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Editorial 

Lesley Wood  
Director Community-based Educational Research (COMBER), Faculty of Education, North-West 
University 
Lesley.Wood@nwu.ac.za  

 

This seventeenth issue completes the eighth year of publication of Educational Research for Social 
Change. My fellow editors and I began the journal to promote research for and as social change—
research that enables people to grow and develop through their active participation in the process. 
However, eight years down the line, this approach to research still appears to be an exception, rather 
than the rule. We continue to receive article after article that merely report on findings from data 
gathered from “participants” who have little say (or even interest?) in what the researcher deduces 
about their lives. And we continue to reject about 90 per cent of articles submitted for publication, 
simply because they do not meet the scope of the journal. This leads us to wonder if education 
researchers in general are not conducting participatory forms of research, or are they are doing it but 
not writing about it? Educational Research for Social Change is one of the few journals that target this 
kind of research, but we still struggle to attract suitable articles grounded in educational research for 
social change. Given that the journal is listed in Scopus, the preferred database of most South African 
universities, it offers an attractive outlet for this form of research. As editors, we will have to think 
carefully how to attract more papers—from South Africa, and from international researchers.  

Nonetheless, we have six articles in this issue that advance our understanding of research for and as 
social change. Individually and collectively, they demonstrate the potential of small-scale research 
endeavours to change the thinking, and thus ultimately the practice, of larger groups of people. Like 
Margaret Mead (Howard, 1984), we believe that change must start with individuals, and that research 
that enables this to happen is research for social change. 

In their article, “Science Teacher Inquiry Identity: A Comparative Duoethnographic Study of Canada 
and Ethiopia Viewed Through a Bourdieusian Lens,” McPherson and Nayaranan from McGill University, 
Montreal, Canada report on a duoethonographic self-study of their practice as science teachers, 
comparing their experiences in a developed country (Canada) and still developing contexts (Ethiopia 
and India). Despite geographic, socioeconomic, political, and cultural differences, they found many 
similarities in the problems they faced. They narrate how their respective self-studies enabled them to 
better understand these challenges, and find ways to improve their teaching of science to make it more 
context relevant and student-centred. They used a Bourdieusian lens to interrogate their practices, 
which enabled them to question traditional doxa in curriculum policy and to learn new ways of 
teaching. This self-study research design was an effective form of professional development, outside 
of the usual (less effective) forms of professional development. 

Still on the self-study theme, the article, “‘I Recognised That I Needed To Look Searchingly at My Own 
Teaching’: Storywork as a Self-Study Method for Educational Research for Social Change,” by 
Madondo, Mkhize, and Pithouse-Morgan illustrates how storytelling, an indigenous research practice, 

mailto:Lesley.Wood@nwu.ac.za
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enables critical reflection on practice. As a pedagogical tool, the crafting of personal stories can help 
teachers to make their teaching more contextually relevant and opens up "possibilities for taking a 
simultaneously appreciative and critical stance on stories of the past, with the educative intention of 
contributing to educational and social change."  

The third article, “Liberating the Oppressed Consciousness of Preservice Teachers Through Critically 
Reflective Praxis” by Liebenberg, Bosman, and Dippenaar, explains how the authors’ research brought 
about change in the consciousness of preservice teachers through enabling their development as 
critically reflective practitioners—they created opportunity for preservice teachers to reflect on their 
own practice. And they adopted a narrative inquiry approach, using questions to deepen critical 
reflection by students to heighten their consciousness of how their pedagogy could better promote 
social change. The research enabled preservice teachers to challenge their own assumptions about 
learners and so adapt their teaching to make it a more engaging experience. Teachers occupy a 
powerful position in society given that they influence the thinking, and mould the personalities, of 
young people—so it is crucial that they are able to critically reflect on their teaching to ensure it 
promotes social justice, rather than perpetuating inequalities, biases, and stereotypical thinking. 

In “Body Mapping as a Critical Pedagogical Tool: Orientating Trainee Psychologists Towards Addressing 
HIV and AIDS,” Frizelle demonstrates how a simple exercise such as body mapping can significantly 
help trainee psychologists gain a deeper and more critical understanding of HIV and AIDS from a social 
justice perspective. Her research indicates the effectiveness of arts-based methods such as body 
mapping, both as a critical pedagogical strategy and as a data generation tool to enable students to 
appreciate the intersectionality and complexity of the pandemic. She concludes that, although this 
approach alone cannot bring about substantial change in the way psychologists are trained, the 
findings do demonstrate the need to rethink traditional pedagogical approaches to the development 
of practitioners whose practice will be more responsive to the (unjust) lived realities of those they aim 
to help.  

Kalungwizi, Gjøtterud, and Krogh report on research conducted in Tanzania to ascertain how power 
relations impacted on the sustainability of a participatory action research approach aimed at 
integrating environmental education in the curricula in higher and basic education. In their article, 
“Democratic Processes to Overcome Destructive Power Relations and Sustain Environmental 
Education in Primary Schools: Implications for Teacher Education in Tanzania,” they conclude that 
action learning and action research are indeed useful approaches for levelling power relations within 
a hierarchic education system. They argue that participatory action learning and action research should 
form the basis of teacher education to enable more democratic and community-based responses to 
the urgent issue of climate degradation—and, indeed, to any social problem. This research provides 
strong evidence of how participatory forms of learning and research in teacher education could help 
to educate about the need to take action to address issues that threaten the quality and sustainability 
of human life. 

The last article, “Youth as Participatory Action Researchers: Exploring How to Make School a More 
Enabling Space,” moves away from teacher education/professional development to focus on the “end 
users” of knowledge generated by educational research. Mathikithela and Wood recount how they 
facilitated a youth participatory action research study to enable learners in a rural secondary school to 
make their school a more enabling space. Using visual methods, the learner-researchers identified 
social, emotional, and structural factors that were impeding their optimal learning and development. 
The youth then used the artefacts generated by the visual methods to raise awareness of the issues 
among the wider school community, and to advocate for change. They were successful in persuading 
other learners, the school governing body and management, and teachers to join them in addressing 
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and eliminating some of the challenges they identified. The participatory research process had benefits 
for the personal growth of the participants, as well as positive outcomes on a micro-policy level. This 
research for and as social change provided "a potentially powerful pathway for learners to be involved 
in improving their own holistic wellbeing and resilience through learning to become advocators for 
change." Importantly, the authors also highlight potential barriers when youth take on an advocacy 
role that exposes improper behaviour on the part of authority figures, and that challenges established 
ways of doing things within a hierarchic system. 

This edition closes with a book review and conference report. Delia Marshall reviews Talita Calitz's 
latest book, Enhancing the Freedom to Flourish in Higher Education (2019), which was based on 
research conducted for her award-winning thesis. Capability theory is particularly suitable as a 
framework for research for social change, and the research findings are translated into strategies for 
supporting much needed epistemological and institutional transformation in South African 
universities. Fotheringham and Zuccala report on the 2019 BLOSA (Blended and Online South Africa) 
Inaugural Blended Symposium. An interesting aspect of this conference was the attempt to 
"unconference" the event by making it more interactive and accessible to all, rather than the usual 
elitist format of keynote and paper presentations. Blended learning is a pedagogical approach that 
changes how knowledge is created and disseminated, both within and beyond the academy. 

References 
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Abstract 

Globally, science teachers have been tasked with developing new pedagogies that 
incorporate inquiry-based and problem-based teaching strategies. In this article, we focus 
on a duoethnographic study of two teachers (the authors of the article). One of the 
authors teaches high school science in Canada, and the second has taught high school 
science in India and Ethiopia. We share our remarkably similar stories, which began with 
unaddressed pedagogical dilemmas and which, because of a lack in professional 
development opportunities, culminated in our return to graduate studies in science 
education. Drawing on the theoretical constructs of Bourdieu, we present our narratives 
as a study of how we negotiated the current science curriculum reform discourses that 
have shaped our professional identities. Our struggle to transform our professional 
identities has provided us with valuable insights as we work with preservice, novice, and 
in-service teachers to develop the reform-based pedagogies of inquiry-based and 
problem-based teaching. 
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Introduction 

Identity has been described as being the stories told by persons (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). In this article, 
we study the narratives of two high school science teachers who felt adrift in the current reform policy  
in science education. To develop a deeper understanding of how science reform policies have shaped 
the identity of in-service science teachers, we share the duoethnographic research of two graduate 
students, Heather McPherson and Shanmugavalli Narayanan (the authors of this paper). Heather, a 
science teacher of thirty years’ experience, teaches in Québec, Canada. Shanmugavalli taught high 
school science in India for one year, and in Ethiopia for three years. We drew on a duoethnography 
methodology to chronicle our teaching narratives as we attempted to co-construct our science teacher 
identities. Together, we developed an understanding of how to position ourselves as science teachers 
with an inquiry identity as we collaborated, and reflected on our joint enterprise.  

We envision an inquiry identity as the appropriation of content and pedagogical knowledge that is 
associated with inquiry-based (IB) and problem-based (PB) teaching (Deneroff, 2016). These 
pedagogies emphasise teacher-guided instruction in which students co-construct learning with the 
teacher and with other students (Chichekian, Savard, & Shore, 2011). Co-construction of learning 
includes four processes: (1) engaging students in discourse to make connections between complex 
science ideas, (2) eliciting students’ ideas, and adapting instruction to converge with student thinking, 
(3) helping students make sense of material by integrating laboratory work and theories with student-
to-student discourse, and (4) pressing students for evidence-based explanations by asking students to 
co-construct explanations of a specific phenomenon (Bryce, Wilmes, & Bellino, 2016; Windschitl, 
Thompson, Braaten, & Stroupe, 2012). Enactment of these reform-based practices guided our praxis 
as we attempted to develop a new professional identity, and to redefine our roles as classroom 
teachers. Our parallel struggles played out in diverse cultural communities. However, our experiences 
with science education reforms were strikingly similar—characterised by frustration and a sense of 
isolation as our transitioning, but undeveloped, reform pedagogies seemed incongruent with the 
curriculum policies that we found compelling and well articulated.  

Much has been written about the disconnect between science curriculum reform policies and 
classroom science pedagogy. This research study focuses on two science teachers who were engaged 
with science curriculum reform but were, nonetheless, unable to negotiate the opposing discourses of 
policy and practice. We (Heather and Shanmugavalli) first met in the autumn of 2017 when 
Shanmugavalli arrived in Canada to begin her doctorate. Working with the same supervisor, and 
sharing similar research interests in IB and PB pedagogy, we spoke at length about our frustrations and 
sense of isolation when we attempted to teach science using IB and PB learning in Canada and Ethiopia. 
In our discussions, it became abundantly clear that our science teacher trajectories were remarkably 
similar. 

We have studied our experiences with science education reform as a duoethnography, a collaborative 
research methodology “in which two or more researchers of difference juxtapose their life histories,” 
entering a dialogic conversation with one another to better understand self and the world (Norris, 
Sawyer, & Lund, 2012). Our overarching research goal was to develop an understanding of how in-
service science teachers struggle to enact an inquiry identity. We drew on the theoretical constructs 
of Bourdieu’s social field theory to highlight the challenges we faced, and their eventual resolution as 
we strove to locate our inquiry identities and reconceptualise our ideas of what it means to be a science 
teacher. 

