed, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model was revolutionary in transforming my 
teaching practice to comprehend barriers experienced by students with LD, and meet their particular 
academic needs. While working closely with students with LD, it became even more evident that the 
issues they experienced encompassed a multitude of within-individual and contextual factors, which 
are embedded within a multilayered web of complexity. As evident in Amber’s case, Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological model permitted me to map all the possible barriers that a student with LD might experience 
in a learning situation. With this in mind, I drew on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model as a lens to 
inform my doctoral study, and I was able to capture voices of students with LD and unveil the complex, 
interwoven barriers that impede their learning processes in science.  

Unfortunately, to my knowledge, no study has drawn on the ecological model to discuss within-
individual and contextual barriers impacting students’ with LD learning and academic achievement in 
science education. By drawing on the ecological model, I made sense of within-individual issues, 
contextual issues, and the intersection of within-individual and contextual issues affecting students’ 
pursuit of scholarship in science. Moreover, the ecological model has allowed me to move away from 
traditional approaches used in research inquiries that explore a limited range of factors located at the 
within-individual or contextual levels instead of attempting to explore barriers across ecological 
systems (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).  

As I near the end of my doctoral journey, I feel that I am no longer enslaved by the medical model of 
disability, which compelled me to construct my understanding of disability from a cognitive deficit 
perspective. Nor am I entirely positioned within the social model of disability, which prevented me 
from making sense of students’ issues from a cognitive deficit perspective. Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) 
ecological lens has inspired me to construct my understanding of issues from a holistic perspective, 
allowing me to make sense of Amber’s and other students’ academic problems from multiple systems, 
transform my teaching practice, and contribute effectively to the academic success of my students 
with LD.  
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Conclusion 

In this autoethnographic inquiry, I unveiled the delicate process of attempting to position myself within 
a disability discourse to inform my doctoral research study, with the objective of transforming and 
improving science education for students with LD. I found myself at the heart of constant stress and 
tension as I navigated opposing discourses: the medical and social models of disability. Drawing from 
my dual identities as a practitioner-researcher, I engaged in a reflexive process on the potential 
application of the social and medical models in informing barriers experienced by students with LD.  

My journey was laden with countless difficulties because I was tempted to employ the powerful and 
highly revered medical model of disability. On the other hand, I was also tempted to employ the social 
model of disability because it is gaining popularity in the disability research literature. Yet, in this 
autoethnographic inquiry, I have come to challenge both the medical and the social models of disability 
as inadequate and incomplete in informing a deep and comprehensive understanding of issues 
experienced by students with LD. Moreover, these frameworks are not in line with my objectives of 
transforming and improving science education through the identification of authentic barriers 
impacting students with LD learning. 

After struggling to position myself within a discourse that could inform my doctoral research study, 
the ecological model became my voice. My experiences as a practitioner were the determining factor 
in deciding to draw on the ecological model to inform my doctoral thesis. As evident in my practice 
and research with students like Amber, the ecological model provides a more holistic, in-depth 
understanding of both within-individual and contextual barriers that students with LD face in their 
daily struggles in science learning. During my doctoral work, the ecological lens permitted me to listen 
to the unheard and silenced voices of students with LD.  

While no two doctoral journeys are alike, I am certain that other doctoral students embodied within 
the practitioner-researcher identities might also be experiencing dilemmas in framing their doctoral 
study and positioning themselves within a specific discourse. I argue that an autoethnographic inquiry 
such as this can empower other doctoral students and researchers to find their voices within 
discourses that favour social change and improve academic lives of minority students, while taking a 
stance against traditional, powerful, and popular discourses.  
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In a world consumed by pseudo technological lifestyles and disconnected thoughts and behaviours, 
the individual floats in chasms seeking meaning and purpose. An unpacking of self in a storied reflexive 
manner reveals the personal life journeys and experiences that have influenced a person’s growth and 
reality of presence and being. The historied self in relation to the present self gives impetus to the 
meaning of auto in the book, Academic Autoethnographies: Inside Teaching in Higher Education. Our 
understanding of what, who, and why we are, is paramount to revealing the nature and depth of our 
learning - in personal and professional settings - and our ongoing development in this regard. 