Bourdieu’s social field theory (1977) proposed that people are connected through complex social 
relationships that shift and give rise to new ways of knowing. Using Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, 
teachers’ practices have the potential to shift as they develop new understandings of IB and PB 
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pedagogies. Teachers who are aware of curriculum reform, but are left to rely on traditional teaching 
strategies, can find themselves in a state of disequilibrium—trapped in a struggle between policy and 
practice. Bourdieu (1993) conceptualised field as the struggle among agents or institutions that 
transforms social practice. In our duoethnographic analysis, we studied our resistance to traditional 
teaching practices as we struggled to enact curriculum reform policies in Canada and Ethiopia; drawing 
on Bourdieu, the struggle to develop professional practice can shift the field. Therefore, professional 
identities change as teacher habitus or dispositions evolve—the field occupied by teachers is reshaped. 
Through engagement with critical reflection, study, and collaboration, we have reshaped our 
professional practice and reframed our identities, which are now informed by IB and PB pedagogies. 

Science Education Reform  

At the turn of the 21st century, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) focused on how 
schools can adapt to expanding knowledge networks, technological advancement, globalisation, and 
new social and cultural environments (Ministry of Education, Québec, MEQ, 2007). Globally, 
educational organisations have undertaken the task of developing significant curriculum reforms. 
These curriculum reforms recognise that societies will be confronted with increasingly complex issues, 
therefore, young people must have the ability to integrate a vast amount of knowledge and transfer it 
to changing contexts (MEQ, 2007). It is essential that young people develop the capacity to identify 
and solve complex tasks and problems. Curriculum reforms have incorporated innovative teaching 
strategies that include IB and PB learning. These learning strategies encourage students to construct 
new knowledge by solving complex real-life problems and making connections between different 
disciplines (MEQ, 2007). Additionally, the incorporation of IB and PB teaching strategies increases 
student engagement and achievement (Aikenhead, 2004; Gengarelly & Abrams, 2008; MEQ, 2007) 
because connections between societal challenges and science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM) content are made explicit through promoting higher-order thinking skills (Ertmer, 
Schlosser, Clase, & Adedokun, 2014).  

Professional development and curricular change   

As noted by the OECD, there is global acceptance that instruction needs to be more project based, and 
to provide students with educational experiences that challenge thinking across disciplines (Schleicher, 
2018). Curriculum reforms were designed to connect theoretical knowledge with practical, real-life 
situations using a problem-solving approach (UNESCO, 2001). IB and PB teaching increase student 
engagement because the educational focus is on higher-order creative thinking, which provides 
students with opportunities to take ownership of their learning by asking questions that are 
scientifically relevant and based on evidence—to construct, evaluate, communicate, and justify 
explanations and possible alternative explanations (Luehmann, 2007). However, in-service teachers 
who began teaching before reform implementation are either unaware of IB and PB teaching or are 
not adequately supported to implement these practices in the classroom. Teachers' lack of experience 
thus “compromises their ability” to engage students in developing a deep and rich understanding of 
scientific concepts (Windschitl, Thompson, & Braaten, 2008, p. 311).  

In-service science teachers experience difficulties in incorporating IB and PB learning because 
enactment of these pedagogies depends on teachers’ ability to shift their role from traditional 
transmitter of information to that of learning facilitator (Ertmer & Simons, 2006). These pedagogies 
are complex and difficult to master and are therefore rare—even in the classrooms of experienced 
teachers, there is a focus on activity rather than on inquiry and higher-level thinking (Windschitl et al., 
2012). In Australia, Melville (2010) noted that most educational reforms fail because they do not 
address the difficulties teachers face as they struggle to negotiate their pre-reform beliefs against 
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reform ideals; furthermore, the area of reform causing the most difficulty for teachers is teaching 
science as inquiry.  

Common themes that arise in the literature regarding teacher resistance to reform pedagogies in 
Canada include time constraints, teacher discomfort with creativity and innovation, the existence of 
traditional classroom structures, and reliance on tests (Nolan, 2011). Similarly, Ethiopian science 
classrooms remain primarily teacher-centred, with an emphasis on didactic instruction and with little 
active student learning, inquiry, metacognitive skill development, or opportunities for creativity (Joshi 
& Verspoor, 2013). Teachers who lack training in high-quality practices such as IB and PB pedagogies 
resort to traditional forms of instruction, thereby failing to respond to students' thinking—a common 
obstacle to effective teaching in science classrooms (Windschitl, Thompson, & Braaten, 2011). The 
development of these pedagogies requires support, time, and commitment on the part of teachers. 
Thus, there is an urgent need to retrain in-service teachers in effective pedagogic techniques that 
emphasise problem solving rather than recalling correct answers to simple problems (Hoot, Szente, & 
Tadesse, 2007). 

Research on reform discourse indicates that teachers find reform-based teaching challenging 
(Schneider, Krajcik, & Blumenfeld, 2005). Yet, reform implementation depends on teachers' ability to 
enhance student learning through the development of high-quality teaching practices (Stoll et al., 
2006). Stumbling blocks to reform implementation include a lack of training of in-service high school 
teachers (Gengarelly & Abrams, 2008; Potvin & Dionne, 2007; Thomson & Gregory, 2013). 
Implementing educational reform depends on teachers’ ability to access sustained professional 
development (Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006). Meaningful professional 
development (PD) is of paramount importance if teachers are to develop innovative teaching skills and 
improve their professional knowledge (Thomson & Gregory, 2013). One- or two-day workshops have 
not adequately prepared teachers to implement IB teaching in their daily activities. The absence of 
quality PD for in-service teachers has resulted in an implementation problem for curriculum reform 
(Ryder & Banner, 2013).  

Methodology 

The research described in this article is informed by the methodology of duoethnography. 
Duoethnography builds on Pinar’s (2010) method of currere, a theory of social reconstruction that 
draws upon four moments: regression, progression, analysis, and synthesis; by embracing these 
moments, we develop self-knowledge as we engage with the world. We drew on Norris, Sawyer, and 
Lund’s (2012) tenets of duoethnography including: (1) a focus on one’s life as a curriculum, as currere, 
(2) the data are polyvocal and dialogic—the dialogue and the identity of each speaker or writer are 
clearly stated, (3) the voices of both duoethnographers are made explicit, (4) the differences of the 
narratives are articulated and discussed, coexisting alongside one another, and (5) the meanings of the 
past are reconceptualised.  

The data sources for this study included reflexive writings that we had engaged in during our doctoral 
studies. These reflexive writings captured our biographical lived experiences as we struggled with 
enacting science curriculum reforms. This is consistent with Pinar’s first step of currere (Pinar & 
Grumet, 2014). We employed thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to code the reflexive writings. 
Emerging themes from the data were further developed as we discussed common patterns found in 
the writings. We then engaged in reflexive conversations to develop writing prompts for a second 
round of reflexive writing that was transactional and polyvocal. In the following section, we present 
our duoethnographic writings and conversations, which have been thematically organised. 
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Our duoethnography 

Heather: I completed my master’s degree in plant breeding and plant genetics at a faculty of 
agriculture, which was perhaps a rare undertaking for a city girl. However, I was inspired by plant 
genetics, too lazy to learn animal biology as an undergraduate, and committed to research in applied 
science. My summer employment as an undergraduate was at Agriculture Canada, so the transition 
seemed natural. There were three in-between years where I worked in an animal physiology laboratory 
as a research assistant. After five years of scientific research, I fell in love with teaching, and enrolled 
in a bachelor of education programme. 

Shanmugavalli: My passion for science learning began when I was in high school. I was motivated and 
encouraged to pursue biochemistry as an undergraduate. Having learned the fundamentals of 
biochemistry, and enjoying the topic, I was left wanting to learn more. Thus, I decided to pursue a 
master’s degree in biochemistry. On finishing my master’s, I chose to explore and to discover science 
through teaching. I taught high school for one year, and university for seven years, in southern India. 
However, I wanted to understand science teaching in the context of a different country. In 2011, I read 
a United Nations advertisement in an Indian newspaper, looking for university professors to work in a 
small university in northern Ethiopia. My application was successful, and I was appointed as an 
assistant professor in a biology department. At the end of my two-year contract, I moved to the capital 
and worked as a high school science teacher with an educational non-profit organisation. My 
responsibilities included teaching Grade 9 and 10 biology and chemistry. I found this teaching 
experience rich and rewarding. I collaborated with teachers from different parts of the world: an 
English teacher from Zimbabwe, an art teacher from the United States, an information technology 
teacher from England, and a mathematics teacher from Ghana. 

Heather: Your time in Ethiopia sounds fascinating. Why did you leave your academic position in the 
north?  

Shanmugavalli: I was challenged by living with a lack of necessities like water, electricity, and internet 
and was deliberately looking for a work opportunity to move from the small town to the capital. 
Heather, why did you leave your family and your life on the prairies? 

Heather: When I tell my story of how I ended up in Québec, few believe it. Quite simply, I could not 
tolerate another winter on the Canadian prairies. The winters in Québec are balmy compared to the 
Canadian prairies. I have been teaching science at public high schools in Québec since the early 1990s.  

In 2001, the Québec Education Program (QEP), referred to as the reform, was developed to meet two 
demands: to increase access to education and raise the graduation rate, and to provide high-quality 
education for all students. Four orientations were established as guidelines to achieve the stated 
objectives that served as a foundation for the QEP: success for all, the development of an educational 
programme with a focus on the development of competencies, integrated learning, and evaluation 
that promotes learning (MEQ, 2007). The overarching goal of the QEP is to ensure that all students 
have access to an education that enables them to reach their full potential as informed and 
empowered adults (MEQ, 2007). The QEP encourages teachers to incorporate a variety of pedagogical 
strategies including open-ended problems and experiments, research, and interdisciplinary projects 
that provide students with opportunities to acquire critical thinking skills (MEQ, 2007). Implementing 
these sophisticated reform-based pedagogies requires a paradigm shift for in-service teachers as they 
move from traditional to reformed teaching practices. The changing role of teachers is to guide or 
facilitate the instructional practices and instructional approaches through the incorporation of inquiry-
based teaching, and authentic problem-solving activities (Thomson & Gregory, 2013). IB and PB 
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teaching encourage teachers to utilise interrelated pedagogical practices that actively engage students 
in activities and conversations that promote student understanding of important science concepts and 
processes (Schneider et al., 2005). 

Shanmugavalli: The challenges facing science education in Ethiopia include a lack of emphasis on 
critical thinking, problem-solving, and application of knowledge. Teachers tend to rely on traditional 
teaching methods based on rote learning and memorisation (Melesse, 2015). Moreover, a lack of 
relevance of school science to students’ everyday life disengages them from science (Othman, 
Treagust, & Chandrasegaran, 2008). Science teachers deliver lectures in science classrooms, and 
students memorise content from their textbooks and lecture notes to prepare for standardised 
examinations (Beyessa, 2014). Teachers are not able to adopt new approaches to teaching science 
because there are little to no continuing PD opportunities for them (Melesse, 2015). Additionally, 
limited teaching and learning resources, and the lack of professional support mechanisms, inhibit the 
potential for teacher growth and learning (Melesse, 2015). 

Heather: In Québec, in-service science teachers were tasked with the enactment of complex new 
pedagogies, including IB and PB teaching and the development of competency evaluation (MEQ, 2007). 
The focus of science education shifted from traditional, teacher-centred delivery of content that relied 
on direct instruction dominated by teachers’ actions including lecturing and student note taking, and 
hands-on laboratory activities with predetermined methods and outcomes (Thomson & Gregory, 
2013). When reform implementation was on the immediate horizon, I began to actively seek initiatives 
that focused on developing IB and PB teaching materials. I wrote numerous PB evaluation tools for 
laboratories and laboratory exams. Additionally, I was the school board (region) representative on a 
science coordinating committee that was consulted on the science curriculum reforms and had direct 
input during curriculum development. In 2008, when science reform implementation began at my high 
school, teachers were introduced to the science curriculum reforms during board-wide PD days. These 
one-day workshops focused on developing reform-based philosophies such as competency 
development and evaluation, teaching STEM, and using IB and PB learning as means of delivering 
content in the classroom. Also, there was a four-day workshop that provided teachers with an 
opportunity to learn the hands-on portion of the technological content of the new curriculum. When 
I look back, I realise that although I felt comfortable and inspired by the philosophy of the QEP, many 
of my colleagues did not share these feelings. During workshops, I observed that teachers experienced 
confusion, anxiety and, at times, anger. Nine years post implementation, some teacher and 
administrator conversations in my school include the hope that the reform will simply just "go away," 
or that "this too will pass." Overall, as an in-service teacher, I found that the PD opportunities offered 
were superficial and of short duration. The one-day workshops failed to adequately inform teachers 
of the rationale behind the reform. Open discussions on reform-related issues were rare—which is a 
noted impediment to teachers reaching a comprehensive understanding of the reform (MEQ, 2003). 
In my workplace, pervasive teacher discourses about the reform include resistance to the pedagogical 
practices outlined in reform policies. Some teachers I have spoken with feel that teaching through 
inquiry is only effective with enriched students, and that the use of PB learning confuses many 
students. Teachers observed that students have difficulty making sense of scientific content when the 
information is to be found in different sections of the textbook, and that students are confused when 
the presentation of scientific content is not strictly linear. Another concern expressed by my colleagues 
is that the very nature of the final exams—multiple choice questions and constructed short answer 
questions—is antithetical to IB and PB teaching. My interpretation, which is consistent with the 
literature, is that there is a lack of congruence between educational policies and the actual practices 
espoused by the educational system, considering the format of final exams (Thomson & Gregory, 
2013). I felt a sense of isolation as school. I was genuinely interested in IB and PB learning, but there 
was no support to do so. On multiple occasions, I was strongly encouraged to align my teaching 
practice with the teachers in my department in the name of solidarity. 
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Shanmugavalli: As I progressed in my teaching, I revisited my basic science knowledge, allowing me to 
consider the challenges students encounter with understanding scientific concepts and applying them 
to solve problems. I was motivated to work closely with students to enhance their understanding of 
scientific models and concepts. I became interested in the knowledge that learners bring to the 
classroom, based on their experiences in their natural and social world. Thus, making science relevant 
to their daily lives became an important goal for me as a teacher. I participated in leadership workshops 
that focused on the importance of leadership qualities including prioritising organisation skills, 
fostering positive attitudes to learning, care for others, effective problem solving, and active listening 
attitudes in the teaching process. These skills helped me to increase students’ engagement and interest 
in learning science. The challenges I faced while teaching high school students were also prevalent in 
my university science teaching. My university students lacked a conceptual understanding of basic 
biochemical concepts. My undergraduate and graduate students were faced with similar challenges in 
learning science. Many had difficulties in understanding and communicating scientific knowledge. In 
Ethiopia, I found it surprising that I had to deal with similar challenges. For example, students’ lack of 
engagement with science was a significant issue in both contexts.  

Most students were forced to rely on rote learning and memorisation of scientific facts in traditional 
learning environments. I noticed that other science teachers also had to deal with these issues in their 
classrooms. Unfortunately, we had limited PD opportunities. I believe that science teachers need to 
enhance their pedagogical skills to make science teaching more exciting and engaging for students. I 
felt professionally isolated, which was a source of frustration. After ten years of teaching, I began to 
view the issue of alternative pedagogies as a global challenge. My thirst for a solution to these 
challenges motivated me to pursue further studies in education. So, Heather, why did you decide to 
return to university and start a doctoral degree? 

Heather: Why embark on a doctorate? My engagement with the Québec science reform left me with 
unanswered questions as I tried to make sense of the reform. I experienced tension between how I 
teach, and how I wanted to teach. I wanted to be better informed. I asked myself: “What is that IB 
learning?” I had frequently heard and read the term. “So, I am supposed to ask students questions—
but I do that already. What is the difference between what I do and what I should be doing? If IB 
teaching is a more effective way to teach students, how can I develop my craft?” I knew that I needed 
help. However, there was no one to talk to; there was no one to ask for clarification because these 
practices were new, and no one I worked with was enacting the practices in their classrooms. To date, 
there has been little PD in my school board that focuses on the development of inquiry-based teaching, 
nor on problem-based teaching.  

My experiences with implementation of the science curriculum reforms have been fraught with an 
abundance of questions and few answers. Thus, I resolved to develop reform-based pedagogies 
through engagement in a doctoral programme focusing on science education. I am now developing 
the necessary skills to initiate PD opportunities for science teachers through professional learning 
communities (PLCs). Looking forward, I hope to share the knowledge I have gained with in-service and 
novice science teachers within a PLC. Additionally, I hope to work with preservice teachers to help 
them develop inquiry identities so they have the skill to enact IB and PB pedagogies when they begin 
their teaching careers.  

Shanmugavalli: My professional progression as a science teacher is to integrate IB and PB teaching 
practices into all my classes. A significant portion of my doctoral coursework focused on the 
development of these skills. My doctoral research aims to work with preservice teachers to develop 
their IB and PB teaching practices for environmental sustainability. I hope preservice teachers will be 
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better informed and therefore prepared to incorporate these practices in their pedagogy when they 
enter the teaching profession. 

Our Analysis Viewed Through a Bourdieusian Lens 

The duoethnographic methodology provided us with a useful tool for making meaning from our lived 
experiences with reform-based teaching. Together, we co-constructed and reconstructed our 
understanding of how to develop our inquiry science teacher identities. By juxtaposing our narratives, 
we realised differences and similarities in our educator journeys (which incorporates the fourth tenet 
of duoethnography). To guide our understanding of how in-service science teachers develop an inquiry 
identity, we drew on Pierre Bourdieu’s social field theory (1977). Bourdieu’s theory of practice is a 
suitable lens to analyse how teachers reconstruct their professional identities to include high-leverage 
teaching practices that are inquiry-based. Bourdieu’s theory centred on the concept of habitus, which 
is explained as a “system of durable, transposable dispositions" (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72). The habitus, 
or set of dispositions, provides a source of actions that are organised but lack a strategic intention. The 
dispositions of both Heather and Shanmugavalli inclined us to seek answers about reform-based 
teaching. Although we worked in disparate cultures, our solutions to navigating the frustrations of 
reform pedagogies were remarkably alike. Our journeys culminated in pursuing doctoral degrees in 
science education which, given our previous academic records of multiple degrees, is not surprising. 

Bourdieu (1989) also explained habitus as a “system of schemes of production of practices and a 
system of perception and appreciation of practices." Our perception of IB and PB teaching strategies 
compelled us to refine our inquiry practices. Our habitus and dispositions—our core values—were 
open to the adoption of reform-based pedagogies, despite the lack of available expertise or adequate 
PD. Bourdieu explained the assumptions or core values of an agent as doxa: “a constructed view of the 
world that is so natural and self-evident that it is seen as the only view in existence” (Bourdieu, 1977, 
p 164). Doxa informed the decisions made by us two in-service teachers. However, our core values and 
the pervasive discourses in our professional communities left us feeling isolated and frustrated. In both 
Québec and Ethiopia, teachers resist or are uninformed about reform-based pedagogies (Joshi & 
Verspoor, 2013; Potvin & Dionne, 2007). Bourdieu (1991, p. 130) described the resistance of those who 
“have an interest in perpetuating a doxic relation to the social world which leads to the acceptance of 
established divisions as natural or to their symbolic denial.") He developed the idea that division and 
criticism are met by the “resistant force of orthodoxy” (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 131). Teachers resist change 
“through utterances, of making people see and believe, of confirming or transforming the vision of the 
world and, thereby, action on the world and thus the world itself” (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 170). Although 
we were ready for change, other teachers in our communities were either unprepared or insufficiently 
informed to transition their professional practice (MEQ, 2003). 

We recognised the importance of IB and PB learning. However, we lacked the necessary training to 
implement these pedagogies in our daily practice. The result was a dissonance between our pre-reform 
teacher praxis and our development of reform-based pedagogies. This dissonance led to feelings of 
self-doubt, and a questioning of doxa. We were discouraged by our inability to transition from a 
traditional pre-reform habitus to that of IB and PB pedagogues. Exposure to the theories associated 
with IB and PB pedagogies led us to develop conflicting and multiple constructs of teaching. We found 
ourselves unable to incorporate the sophisticated reform-based pedagogies into our daily practice, 
and were left relying on traditional didactic forms of teaching. Bourdieu used the term orthodoxy to 
describe beliefs where multiple versions of reality are acknowledged, but only one version of reality is 
accepted. Orthodoxy is “a system of euphemisms, of acceptable ways of thinking and speaking the 
natural and social world” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 169). Using Bourdieu’s vocabulary, teachers may rely on 
traditional teaching strategies although they are aware of reform-based pedagogies. The discrepancy 
between teacher practices as outlined in curriculum reforms and safe traditional teacher practices 
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placed us in a state of disequilibrium, resulting in an inner struggle. The struggle and subsequent 
imbalance between opposing positions is a necessary precondition to change doxa (Bourdieu, 1977). 
When doxa is questioned, generative change is possible.  

We were faced with multiple road blocks as we worked to transition from traditional teaching to 
reform-based teaching. Learning the complex teaching strategies that are imbedded in IB teaching was 
impossible because there was no training or support. Furthermore, we were working with other 
teachers who were resistant to developing these pedagogies. Finding our voices, questioning our 
practice, and resisting the criticisms of colleagues was a struggle. Bourdieu explained that habitus and 
dispositions work within a field. A field is a structured space of positions in which an agent (or 
institution) engages in a struggle in which individuals seek to maintain or alter the distribution of power 
(Bourdieu, 2002). The notions of struggle and power relations are a fundamental component of a field. 
The structure of the field is determined by the agents aiming to transform it and is therefore mutable. 
We were engaged in both internal and professional struggles. Unable and unwilling to maintain the 
status quo, we were conflicted between pre-reform and reform-based pedagogies.  