The title of the book raises questions about the choice of word combination - academic and 
autoethnographies - and, ultimately, the theoretical and practical applications of such. But, clearly, this 
book’s focus is highlighted and understood with regard to the higher education sector, the importance 
of the individual, and in relation to the research methodological approach. The purpose of this book is 
realised in the transformative manner of engaging the reader and the writer in a re-revealing and 
unpacking of self in a chosen context—all this fairly complex, but manageable. Furthermore, in the 
words of the editors it is to “experience autoethnography as a challenging, complex, and creative 
research methodology” (Pillay, Naicker, & Pithouse-Morgan, 2016, p. 14), which may be used for 
teaching and researching purposes. The essence of this approach is in the transforming self for greater 
growth. An aspect that could have been included in the introduction section is the relationship 
between self-study and autoethnography, especially for a novice researcher. 

That the book is written as scholarly academic work is evidenced in the 12 different chapters, each 
with its own focus and particular nature. The process of the development of each of the chapters and 
its review is transparent and detailed, which leaves no challenging or doubtful thinking about the 
authenticity and the ethical process that was engaged. The critical creative approach used in the first 
chapter positions the book and its research methodology in a different league to other books. The use 
of poetic styles—pantoums and tanka—are well portrayed and provide the essence and depth of 
meaning. Moreover, this chapter authored by the editors provides insights into how their respective 
experiences connected to identities, leadership, and methodological inventiveness. Analysing the 
subsequent book chapters according to these three aspects draws attention to the multifaceted nature 
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of our lives (as connected to the narratives) and the situating of the self in a historico-relational 
context. 

The professional, personal, and integrated aspects of autoethnography are revealed in the 12 chapters 
with contexts in higher education where relational and developmental aspects of self, and in some 
instances in combination, are present. These provide substantive justifications for the theoretical 
underpinnings and acceptance for the application of this methodology. The descriptive ethnographies 
take a reader to the possibilities of what can be researched in an innovative, qualitative inquiry 
manner. Their creative nature, coupled with the ease of language style and understanding, draws the 
reader in to read and understand further. An unusual, enhanced creativity is evidenced in the words 
used in the chapters—such as tinker’s quest, apartheid, small-C creativity, co-reflective, mother, 
critical self-reflection, leading in, informal, being ethical, and transforming—because these are 
indicative of the nature of autoethnography: context, history, relation with self. The sequence of the 
chapters exemplifies the unfolding nature of this methodology, as also represented by the words listed 
above. Furthermore, the use of visuals in an interwoven manner illustrates the experiences of the 
authors and lends imagery and fullness to their stories. 

In the words of Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011, p. 2012), “ways of producing meaningful . . . research 
that would sensitize readers to issues of identity politics, . . . of representation that deepen[s] our 
capacity to empathize with people,” is what the reader experiences when reading the emotive highs 
and lows experienced by the authors. Weaving the events of her or his particular focus, each author 
expresses the transformation she or he experienced, which links to the qualitative, transformative 
research method and changes time, expresses vulnerability, and evokes empathy for the author 
(Custer, 2014). 

The use of auto as previously stated provides challenges for the integrity of the responses to the 
question of how the data can be acceptable, due to the subjective nature of the research. Also, the 
focus in the various chapters on the researcher’s emotions and influence (Adams, 2008) on research 
adds further challenges. These, though, are addressed in a personal and contextual manner in the 
chapters. 

Any doubters about this methodological approach to research are soon convinced that this is not a 
small marble game of hits and misses, but a highly systematic research process of planning and 
implementation with reflexive thinking and action. So, it brings in the unspinning of oneself in a 
reflexive manner for greater growth, with a transformative element—change for the reader and the 
writer. 

This book could be used by academics from most disciplines because it prepares one for the 
methodological aspects. It opens up possibilities for doing research differently—for venturing into 
qualitative research that takes a critical stance.  
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The 35th conference of the International Visual Sociology Association (IVSA) on Framing/Reframing: 
Visual Sociology, Goffman & the Everyday was held at Concordia University, in Montreal, Canada in 
June 2017. The yearly conference attracted delegates from 31 countries (with a high representation 
from Africa, especially South Africa), and from a wide range of disciplines—sociology, anthropology, 
education, communication, fine arts, and journalism to name few. Inspired by Erving Goffman's notion 
of strategic interaction and the ways in which marginalised communities are taking action in everyday 
life, the panellists explored various visual methodologies that are framing social change. 