Our efforts to transform our professional practices altered the field as our habitus and dispositions 
were shifted through the development of new classroom pedagogies. Drawing on Bourdieu, the 
potential to change habitus arises when an agent questions her or his doxa (Bourdieu, 1977) or, as in 
our case, our constructed view of teaching practices. This shift of habitus was situated in the zone of 
struggle, or field. We found ourselves struggling in a state of disequilibrium as we realised that our 
professional practices were situated between relying on safe teacher practices and the mobilisation of 
new pedagogies. We were left questioning our identities. Using Bourdieusian theory, change in habitus 
is difficult because “the habitus tends to protect itself from crises and critical challenges by providing 
itself with a milieu to which it is as pre-adapted as possible” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 61). However, we were 
eager to shift our habitus. Our decision to pursue graduate studies in science education, and to develop 
pedagogies consistent with curriculum reforms, speaks to our questioning of doxa, our struggles to 
learn and teach IB and PB. These efforts culminated in a change in habitus and transformation to our 
inquiry teacher identities.  

Considering this analysis, we suggest that in-service teachers are more likely to develop reform-based 
pedagogies if they are aware of these innovative teaching practices. When teachers are aware of a 
change, professional tension between traditional and reform praxis is inevitable. In our case, this 
struggle led to a journey that culminated in a return to graduate studies that provided the necessary 
support to develop professionally and to reshape our identities as inquiry-based science teachers. The 
field shifted, effectively altered through a conversion brought about by pedagogic work that 
engendered a new habitus through “deculturating and reculturating techniques” (Bourdieu & 
Passeron, 1990, p. 44). Based on our analysis, schools need to invest in PD activities that change mind-
sets—or habitus (Loucks-Horsley, Stiles, Mundry, Love, & Hewson, 2009). The act of developing new 
pedagogies, of shifting identity from traditional to reform-based, can transform teacher habitus, 
ultimately leading to a new professional identity. Ways of thinking and teaching are potentially altered 
through engagement with PD.  

We are now faced with a dilemma. Although we chose to return to university to develop our teacher 
identities, it is an unrealistic solution for most teachers. Exploring shifting habitus, and altering the 
field through a Bourdieusian lens, is useful to view the potential for reconceptualising in-service 
teachers’ praxis. First, teachers must be aware of the innovative and sophisticated teaching strategies 
that are a vital component of all curriculum reforms. Second, and more critical, in-service teachers 
must have access to quality PD that goes beyond traditional one-day workshops—which have been an 
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inadequate means of shifting teacher practices from traditional to high-quality (Potvin & Dionne, 
2007). 

In our contribution to the reform discourse, we both seek to disrupt the field. Heather is currently 
developing and facilitating a PLC in her school board to provide in-service science teachers with an 
opportunity to establish IB and PB teaching strategies. As the habitus of in-service teachers is altered, 
the newly acquired skills will, we believe, become incorporated into their teaching repertoires through 
extensive pedagogic work that will encompass active participation in monthly meetings throughout 
one school year. Active engagement in a PLC has the potential to change habitus and reduce tensions 
and resistance associated with the development of an inquiry identity. We are both working with 
preservice teachers to provide supportive measures that will facilitate their adoption of IB and PB 
pedagogies. Preservice teachers resist reform-based pedagogies (Nolan, 2011; Thompson, Windschitl, 
& Braaten, 2013) because their encounter with these practices is limited to the training provided in a 
faculty of education. During their schooling, from the ages of five to 18 years, preservice teachers 
engage with and observe in-service teachers for thousands of hours. These in-service teachers were 
trained before the reform policies that emphasise IB and PB teaching. We want to disrupt the cycle of 
social reproduction, to reverse the tendency for novice teachers to fall back on traditional teaching 
practices. Preservice teachers are informed by the notions of teaching and pedagogy that they 
observed as students in what Lortie (2002, p. 61) refers to as the “apprenticeship of observation.” The 
traditional, orthodox teacher habitus of preservice teachers can limit their ability to enact reform-
based pedagogies, which therefore remain undeveloped. We are sharing our struggles to appropriate 
an inquiry identity for preservice teachers. Our hope is that preservice teachers will be better informed 
and therefore prepared to enact IB and PB practices when they enter the teaching profession.  

Conclusion 

Through the processes of sharing and learning with each other in a duoethnographic study, we 
engaged in critical reflection and examination of our professional practices. Drawing on Bourdieu’s 
social field theory (1977), we have come to appreciate that teachers are connected through complex 
social relationships. In terms of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, our dispositions shifted as we co-
created new understandings of IB and PB pedagogies through a reflexive duoethnographic self-study. 
Our struggles brought about the development of our professional identities. Habitus is a useful 
theoretical tool for understanding and revealing the mechanisms of social reproduction and social 
change. For change to occur, teachers must question doxa and struggle to learn new ways of teaching. 
Teachers can transform the structure of the field when they struggle. In this study, the struggle was 
situated between the policy boundaries established by curriculum documents and praxis. To 
accomplish this shift, in-service teachers need opportunities to engage with quality PD. We were 
unable to access meaningful PD, and therefore struggled with reform pedagogies. Our sustained 
efforts to bridge the gap between policy and practice, to transform our professional identities, shifted 
the field.  

Together, Bourdieu’s framework and the method of duoethnography have informed this study of 
teacher identity construction. Engagement with reflection and collaboration enabled us to create new 
knowledge of our professional practice. As Bourdieu (1989, p. 23) explained, to alter a proposed 
concept, and to effect change, the vision must have a foundation based on reality, and there must be 
“objective affinities between the agents” who have been brought together. We were brought together 
through our duoethnographic collaboration and innate desire for change.  

In conclusion, we argue that unless educational stakeholders address the difficulties faced by in-service 
and novice teachers to develop reform-based pedagogies, teachers will be unable to fully realise their 
capacity to enhance student learning by leveraging high-quality teaching practices. The importance of 
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quality PD cannot be overstated. Without adequate supportive mechanisms to develop teachers’ 
practice, the transition to high-leverage teaching will remain an uphill struggle. These challenges are 
as relevant today as they were 20 years ago when high-leverage teaching was first introduced. In 
particular, there is a dearth of research that explores these tensions in developing countries such as 
Ethiopia. Our reflexive study has helped us analyse and synthesise our position with IB and PB 
pedagogies. Through this dialogic research process, we have realised that our struggles are not, as we 
previously believed, unique to us individually. Rather, our efforts are part of an enterprise that has 
global significance, a reality that we came to understand through our polyvocal study.  

References  

Aikenhead, G. S. (2004). Science-based occupations and the science curriculum: Concepts of evidence. 
Wiley Online Library. Retrieved from  https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/sce.20046  

Beyessa, F. (2014). Major factors that affect Grade 10 students’ academic achievement in science 
education at Ilu Ababora General Secondary of Oromia Regional State, Ethiopia. International 
Letters of Social and Humanistic Sciences, 32, 118–134. 
doi:10.18052/www.scipress.com/ILSHS.32.118 

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice (R. Nice, Trans.). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1989). Social space and symbolic power. Sociological Theory, 7(1), 14–25.  

Bourdieu, P. (1990). The logic of practice. Stanford, USA: Stanford University Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and symbolic power. Cambridge, USA: Harvard University Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1993). Sociology in question. London, UK: SAGE. 

Bourdieu, P. (2002). Quelques proprietes des champs. Paris, France: Minuit. 

Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J. C. (1990). Reproduction in education, society, and culture. London, UK: 
SAGE. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in 
Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. doi:10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Bryce, N., Wilmes, S., & Bellino, M. (2016). Inquiry identity and science teacher professional 
development. Cultural Studies of Science Education, 11(2), 235–251. doi:10.1007/s11422-015-
9725-1 

Chichekian, T., Savard, A., & Shore, B. (2011). The languages of inquiry: An English-French lexicon of 
 inquiry terminology in education. Learning Landscapes, 4(2), 93–109. 

Deneroff, V. (2016). Professional development in person: Identity and the construction of teaching 
within a high school science department. Cultural Studies of Science Education, 11(2), 213–233. 
doi:10.1007/s11422-013-9546-z 

Ertmer, P. A., Schlosser, S., Clase, K., & Adedokun, O. (2014). The grand challenge: Helping teachers 
learn/teach cutting-edge science via a PBL approach. Interdisciplinary Journal of Problem-Based 
Learning, 8(1). doi:10.7771/1541-5015.1407 

Ertmer, P. A., & Simons, K. D. (2006). Jumping the PBL implementation hurdle: Supporting the efforts 
of K–12 teachers. Interdisciplinary Journal of Problem-Based Learning, 1(1). doi:10.7771/1541-
5015.1005 

Gengarelly, L. M., & Abrams, E. D. (2008). Closing the gap: Inquiry in research and the secondary 
science classroom. Journal of Science Education and Technology, 18(1), 74–84. 
doi:10.1007/s10956-008-9134-2 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/sce.20046


12 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2019, 8(2) 

Hoot, J., Szente, J., & Tadesse, S. (2007). Early childhood teacher education in Ethiopia: Progress and 
emerging challenges. Journal of Early Childhood Teacher Education, 27(2), 185–193. 
doi:10.1080/10901020600675158 

Joshi, R. D., & Verspoor, A. (2013). Secondary education in Ethiopia: Supporting growth and 
transformation. Washington, USA: World Bank. 

Lortie, D. C. (2002). Schoolteacher (2nd ed.). Chicago, USA: University of Chicago Press. 

Loucks-Horsley, S., Stiles, K. E., Mundry, S., Love, N., & Hewson, P. W. (2009). Designing professional 
development for teachers of science and mathematics. Thousand Oaks, USA: Corwin Press. 

Luehmann, A. L. (2007). Identity development as a lens to science teacher preparation. Science 
Education, 91(5), 822–839. doi:10.1002/sce.20209 

Melesse, T. (2015). Differentiated instruction: Perceptions, practices and challenges of primary school 
teachers. Technology and Arts Research Journal, 4(3), 253–259. doi:10.4314/star.v4i3.37 

Melville, W. (2010). Curriculum reform and a science department: A Bourdieuian analysis. International 
Journal of Science and Mathematics Education, 8, 971–991.  

Ministry of Education, Québec (MEQ). (2003). Profile of the teacher as keystone in secondary reform 
implementation: Report to the Minister of Education. Retrieved from 
http://www.education.gouv.qc.ca/fileadmin/site_web/documents/autres/organismes/CELA_prof
il-enseignants_a.pdf  

Ministry of Education, Québec (MEQ). (2007). Québec education program, Chapter 1: A curriculum 
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Abstract 

Storywork is an indigenous research practice of making meaning through stories. This 
article offers an account of storywork as a self-study method for educational research. It 
brings into dialogue the distinctive personal stories of two South African primary school 
teachers, S’phiwe Madondo and Ntokozo Mkhize, who engaged in self-study research 
with the support of their supervisor, Kathleen Pithouse-Morgan. S’phiwe’s and Ntokozo’s 
storywork centred on stories of remembered childhood and adolescent experiences. The 
article presents S’phiwe’s personal story piece, “An Outdoor School,” which is 
accompanied by S’phiwe’s reflection on his learning from the piece. Next, is Ntokozo’s 
piece, “Lifetime Treasures,” and her reflection. Then, S’phiwe’s and Ntokozo’s voices 
converge in a dialogue piece to demonstrate their mutually respectful, reciprocal learning 
in relation to the process of composing, reflecting on, and sharing personal stories. 
Writing and reflecting searchingly on these stories highlighted the pedagogic significance 
of finding out about children’s and adolescents’ cultural encounters and viewpoints, and 
incorporating these into learning and teaching. Additionally, engaging in storywork 
opened up possibilities for taking a simultaneously appreciative and critical stance on 
stories of the past, with the educative intention of contributing to educational and social 
change.  

Keywords: dialogue, child and youth culture, indigenous research, self-study research, storytelling 
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Setting the Scene 

Storytelling is a fundamental part of being human and of learning about relating to others in a social 
and cultural environment (Archibald, 2008; Iseke, 2013; Nash, 2004). Stories told in families, homes, 
and communities frequently take the form of idiosyncratic personal stories, which are inspired by 
unique lived experiences but are often told with a more general educative purpose (Iseke, 2013). This 
article brings into dialogue the personal stories of two South African primary school teachers, S’phiwe 
Madondo and Ntokozo Mkhize. S’phiwe and Ntokozo composed the stories as a central part of their 
postgraduate research with the aim of advancing their pedagogic knowledge and practice and 
contributing more broadly to educational and social change. Their inquiries can be regarded as 
storywork, which Archibald described as “the educational and research work of making meaning 
through stories, whether they are traditional or lived experience stories” (2008, p. 373). Archibald 
highlighted how “the process of learning to make meaning through stories . . . is a core part of 
Indigenous knowledge” (2008, p. 382). She conceptualised storywork as an indigenous research 
practice underpinned by cultural principles of “respect, responsibility, reverence, reciprocity,” which 
she explained as “traditional values and teachings demonstrated toward the story, toward and by the 
storyteller and the listener, and practiced in the storywork context” (2008, p. 373). 

S’phiwe’s research focused on improving his practice to enhance English written communication 
among isiZulu-speaking Grade 6 learners (Madondo, 2014). As a teacher in an English-medium primary 
school where the majority of learners and teachers speak isiZulu as their home language, S’phiwe had 
noticed how learners seemed to be struggling to express themselves through English written 
communication. In his research, he reflected on his childhood experiences in relation to learning 
written communication, and also scrutinised his own teaching practices with the aim of better 
understanding and improving his teaching of English written communication. In S’phiwe’s 
understanding, having a flair for written communication means being able to express oneself using 
written language with creativity and flamboyance. He hoped that, through cultivating a flair for written 
communication in his classroom, he could motivate young people to develop a love for written 
communication. One consequence of S’phiwe’s research was that he became more conscious of the 
importance of considering, and building on, youth culture as a pedagogic resource for cultivating a flair 
for written communication.  

Ntokozo was seeking to explore and reflect on what she could learn about cultural inclusivity—
particularly in relation to children’s culture—from her own personal history. She was also researching 
how she could integrate children’s culture as a pedagogic resource in her Grade 4 classroom in a 
primary school rich in diversity in terms of cultural heritage, religion, race, and language (Mkhize, 
2016). She was interested in exploring children’s culture by getting to know about games they enjoy 
playing, and connecting with their daily experiences and what they find interesting and intriguing. 
Through her research, Ntokozo gained insight into the everyday childhood adventures and challenges 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2019/v8i2a2
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that can stimulate learning in the classroom, and into how children can create their own learning 
resources through toys and games. 

S’phiwe and Ntokozo coauthored this article with their research supervisor, Kathleen Pithouse-
Morgan, who has a particular interest in stories and storytelling in educational research (Pithouse-
Morgan, Deer-Standup, & Ndaleni, 2019). Kathleen worked with S’phiwe and Ntokozo to support their 
storywork. Prior to becoming a teacher educator, Kathleen was a schoolteacher. More than a decade 
ago, as a postgraduate student conducting research in her own classroom, she explored youth culture 
as a pedagogic resource for facilitating English creative writing with Grade 7 learners (Pithouse, 2003, 
2004). Kathleen learned about how young people’s motivation for, and interest in, creative writing 
could be enhanced by composing and sharing stories that reflected their own concerns and interests. 

Storywork as a Self-Study Method 

S’phiwe and Ntokozo both chose self-study methodology to research their own teaching. In S’phiwe’s 
and Ntokozo’s understanding, the most important features of self-study are questioning one’s own 
practice from observations and personal experience, working with others who can offer useful advice 
and feedback and, lastly, trying out new methods of teaching to improve learning (Samaras, 2011). 
Self-study methodology involves multiple and varied methods (LaBoskey, 2004). The particular 
methods that each self-study researcher chooses depends on what she or he is trying to understand 
and how a certain method could assist in achieving that understanding (Samaras, 2011). Although 
S’phiwe and Ntokozo each used a range of self-study methods to generate data inside and outside 
their classrooms, the focus of this article is on their use of storywork as a self-study method for 
educational research for social change.  

S’phiwe’s and Ntokozo’s storywork involved composing, sharing, and making meaning through 
personal stories of remembered childhood and adolescent experiences related to their research topics. 
In this way, their self-studies took a “holistic approach that acknowledges the intersection of the 
personal and the professional” (Pithouse, Mitchell, & Weber, 2009, p. 58). As Samaras, Hicks, and 
Berger explained, “personal history—the formative, contextualized experiences of our lives that 
influence how we think about and practice our teaching—provides a powerful mechanism for teachers 
wanting to discern how their lived lives impact their ability to teach or learn” (2004, p. 905). In personal 
story writing, self-study researchers write about matters that are individually significant to them, and 
explore the relevance thereof for their professional practice and for educational and social change 
more broadly (Pithouse et al., 2009). As Pithouse et al. (2009, p. 51) observed, “the self-reflexive 
process of writing these [stories] can serve as a catalyst for action.” This is because, as Iseke explained, 
“storytelling as witnessing and remembering allows engagement with ideas of the past and supports 
transforming ourselves today” (2013, p. 572).  

Kathleen supported S’phiwe’s and Ntokozo’s storywork through frequent discussions and feedback. In 
narrating their personal history stories, S’phiwe and Ntokozo encountered memories of lived 
experiences that involved family members and friends. Kathleen encouraged S’phiwe and Ntokozo to 
only share stories that they would be comfortable with divulging publically and to respect the privacy 
and dignity of others implicated in these stories (Nash, 2004). Ellis (2007) cautioned that, when writing 
about family members and friends, we need to be aware of issues of relational ethics. She explained: 
“Relational ethics requires researchers to act from our hearts and minds, acknowledge our 
interpersonal bonds to others, and take responsibility for actions and their consequences” (2007, p. 
3). S’phiwe and Ntokozo discussed their storywork with family members and friends to explain the 
rationale for it and to ask for their blessing. S’phiwe and Ntokozo also gave reassurances that 
confidentiality would be respected and that no real names would be mentioned in the study.  
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One of the most important characteristics of self-study research is learning through interaction with 
others (LaBoskey, 2004). While conducting their studies, S’phiwe and Ntokozo each worked closely 
with other postgraduate students in “critical friends teams” (Samaras & Roberts, 2011, p. 43) to share 
ideas, pose questions, and offer advice. Because S’phiwe had already completed his study by the time 
Ntokozo’s began, S’phiwe and Ntokozo were not in the same critical friends team. However, due to 
their shared research interests, S’phiwe, Ntokozo, and Kathleen chose to collaborate in bringing 
together S’phiwe’s and Ntokozo’s individual self-studies to consider how and what they learned 
through storywork.  

The next section of the article offers S’phiwe’s first-person personal story piece, “An Outdoor School” 
(adapted from Madondo, 2014). This is followed by S’phiwe’s reflection on his learning from the piece. 
To follow, is Ntokozo’s personal story piece, “Lifetime Treasures” (adapted from Mkhize, 2016), and 
her reflection. Then, S’phiwe’s and Ntokozo’s voices come together in a dialogue piece to show their 
reciprocal learning in relation to the process of composing, reflecting on, and sharing their personal 
stories. The chapter closes with a consideration of the transformative possibilities of storywork as an 
educational research practice. 

S’phiwe’s Personal Story Piece: “An Outdoor School” 

Growing up as an African boy in the 1980s in a rural area of South Africa where Zulu culture was 
dominant was full of challenges and expectations from peers and from elders of the community. The 
community was closely knit and we knew everyone in our neighbourhood. Elders of that time believed 
it takes a village to raise a child. In isiZulu, this is expressed as Umuntu ophilileyo wakhiwa yisizwe 
esiphilileyo. We were taught that every elderly person you met was your parent and had as much right 
as your biological parent to discipline you if you were behaving in an unacceptable way. The 
observation of protocols for the community leadership, for example the chief and iNduna [village 
leaders appointed by the chief], were of utmost importance—especially when it came to social 
gatherings, which were expected to be reported to the authorities well in advance. Particular values 
were emphasised and passed on from generation to generation, teaching a philosophy of respect and 
humanity (known as ubuntu). We were brought up in a manner that also inculcated traditional values 
of the Zulu culture with respect to gender identity; there were cultural activities that were gender-
orientated because boys were being prepared to grow into manhood, and girls prepared to become 
women. 

One crucial cultural activity I had to engage in as a growing young boy was cattle herding (ukwalusa). 
It was considered important by most elders, especially male parents, to have their sons take part in 
this “outdoor school” where boys taught each other many skills that prepared them to be strong men 
who understood and valued their culture. Even if your parents did not own any cattle, you were 
expected to take part and accompany neighbourhood boys. If you did not take part, you were 
considered a mother’s boy (umnqolo) who would not grow to be a real man.  

I consider cattle herding an informal school because, during school holidays and on weekends, I had to 
leave home to herd in the morning, only returning late in the afternoon. On school days, we herded in 
the afternoons so I never missed formal schooling because of cattle herding. When we got to the veld, 
we met boys from other villages bringing their cattle to graze, after which we took the herd to a nearby 
river to drink water. While the cattle grazed, we had time to learn “boys’ stuff.”  

 



18 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2019, 8(2) 

The first lesson was to learn to communicate with the herd. I was taught how to shape my mouth to 
whistle to communicate with the cattle because they sometimes disappeared while we were busy. I 
would also whistle as a sign of warning if the cows were going towards the mealie fields. Cattle were 
named by their owners, and each one’s name had a history behind it. Some were named after food for 
example, sosishi [sausage] or after kitchen utensils, thispuni, mfoloko [teaspoon, fork] or after the 
place where they were bought or where the owner worked, for example, uMkhomazi, nTransvali 
(uMkomaas, Transvaal).  

To encourage the bulls to fight, we sang praise songs in a skilled way to evoke the impulse for a fight. 
As Molefe explained, “praises are chanted to encourage the bulls to fight gallantly” (1992, p. 21). The 
cattle knew whether songs were sung by their herders not. If songs were sung by strangers, the cattle 
would just ignore them. The praise songs were sung again and again, repeating the name of the bull 
several times because, most of the time, the praises emerged from its name. I remember that at home 
we had one bull named after a kitchen utensil basket (Bhaskidi). That was a bull we were proud of 
because he was good at fighting. This bull had so much strength and power to fight! He showed 
resilience in many encounters. Bhaskidi’s praises were: Bhaskidi welala! Bhaskidi welala! Uyangene 
makethe! Bhaski, Bhaskidi, Bhaskidi! 