The theme of this year’s IVSA conference was devoted to the work of Erving Goffman, a Canadian-
American sociologist whose prolific and impactful publications have made him one of the most cited 
authors in the humanities and social sciences. His notions of framing and reframing and the everyday 
served as stimulus for the organising committee who wrote: “Goffman’s work challenges visual 
sociology to find ways to dialogue with audiences across the academy and beyond to bring sociological 
understandings to the micro level of the everyday, but also to help connect it to broader public issues” 
(IVSA, n.d.).  

For educational research for social change, Goffman’s strategies for interaction offer compelling ways 
of thinking by engaging participants and audiences through the visual. Whether working towards 
informing policy decisions, or impacting implementation plans, or improving the everyday lives of 
marginalised communities, educational visual methodologists are translating their research into action 
through various socially engaged visual productions. Visual participatory research has been given a lot 
of attention within educational methodologies as a way of soliciting more equitable and representative 
involvement by—and more ethical engagement with—marginalised communities. Initiatives for 
gender equality and women’s empowerment, for example, often fail due to limited awareness and 
understanding of girls’ and women’s needs. Visual productions offer a unique way of representing the 
unrepresentable, making meaning of difficult or traumatic situations or experiences, and this can be 
transformative at personal and societal levels. 
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The 4-day conference programme was brim full; there were five to six parallel sessions running at any 
given time during each day. Moreover, the enticing variety of the panel presentations made it difficult 
to choose which session to attend, and many session rooms were overflowing with audience members. 
The entire programming consisted of an opening and closing plenary, two spotlight panels, 12 sessions 
with 67 panels, eight workshops, 12 posters, and multiple film screenings, video installations, 
exhibitions, and a Muralfest walking tour in the city of Montreal.  

The opening session, which was simultaneously interpreted in Canada’s two official languages of 
English and French, began with formal greetings from the IVSA co-chair, Carolina Cambre. Then there 
was a welcome to Kanien’keha:ka Territory, the Indigenous land known as Montreal, in the Mohawk 
language by Elder Ka’nahsohon Kevin Deer. This was followed by a welcoming drum song by the Buffalo 
Hat Singers. IVSA president, Douglas Harper, also gave a welcome address and presented the Reiger 
Award for Outstanding Dissertation, and the Prosser Award for Outstanding Visual Methodology (Early 
Scholar). Homa Hoodfar was appointed Honorary Chair, and co-chair David Howes gave the keynote 
introductions. There was an installation by the Possible Movements Research Group, and the wine and 
cheese reception featured Montreal musicians Ida Toninato and Jennifer Thiessen, and experimental 
video art by Paul Neudorf. To cap off the evening, delegates were invited to gather in a less formal 
atmosphere at the post-reception soirée to meet and network with fellow researchers. 

Judy Berland presented the opening plenary, “Social Life Through Images: A Speculative History of the 
Nonhuman.” Berland is a senior faculty associate of Robarts Centre for Canadian Studies and a research 
fellow at Goldsmiths, University of London. As an interdisciplinary scholar, her work investigates the 
relations between nation, technology, nature, and culture, and her plenary addressed how these 
relations manifest visually and sonically in culture.  

Akosua Adomako Ampofo presented the closing plenary, “Whose Africa? Re-presenting the Self, Re-
telling Our Stories.” Adomako Ampofo is a professor of African and gender studies at the University of 
Ghana (UG), and was also the founding director of UG’s Centre for Gender Studies and Advocacy. Her 
scholarship is grounded in feminist and critical race studies, and her plenary addressed issues of 
representation and advocacy in relation to African knowledge systems, identity politics, and gender 
representations in popular culture. 

The plenary spotlight panel, “Assessing Graduate Students Visual Work,” featured presentations by 
Claudia Mitchell (McGill University, Canada), Paul Halliday (Goldsmiths University College, UK), Victor 
Frankowski (Goldsmiths University of London, UK), Lydia Nakashima Degarrod (California College of 
the Arts, USA), Sireita Mullings-Lawrence (University of Bedfordshire, UK), and was chaired by Patricia 
Prieto-Blanco (School of Media, University of Brighton, UK). The rich discussions between these 
scholars of visual pedagogy was insightful—and a timely deliberation considering the increasing 
numbers of graduate students who are engaging in arts-based research despite the tenuous availability 
of tools to assess and evaluate their creative work. This is indeed a tricky area of teaching in visual 
sociology; there is a tension whereby the work aims to “show not tell,” meanwhile there are 
institutional and academic requirements to document and disseminate the research using text-based 
modalities.  