I recall how, even if a bull was grazing, when we sang his praise song he would start to dig the ground 
with his horns and make a growling sound, signalling his readiness for a fight. If two herders sang their 
praise songs at the same time, it meant their bulls would be involved in the fight because they would 
recognise their names in the praises. The two bulls would fight until one ran away, meaning he was 
defeated by the other. Whenever my bull was involved in a fight, I felt anxious and I crossed thumbs 
for good luck because I hoped for a win on every match.  

Because we spent many of our days in the veld, we learned to entertain ourselves by designing musical 
instruments such as guitars from 5-litre oil tins with a few fishing strings added. Music was another 
creative form of communication that I learned. When playing the guitar, we composed lyrics that came 
from within our selves to make songs. These songs varied from happy to sad songs, depending on an 
individual’s mood at the time of composition. We used music to express our inner thoughts and to 
communicate with the environment surrounding us. Sometimes we made up songs to praise our cattle 
or to relate a specific event that had occurred while we were herding. The music was mostly traditional, 
and the others would chant, dance, and whistle to the beat of the guitar. Soul songs were also 
composed, in which the singer might express his feelings about something he appreciated, or sing 
about an event he had experienced. Cattle herding is where many well-known Zulu traditional singers 
(for example, Phuzekhemisi, Mqabulasheshe, and Mfaz’omnyama) began to notice and nurture their 
talent. However, the problem with our musical performances was that we lacked an audience because 
there was never opportunity for the whole village to come and enjoy the music. 

To alleviate hunger while herding, we learned to provide food for the day. We made special tools to 
hunt for animals such as birds and rabbits in the surrounding area. We collected wood to make a fire 
to cook the meat, or we set alight an anthill that worked as an oven—we also used these as heaters in 
cold weather. We swam to cool down during hot days, which was very unsafe because we were not 
sure of the water depth in the dams and rivers, and there could be dangerous animals such as 
crocodiles. However, we enjoyed swimming. Anyone with a little swimming experience was a coach. I 
remember I nearly drowned when someone pushed me into the centre of a deep dam before I had 
learned to swim—I could not keep my head above water. Fortunately, the other boys quickly 
recognised that I was struggling and some came to assist me. I was so frightened, and never mentioned 
that dreadful event at home and made a promise to myself that I would never try swimming again 
without adult supervision. It was a scary experience.  
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S’phiwe’s Reflection on His Personal Story Piece 

In retracing my memories to compose this personal story, I became conscious of the importance of 
considering youth culture when teaching written communication. Written communication is learned 
through language, and language is culturally constructed and reconstructed (Kajee, 2011). Moletsane 
(2011) highlighted how an individual’s cultural identity is affected by different factors at different 
moments and in different places. Moreover, Ndaleni (2013) pointed out that at certain points in time 
cultural practices can became outdated. Thus, I had to keep in mind that the cultural activities we 
practised in my youth might be totally different and irrelevant to those practised by today’s youth. For 
example, Social Media in Learning and Education (SMILE, 2013) clarified how the connotations of the 
word “friend” illustrate how technology may be shifting language use for young people who meet and 
connect virtually with friends through social media.  

The significance of youth culture for learning emerged from my storywork. For example, when we were 
herding cattle as children, we taught one another many lessons about being an African boy. Some of 
these lessons were very useful in life in general. It was believed by my community that if you were a 
boy you should be in involved in this youth cultural practice of cattle herding. Moletsane (2011) 
explained that culture “encompasses in addition to art and literature, lifestyles, ways of living together, 
value systems, traditions and beliefs . . . culture is learned, shared, and integral to an individual or 
group’s sense identity” (p. 195). In addition, Mkhize (2004) explained culture as information that is 
cascaded from one generation to another by members of a society or community, through which they 
to gain a sense of identity. Likewise, knowledge that we gained from the youth cattle herding culture 
was passed from generation to generation. However, through looking back, I can see that the cultural 
knowledge and lessons learned from environmental interactions while herding were not used by my 
teachers to contextualise their lessons. Through my storywork, I now realise the negative impact on 
me for my former teachers not to use my cultural knowledge as a resource in my learning of written 
communication.  

Ndaleni (2013) demonstrated in his self-study research how the cultural practice of storytelling played 
a vital role in informing his style of teaching by assisting him in selecting topics that were of genuine 
interest to learners. Similarly, Meyiwa, Letsekha, and Wiebesiek (2013) argued that it is important to 
value indigenous knowledge and experience in education. This means that teachers can learn a great 
deal by using local people’s indigenous knowledge to inform educational activities. Therefore, in my 
teaching of written communication, I decided to encourage my learners to use and build on their 
cultural practices and knowledge when communicating through writing. For example, in some creative 
writing activities, I allow them to write using the texting style they use when writing messages on their 
cell phones. In this way, we are using their youth culture as an educational resource. 

Learners come to school with a home background and teachings that are grounded in language and 
cultural practices (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). This means that learners start schooling not as empty 
vessels but with informal knowledge learned or taught as part of everyday life. This kind of knowledge 
is evident in my personal story piece, “An Outdoor School.” Therefore, the lessons learned from 
cultural practices at home, and those from school in the teaching of written communication, need to 
inform and complement each other. This means that language and culture, together, can form a 
foundation for teachers to build written communication.  

Kajee (2011) asserted that learners can expand how they understand literacy by participating in 
culturally relevant literacy practices. However, this was not the case in my experience of schooling 
because we were not given opportunities to write about our own lives. I now see that our teachers 
should have given us a chance to write about issues that were culturally and socially meaningful to us 
to encourage us to take part in writing activities more willingly. For example, they might have asked us 
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to write about our experiences of cattle herding activities rather than write stories on prescribed topics 
that had little relevance for us. Possibly, our written communication would have improved faster 
because it would have been more relevant to our lives and context. Meyiwa et al. (2013) affirmed that 
using local people’s knowledge and experiences can enhance the school curriculum and create a link 
between the school and the community. Correspondingly, Conolly et al. (2009) maintained that when 
learners can identify their own personal and cultural experience in classroom activities, they learn 
more successfully and competently. By contrast, the knowledge I gained from herding as a cultural 
practice was never used to develop my written communication at school. Teachers never gave us a 
chance to express our thoughts on our cultural practices. 

I have learned that, when teaching written communication, teachers have a responsibility to seriously 
consider, and build on, learners’ existing knowledge learned through cultural practices. Learning to 
communicate through writing makes more sense when it is learned in a cultural and social context 
(Kajee, 2011). By means of storywork, I have discovered that I should allow my learners to choose 
topics that are relevant to their cultural experiences and immediate contexts. Youth culture plays a 
significant role in young people’s lives, and should not be left out of what we teach. Moreover, I have 
become aware that the cultural practices that were prevalent during a teacher’s formative years may 
become outdated and irrelevant and so it is vital for teachers to be up to date with the latest practices 
so that lessons relate to what learners are familiar with and interested in.  

Overall, reflecting on my personal story helped me to want to not repeat what my teachers had done 
to me but, instead, to do justice in all my classroom lessons for written communication. Storywork as 
a self-study method changed my thinking about the long-term consequences of personal experiences. 
Storywork assisted me to realise that I can build on the unpleasant and unimaginative experiences I 
encountered during my formal schooling to develop new teaching strategies. The process of writing 
my story helped me understand that teaching practices can be enhanced when teachers have a chance 
to revisit their past experiences, and to think about how they can draw important lessons from them. 

Ntokozo’s Personal Story Piece: “Lifetime Treasures” 

I do not have a vivid memory of my first day in Grade 1 in 1996. I just recall waking up in the early hours 
of the morning. The sound of the rooster and the hens cackling always prepared me for my mornings. 
Some days were assertively cold. I could not even feel my hands or nose. At the time, we lived in a 
township1 called Umlazi. However, my parents had enrolled me in a school in the formerly Indian area2 
of Merebank because they thought it would offer a better education than the nearby township 
schools.3 If memory serves me well, Merebank was almost an hour away from our home and so I used 
the malume system to get to school. Malume means “uncle” in isiZulu, and it is a transport system that 
collects learners from a neighbourhood who go to the same schools or schools situated around the 
same area. Parents pay the malume on a monthly basis, and this transport system is still called malume 
by our learners and our school community. I must say it was always comforting to have a big bowl of 
warm porridge just before malume arrived. 

 

 
1 In South Africa, a township refers to a suburb or city of mainly black occupation, formerly and officially designated for black  
   occupation during the apartheid era (Township, n.d.).  
2 In 1950, the apartheid government passed the Group Areas Act. This Act enforced the segregation of races by zoning them  
   to specific, separate residential areas. This legislation was repealed in 1991 (Clarke & Worger, 2016). 
3 During apartheid (1948–1994), South African schools were segregated and inequitably funded according to race, with black  
   schools receiving the least funding and resources. Much of this inequality remains in postapartheid South Africa (Clarke &  
   Worger, 2016). 
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When I started Grade 1, it was probably the first time I was introduced to people of other races, and 
who spoke English. My home language is isiZulu and I remember spending most of the time frantically 
trying to speak and understand English. We did our daily news every Monday and I struggled to express 
myself because I could not speak English fluently. I still remember my white school uniform and the 
navy belt that was never a perfect fit. My knees and elbows were always dry, especially during winter. 
My parents had probably invested a lot of money buying pencils, shoes, and belts that were frequently 
getting lost. As usual, I would fail dismally to trace these or explain how I had lost my belongings.  

My eyes were drawn to pictures and colours. I remember seeing different colours, numbers, books, 
and alphabets around the classroom. I recall sitting on the carpet during reading or storytelling times. 
Most of our readers rhymed. Through reading, I was introduced to fairy tales, myths, goblins and I was 
always anxious to hear the ending of the story. Of course, I loved happy endings. I remember that some 
of the stories correlated with my daily experience, such as waking up in the morning and getting ready 
for school. Story time stimulated our imaginations as we tried to sequence the story line and speculate 
on how the story would end. I remember connecting some of these stories to cartoons and 
programmes we watched on the television at home. Reflecting on these moments made me realise 
that we were taught moral values at a very young age. For example, in The Three Little Pigs we learned 
that we must always work with dedication and be prepared for anything, as well as to think cautiously 
and critically. I also became interested in learning English through these stories. My father would speak 
English with me and help me with reading.  

I was also introduced to Santa Claus and Hindu gods at this school. Looking back, I can see that this 
created confusion because I could not find my own cultural identity. My family went to church on a 
regular basis, but Santa Claus was taboo in my house. My parents were never exposed to Christmas 
and the idea of Christmas. They just believed it was Jesus’ birthday. It had never crossed my mind that 
different beliefs and religions existed outside my own cultural heritage and my family’s religion. This 
was a peculiar discovery. 

In 1997, my parents informed us that we would be moving to Newlands West, a formerly Indian area. 
They described our prospective home as spacious and with a lovely yard. I was excited about having 
my own room. I imagined how I would decorate my room, and visualised playing in an open yard with 
flowers, a guava tree and, of course, a juicy mango tree. I imagined the smell of the lemon trees, the 
Indian curries, and the sounds of Eastern Mosaic music. My grandparents could not help but boast 
about us moving to an area where people of other races lived, predominantly Indian people—
although, I had never identified myself as belonging to any race until my family discussed it with us.  