The conference sessions were grouped according to several themes related to the visual study of 
society, culture, and social relationships: participatory visual methodologies; photo-elicitation; 
ethnography; curation as social interaction; senses in everyday life; stigma and identity; activism, 
engagement, and “situatedness”; land, nation, imaginary; visual criminology; invisibility/visibility; and 
framing/reframing the body, memory, youth worlds through images, family, pedagogy, testimony, and 
urban/suburban spaces. 
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The conference brought together visual researchers from all over Asia, Africa, North America, South 
America, Europe, and Australia. However, I want to refer here to the abundance of presenters 
associated with Claudia Mitchell’s (James McGill Professor in the Faculty of Education, McGill 
University) Participatory Cultures Laboratory (PCL) at McGill University, located in Montreal, Canada, 
along with the wonderful cohort of researchers from the University of KwaZulu-Natal and Nelson 
Mandela University. These scholars made up a “tidal wave” of panellists (as PCL researcher, Katie 
McEntee, called it), and generated critical discussions related to participatory visual methodologies 
within educational research for social change. Some highlights:  

 Fatima Khan examined the curatorial tensions of exhibiting children's drawings that 
depict traumatic experiences.  

 Haleh Raissadat spoke of the challenges and possibilities of using participatory visual 
methods such as photovoice to teach about HIV and AIDS in Iranian schools.  

 Milka Nyariro reflected on her work with young pregnant and parent learners in 
schools in Kenya who seek to inform policy interventions through photographs of 
their everyday experiences.  

 Katie MacEntee, Casey Burkholder, and Joshua Schwab-Cartas gave a captivating talk 
on their new book, What’s a Cellphilm? (2016), and gave an informative introduction 
to the use of cell phones in participatory video.  

 Claudia Mitchell, Naydene de Lange, and Relebohile Moletsane revealed and 
commented on the “everyday poetics” of cellphilms, such as those produced by the 
South African rural women teachers who participated in their research project.  

 Ndumiso Daluxolo Ngidi and Relebohile Moletsane presented on their work with 
orphans in a township secondary school in South Africa, where they used photovoice 
to explore issues of sexual violence.  

 Ehaab Abdou and Claudia Mitchell explored issues of who frames the picture, and 
curation as a mode of social interaction, in their investigation of Hollywood films 
“curating” ancient Egypt. 

I participated on a panel with Haleh Raissadat and Milka Nyariro on visual strategies that highlight 
women’s needs for education—whether poor, parenting, or at risk for HIV—and I reflected on the 
implications of an Indigenous women’s art intervention that coincided with a major policy 
development conference. As a PCL researcher myself, I was also pleased to present some research 
findings with my supervisor, Claudia Mitchell, related to the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council and International Development Research Centre of Canada-funded project, Networks for 
Change and Well-Being: Girl-Led “From the Ground up” Policy Making in Addressing Sexual Violence in 
Canada and South Africa (see http://networks4change.ca/). Claudia and I presented on the panel, 
“Participatory Visual Methodologies: Social Change Through Community and Policy Dialogue,” along 
with Relebohile Moletsane, Lisa Wiebesiek, and Naydene de Lange. In this project with Indigenous girls 
and young women on issues of sexual violence, the arts offer a unique platform for the participants to 
speak back to a culture of violence that seeks to silence their voices. Drawing on experiences in their 
everyday lives, they choose which stories they want to tell and how they want to tell them and, in the 
process, they gain valuable peer support and a sense of solidarity. The three papers on our panel 
explored the challenges and possibilities of engaging Indigenous girls and young women with the arts 
to address issues of sexual violence in their lives, the tension between evocation and representation 
with respect to fostering audience engagement with difficult knowledge, strategies to help sustain the 
tension between transferring intended meanings and supporting a wide range of interpretations, and 
strategies to sustain audience engagement—debate, deliberation and action—after viewing an 
exhibition, screening, or performance.  
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There were two competitions for the 12 poster presentations; one competition was adjudicated by 
spotlight panellists, and another—“the people’s choice”—was judged by the conference delegates. 
The winners of both competitions were Hani Sadati and Milka Nyariro, doctoral students in the 
Department of Integrated Studies for Education at McGill University. Their award-winning poster, 
“Picturing Change Through Photovoice: Participatory Evaluation of a Daycare Intervention in an Urban 
Informal Context in Nairobi” (Figure 1), made excellent rhetorical use of space and savvy graphics. 
Cleverly incorporated into the leaves of a camera shutter, Sadati and Nyariro provided just enough 
text-based data to focus their message, and used a single evocative photograph as the lens reflecting 
a participant aiming a small handheld camera. One side of the poster (or camera) contained several 
other images documenting their research site and process. Eschewing the recommended white space, 
they framed this content below a film reel, increasing the visual appeal around their descriptive title. 
The details of the message that was rendered matched the varied audience’s knowledge base and the 
conference theme, framing the everyday experiences of their participants within the broader social 
context of childcare and gendered labour.  

 

Figure 1: Hani Sadati and Milka Nyariro with their poster “Picturing Change through Photovoice: 
Participatory Evaluation of a Daycare Intervention in an Urban Informal Context” (McGill Institute  
for Human Development and Well-Being, 2017). 

 

Another stunning poster presentation was by Robin Notshulwana, lecturer and doctoral candidate in 
the faculty of education at the Nelson Mandela University. Her poster, “‘Girls Here and Boys There’: 
Participatory Visual Methodology as Intervention to Facilitate Gender Sensitive Practice With 
Foundation Phase Preservice Teachers in South Africa” (Figure 2), utilised a layout more traditional to 
the scientific poster genre. Notshulwana used a visual method of curating family photo albums and 
drawings to explore preservice teachers’ understanding of gender and gender sensitive practice. 
Contrasting four colours from both cool and warm palettes could be interpreted as representing both 
the challenges and possibilities inherent in the research. The use of drawings and computer-generated 
graphs and diagrams clearly depicted Notshulwana’s data generation, method of analysis, and 
recommendations. As Notshulwana stated in her poster abstract:  

The findings suggest that participatory visual research created a space that enabled 
preservice teachers to begin to critically self-reflect about gender through making the 

https://participatorycultureslab.com/hani-sadati/
https://participatorycultureslab.com/milka-nyariro/
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unknown visible, rethinking and making new meaning individually and with others with 
regards to how gender shapes identity, is performed and perpetuated by themselves and 
their teaching practice.  

 

Figure 2: Robin Notshulwana with her poster, “‘Girls Here and Boys There’: Participatory Visual 
Methodology as Intervention to Facilitate Gender Sensitive Practice with Foundation Phase 
Preservice Teachers in South Africa.” Copyright N. de Lange, 2017, personal communication. 
Reprinted with permission. 

 

The theme of educational research for social change was eminently apparent throughout all aspects 
of the 35th conference of the IVSA organisation. Principles of Indigenous recognition, environmental 
sustainability, and social equity were mirrored not only in the selection of conference papers, but even 
in the conference support structures. The ethos framing the conference image, from the territorial 
acknowledgment to the environmental policy and food planning, was oriented towards social justice. 
A territorial or land acknowledgement is a cultural protocol that is gaining increasing importance across 
Canada; it is a statement that recognises the Indigenous Peoples who cared for the traditional territory 
on which one stands. A territorial acknowledgement was prominently figured on the cover of the 
conference programme and read aloud at various sessions, announcing that Concordia University is 
located on the unceded Indigenous lands of the Kanien’keha:ka Nation. The catering service chosen 
for IVSA 2017 was the Montreal nonprofit organisation, Inter-Mission, founded in 2007 by Petites-
Mains. The nonprofit organisation offers social integration and employment training programmes for 
women living in precarious situations.  

The 35th conference of the IVSA succeeded in demonstrating that there are myriad creative strategies 
for educational researchers to work for social change by engaging through the visual—cellphilms, 
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photovoice, participatory video, dialogue quilts, and games—to activate conversations and help 
navigate complex issues and impediments to personal, communal, and global issues related to 
education, health, safety, and well-being.  
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