However, my thoughts attempted to conspire against me. While I was aroused by excitement, I was 
also subdued by apprehension. Mutely, I convinced myself that I could change their minds. How was 
it possible that we were moving from Umlazi to Newlands West? There was so much good that was 
happening in Umlazi. And I had just adapted to the school in Merebank. It finally felt like I was making 
progress academically and socially. Looking back, I can see that I did not apprehend that I was 
imprisoning myself with my emotions and lack of interest to try new avenues. Fearfully I gave in; I could 
not comprehend the depth of my agony at leaving my friends and some family members behind. My 
mother explained how beneficial it was for our family to move. My father painted my imagination and 
described everything he felt I could fall in love with at our new home. My parents explained that they 
were concerned about our safety and security in Umlazi. They were certain that this new home offered 
those two qualities, not to mention that it had good neighbouring schools. This meant more hours of 
sleep with only a short distance to travel to school. 
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I was seven years old, almost eight, when we moved to Newlands West where I soon made new friends. 
I recall the games we played inside and outside, and the television shows we were drawn to. These 
were inspired by my neighbours who later became lifelong friends. We enjoyed watching Denis the 
Menace, Karate Kid, Power Rangers, Ninja Turtles, Aladdin with his magic carpet, and Pocahontas. I 
was also introduced to board games such as Scrabble, Monopoly, and playing cards. Before this, I never 
knew that staying indoors could hold an element of entertainment. On adventurous days, we did not 
mind getting our hands grimy by visiting the nearest dam in our neighbourhood. We would make 
glorious sounds accompanied by horror as we alarmed our parents because the boys had frogs, crabs, 
or insects to scare us. Even though we were petrified, we enjoyed the ecstasy of evading them and 
telling tales.  

Our fun knew no weather conditions and had no boundaries. I remember how we spent rainy days 
dancing and singing in the rain and chanting to the rain gods. Our parents never understood why we 
were amused by playing in the rain, hounding caterpillars and grasshoppers, and running away from 
the wild monkeys that waltzed into the house. The monkeys were always up to no good, messing my 
mother’s garden and eating from the dustbin as they wrestled for mangoes and guavas. If we were not 
chaotic, then the monkeys were causing havoc. Because of the monkeys, the yard was never clean and 
my mother rarely reaped her vegetables.  

I recall religious celebrations in our neighbourhood, such as Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights that 
takes place in October and November. It is chiefly associated with Lakshmi, the goddess of prosperity. 
Hindu people give expression of happiness through setting off fireworks and inviting close friends and 
family to feast on delicious food. The Hindus also light lamps as a way to pay obeisance to the gods for 
the success of health, wealth, knowledge, and peace. The night of Diwali would be filled with bright 
colours. I didn’t know what the festival stood for but I knew that my parents would not approve if we 
ate anything that had been prayed for by Hindus.  

My friends and I enjoyed long conversations about our future endeavours. We would share tales and 
myths told by our great grandparents. We would look deep into the dark blue evening sky filled with 
stars, waiting for a shooting star so we could make a wish just like in the movies. We would imagine 
that a family lived in the moon and that they controlled the night and the galaxy. It was phenomenal. 
I can say it made me forget most of my troubles. Through back looking at my childhood experiences, I 
have come to realise that as children we had our own culture. 

At home, I was never really exposed to gender discrimination because girls and boys were treated 
equally in my household. My parents made joint decisions on finances and academics, as well as 
socially. However, during visits to my grandparents in a rural area, a patriarchal society was revealed 
to me through traditional Zulu ceremonies and rituals where men would slaughter animals and burn 
incense for a gravestone or thanksgiving and seek ancestral guidance. At these ceremonies men had 
to be served first, women were not allowed into the kraal (where livestock is kept), and only boys were 
allowed to milk the cows. Such things looked and sounded so foreign to my eyes and ears! When I 
questioned certain things, I received negative comments and looks from other young women or was 
called to order by elders. Those comments indicated automatic respect for, and superiority of, men 
together with their importance in all levels and parts of life. Also, children’s agency had no place in this 
traditional society; we were simply not considered, or regarded as people with thoughts and opinions. 

Ntokozo’s Reflection on Her Personal Story Piece 

Looking at my story, I am reminded of the diverse beliefs I was exposed to, such as traditional Zulu 
cultural beliefs and Christianity. My family drew their strength from and practised both these sets of 
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beliefs. This created a lot of confusion for me. Even now, I find that we have to do both Christian and 
traditional practices. Therefore, in my teaching I should aim to encourage my learners to celebrate 
their cultural diversity and not try to fit into one cultural heritage or another. I realise the importance 
of creating a learning environment that understands and respects differences. My storywork also 
reminded me of relocating from Umlazi to Newlands West and living in a community with people who 
practised a different religion. I recalled how we watched our neighbours chant, burn incense, and light 
candles. They also fed their gods and idols. This was all new and intriguing for me, and different from 
what I knew.   

While writing the story, I realised there were differences in beliefs between what I practised at home 
and what I practised at school, especially when we moved to Newlands West. I found that I had had a 
hard time identifying with a particular religion. At home, we believed in Christianity and Zulu traditions. 
It was surprising to me to find out that my Indian neighbours also burned incense; when they burned 
incense it was about communicating with their gods and we burned incense when we called on 
ancestors. At the festival of Diwali, I recall seeing vibrant colours and lights, and I appreciated the 
sound of fireworks as well as the aroma of Indian food. At school, we celebrated Diwali—but we also 
celebrated Christmas. We would receive Christmas presents from our teachers and we would have 
Santa Claus. When I went home I would ask my parents about Santa Claus, but they did not know about 
him, which created a lot of confusion for me. I had a very hard time trying to adapt and trying to figure 
out where I belonged. 

In narrating my personal story, I relived the exciting colours, scents, and tastes of the time I spent 
playing with my childhood friends. I was inspired by Mitchell and Reid-Walsh (2002) who reminded me 
that engaging with our childhood memories can remind us as teachers about the importance of 
childhood play and engagement with children’s popular culture. As Nkopodi and Mosimege advised, 
“this enjoyment of the game can be used to enhance the learners’ interest” in the classroom (2009, p. 
389). Motivated by my storywork, I have realised that there is a culture of learning that exists outside 
the classroom. This assisted me in realising that I did not want to cultivate passive learners but, rather, 
learners who were active. I had to walk in their footsteps, reflect on my own childhood experiences, 
and question whether or not I was embracing and integrating the children’s culture. As Johanson 
(2010) pointed out, research conducted in schoolyards and playgrounds has highlighted that children 
have their own culture. She also emphasised that children have their own particular values. Based on 
this understanding, I realised I could not turn a blind eye to what drives and motivates my learners. 
Mitchell and Reid-Walsh (2002) further stressed the importance of listening to children’s voices and 
perceptions as displayed in their daily encounters and activities, their interests, and passions. I found 
it fascinating to think of children as active resources that play a pivotal role in learning and teaching.  

In reflecting critically on my story, I also recalled how women were viewed in the more traditional 
community I experienced while growing up and visiting my grandparents’ home in a rural area. In that 
community, we girls were expected to be submissive, to be nurturing, and to be subordinate. We were 
supposed to know that men were superior in their households. This reminded me of du Preez and Roux 
who cautioned, “there is a need to have dialogues on values in our different contexts as a way of 
assisting us to transcend our comfort zones” (2010, p. 24). I recognised that I needed to look 
searchingly at my own teaching to contemplate how I could find a way to help learners negotiate their 
way between traditional cultural values they are exposed to, and the human rights values that are 
enshrined in our South African constitution. 

I have learned that self-study research allows us to reevaluate our teaching and the way we address 
certain issues. Storywork as a self-study method gave me an opportunity to learn from my past 
experiences, to reflect on and inquire into myself and my practice, in order to grow and improve my 
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teaching and learning. I advise others interested in self-study research to be prepared to be criticised—
and to criticise yourself, to search beyond your own perspective, and to know that there is always 
room for improvement. 

Dialoguing  

The dialogue piece presented in this section, facilitated by Kathleen, communicates S’phiwe’s and 
Ntokozo’s reciprocal, mutually respectful learning from sharing their personal story pieces with each 
other. The short exchange draws on the narrative element of dialogue (Coulter & Smith, 2009), which 
is used in storytelling to show how characters act and develop in relation to each other. The dialogue 
is also informed by narrative thinking as a mode of thinking for qualitative research analysis (Freeman, 
2017). As Freeman explained, “the strength of narrative thinking is in its ability to make visible the 
interpretive capacities of human agents in relation to their actions, interactions, beliefs, and practices” 
(2017, p. 43).  

Kathleen: S’phiwe and Ntokozo, has your learning been developed through sharing in each other’s 
storywork? Please explain. 

S’phiwe: My ideas have been developed. From Ntokozo’s storywork, I have learned that honouring a 
diversity of learners’ cultural backgrounds in classrooms can teach learners to appreciate and to 
understand one another better, and they can draw valuable lessons from different cultural practices 
and interactions. Furthermore, her storywork confirms for me that children’s culture can be a very 
useful resource for teaching because it encompasses learners’ interests, values, and interactions that 
exist outside of the school context. Ntokozo’s storywork further enlightened me about how important 
it is for us as teachers to understand how issues of gender and power impact our classrooms and 
communities. I have also become more conscious of how teachers’ personal history storytelling could 
assist them to better understand how crucial their own cultural interactions were in shaping who they 
are, and the knowledge they gained, so that they can realise the need to allow children’s culture to 
inform their teaching. Storywork also gives the writer or storyteller a chance to find new understanding 
and meaning in some of cultural practices that were instilled during childhood so that her or his 
viewpoint on certain outdated practices can change.  

Ntokozo: From S’phiwe’s storywork, I understand that my learners are walking resources and tools for 
education; I need to constantly tap into their perspectives and reality, which can allow me to be aware 
of their culture of learning and their interests. Children come alive when learning is connected with 
what they find intriguing. When we take the time to involve our learners in our teaching we are actually 
climbing into their imaginations and their adventures. This can keep the classroom alive and interactive 
and create a learning space that is full of hope and new exciting possibilities. 

Kathleen: How and why does this matter to you as educational researchers and as teachers? 

S’phiwe: Our personal history stories show the personal and social values of research on bringing 
learners’ popular culture into teaching the prescribed curriculum. This matters to me as a teacher 
because I had not consciously incorporated learners’ cultural knowledge in my teaching in the past. 
This might assist me to get learners’ highest level of participation because it could stimulate their 
interests in the classroom given that they will be using knowledge that is original, and which gives them 
a sense of identity. This could matter to other teachers who seek not to repeat the same mistakes as 
those made by their former teachers who did not integrate cultural knowledge in their teaching. This 
could also matter to teachers because they can make use of learners’ cultural experiences to make 
their teaching and learning more meaningful and interesting to learners. Learners might feel confident 
and proud because their learning will be relevant to what they know. It is important for teachers to 
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treat each child as a unique individual and they should try to adapt to see things from learners’ 
viewpoints by learning about their cultural practices and experiences.  

Ntokozo: Through storywork, I have been able to identify parts of me I never knew existed. I have also 
discovered that learning takes place long before we are enrolled in an educational institution because 
we learn through our daily encounters, social interactions, sharing ideas, and solving mysteries. I 
understand that, in order to grow in my profession, I need to constantly revisit my childhood 
memories, and question and reflect on my teaching practices. I am pleased to say that this has allowed 
me to flourish in my teaching and learning. I have adopted a determined spirit to influence my learners 
in a positive manner through writing my own story. I find it important because storywork as a self-
study research method reveals that we do not learn individually; we also cannot isolate our past from 
our present. I understand that, through reflecting on and revisiting my childhood memories, I can 
identify my shortcomings as a teacher and possibly engage in collaborative learning, critical thinking, 
and thought-provoking tasks that inspire my colleagues and critical friends to feed our learners 
academically, emotionally, and socially. I anticipate that this will allow us to be our own authors and 
to share our stories in ways that can aid and influence the way we, and others, learn and teach. As 
teachers, we often disregard our learners’ ideas; looking at how we felt and what we experienced as 
children could possibly ignite hope and optimism in our classrooms. I want my learners to look forward 
to coming to my classroom; I want to give them and myself treasured moments in the classroom that 
develop them as resilient, passionate, and determined individuals.  

Closing 

The storywork and dialogue piece presented in this chapter illustrate how “storytelling as a research 
practice enables the researcher to engage with the stories and histories of families, communities, and 
cultures and to begin the transformative process of understanding oneself in relation” (Iseke, 2013, p. 
573). Storywork enabled S’phiwe and Ntokozo to see themselves and their learners as embedded in a 
web of personal, cultural, and social relationships that cannot be left outside the classroom. 
Composing and reflecting on their own personal history stories facilitated a growing awareness of the 
pedagogic value of seeking out learners’ cultural experiences and perspectives and integrating these, 
where appropriate, into learning and teaching. In addition, they both came to an awareness that 
storywork can open 

a space or spaces for both critical debate and reflection about the past and its impact on 
the present and the future and for imagining what a different and desirable future (or 
futures) might look like and how we might get to it. (Moletsane, 2011, p. 206) 

As Coulter and Smith emphasised,  

because of the conventions of education research, researchers tend to write as if they were 
viewing events from a great distance . . . as if to convey to the reader a sense that no 
human being had a hand in the study. (2009, p. 584)  

By contrast, the juxtaposition of S’phiwe’s and Ntokozo’s personal stories offer an encounter with the 
richness, texture, and complexity of human experiences that are unique and yet, interconnected. The 
dialogue piece conveys how although each teacher-researcher’s storywork  

is located in connection to the storytelling context . . . this seeming specificity does not 
limit the value of the research to a single location or event because the transformative 
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effect of the stories can continue with those who hear the stories and take up the 
challenges of transformation posed in the stories. (Isek, 2013, p. 573)  

For Kathleen (whose childhood experiences were, in many ways, unlike S’phiwe’s and Ntokozo’s), their 
rich personal stories illustrate how storywork can bring someone else’s experience into the reader’s or 
listener’s direct, felt experience in a way that generates empathy and insight—often with a 
transformative effect.  

As a whole, this article offers an exemplar of self-study research that has implications for a wider 
audience. Through bringing S’phiwe’s and Ntokozo’s authentic personal stories and perspectives into 
dialogue, the article portrays the power of storywork as a self-study method for transformation on 
personal and professional levels—which leads to changes in educational practice. This, in turn, 
influences learners and others within multiple spheres of interaction. Thus, education and our social 
world are ultimately changed for the better. 
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Abstract  

This article focuses on preservice teachers’ critical reflections on after-school, one-on-one 
tutoring of learners. We discuss the conceptualisation of two modules in which the 
tutoring is located. Reflective dialogue is used to capture preservice teachers’ tutoring 
experiences and perceptions. A critical theory lens is used to analyse preservice teachers’ 
reflections to distinguish between reflection that remains at a descriptive level and that 
involving more criticality and consideration of social change. We argue that the after-
school tutoring approach creates opportunities for preservice teachers to reflect on the 
practice of tutoring and creates opportunities for advancing their critical reflection on 
social change as pedagogy. Our analysis shows opportunities to critically reflect on key 
elements of pedagogy that arose within the tutoring experience, but preservice teachers 
needed support in challenging assumptions they have of learners, and what it means to 
engage them explicitly.  
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Introduction 

The quality of teacher preparation in the South African context is of ongoing concern in a climate of 
national assessments in which poor learner performance is often linked to teacher preparation. An 
important component of teacher preparation is the nature of professional experiences provided. In a 
traditional model of professional experience, the process of learning to teach can result in a 
theory/practice dichotomy in which the mastery of technical skills for teaching dominates (Zeichner, 
2010). A critique of these models of professional experience is the lack of a reflective stance that moves 
beyond the technical nature of teaching to focus on the ethical, moral, and sociocultural issues 
involved in teaching and learning in a particular social context (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999).  

In a reflective professional experience paradigm, the theory/practice divide is moderated by shifting 
towards supporting preservice teachers to critically reflect on their practices, with the aim of 
developing a deeper understanding of pedagogy and teacher–learner interaction. Le Cornu and Ewing 
(2008) argued that, in such a paradigm, preservice teachers are required to take control of their 
learning. They further argued that the development of a reflective stance requires taking risks in one’s 
practice to increase professional agency. The central research question guiding this study is: “What is 
the nature of preservice teachers’ reflections on their perceptions and experiences of tutoring learners 
in the after-school context, set within a critical theory paradigm?”  

First, we provide a discussion on the conceptual design of the tutoring approach. The Bachelor of 
Education (BEd), BEd 2 English and BEd 3 Mathematics modules have a tutoring component with a 
common goal of developing preservice teachers’ critical reflective stances on practice. Both modules 
are discussed to highlight some of the different pedagogical tutoring strategies followed while pursuing 
this goal. Secondly, we describe the first joint reflective dialogues of the BEd 2 English preservice 
teachers and BEd 3 Mathematics preservice teachers to capture their descriptions and reflections on 
their learning experiences of tutoring learners. Finally, we present an analysis of the preservice 
teachers’ learning experiences and how their reflections provide insights that might ultimately 
enhance their understanding of the broader social context in which learning takes place.  

Theoretical Background 

Critical Theory  

Critical theory is concerned with personal agency to effect change in situations that are oppressive and 
unjust. Giroux (2003) saw critical theory having a dual purpose in that it both provides a lens with 
which to analyse situations as well as a means to change them. Relevant to this study, an after-school 
tutoring programme, informed by critical theory, encourages preservice teachers to use their 
experience of tutoring learners to analyse and respond to injustices in society (Mitchell, 2008). Apple 
(1989) argued that the structure of schooling is the structure of the dominant culture, which sets up 
unequal cultural, political, and economic dynamics that influence the foundations of education. We 
concur with Apple (1989) that, unless we understand how these inequalities operate, injustices in 
society cannot be addressed. Consequently, we distinguish between critical reflection operating only 
at the level of the cognitive and that which takes into consideration the social, historical, and political 
issues that operate in conjunction with the cognitive. 

We draw on the core elements of critical theory, of which critical reflection is one, and consider the 
implications of these elements in the design of a critical pedagogy approach for our modules. If we 
want our preservice teachers to be change agents, then taking a critical stance in problematising 
existing norms in society is an important step. This is also important in the light of our personal 
experiences as lecturers, which show our preservice teachers have tended not to question the 
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assumptions, beliefs, and knowledge they have of learners and, more generally, the roles of teaching 
and schools in society. In critical theory, the assumption is that if preservice teachers are critical about 
how their own identities have been shaped by current and past sociocultural, political, and economic 
forces (Kincheloe, 2004), they develop a deeper awareness of how others’ identities are influenced by 
the dominant culture—which enhances their awareness of social justice and reciprocity.  

In critical theory literature, a particular view of identity is developed. Gutièrrez (2013, p. 10) argued 
that factors critical to identity formation are the circumstances under which identities are constructed 
and whose interests are served in these constructions. In critical theory, concepts of power and 
identity are deconstructed. The implication for a critical pedagogy is to critique power relations in the 
classroom that limit opportunities to learn—with a view to developing transformative views of 
teaching and learning that might enhance change.  

A further implication for a critical pedagogy is to recognise and legitimise the lived experiences of 
learners. Learners’ experiences were considered by Freire (1970) as cultural capital that can generate 
ideas for the teacher to support learners in solving dilemmas arising from these experiences. Freire’s 
emphasis on dialogue is considered an essential part of informal education, which is often dialogical 
(or conversational). However, Freire emphasised that such dialogue requires respect where no one 
person acts on another; rather, people work in a reciprocal manner. Changing societies includes giving 
a voice to those who may not have had one before. Freire stressed the importance of situating 
educational activity within the lived experience of participants. This, he argued, bridges the divide 
between educator and learner in a pedagogical space. And, this was our experience in the tutoring 
project discussed in this article, too. Participants in our project shared enabling conversational spaces 
that emphasised dialogue, engagement, and equality. That is why we espoused the Freirean position 
(1970) that one needs to start with the lived experiences of learners in order to create opportunities 
for them to question their experiences as they relate to and intersect with larger societal issues. 

We take the position that learners and preservice teachers should develop their voices and assume 
agency for their own lives. A number of studies (for example, Dahl, 1995; Flutter, 2007) focus on the 
important role that learners’ voices play in providing insights to improve teaching and learning. Cook-
Sather (2002) argued that, while both constructivist and critical pedagogies view learners as active in 
their own knowledge construction, the role of learner voice in critical pedagogies foregrounds the 
political nature of education. The teacher’s role is crucial in using learners’ thoughts and speech as a 
base for developing critical understanding of personal experiences as well as unequal conditions in 
society and existing knowledge.  

Critical Reflection 

Critical reflection is a theme permeating the literature on critical theory in education. A distinction is 
drawn between critical reflection as a process involving social and political analyses leading to 
transformative action, and reflection that remains at the level of thinking—undisruptive in nature 
(Fook, White, & Gardner, 2006, p. 9). Greene (1995) took a critical theory view on education which she 
described as “a mode of opening the world to critical judgements by the young and to their imaginative 
projections, and in time to their transformative actions” (p. 56). She posited critical judgement as 
providing the necessary form of thinking to develop alternative ideas that might lead to change. 
Brookfield’s (1995) characterisation of critical reflection in teaching as stance and dance saw a critical 
reflective stance as one involving inquiry and openness to further investigation, and dance depicting a 
preparedness to experiment and take risks in improving teaching. As pointed out by Weiner (2015, p. 
323), students should be encouraged to “examine axes of power and privilege across social 
boundaries”—which can only be achieved through critical reflection of the inherent social justice or 
lack thereof. In our modules, we worked with Greene’s (1995) and Brookfield’s (1995) notion of critical 
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reflection as questioning the decisions made in one’s practice, both on an individual level and in 
dialogue with others.  

Research Context 

An English and a mathematics module, both underpinned by critical theory, provide the context for 
our research. Preservice teachers enrolled for these modules were asked to consider their own 
socialisation when entering school communities in which they would tutor learners. Although the 
preservice teachers were informed that the school communities were poor in an economic sense, we 
avoided a deficit perspective of these communities. Rather, the preservice teachers were encouraged 
to respect the knowledge and practices of the learners they met as assets to inform their teaching and 
reflection on the learners’ actions (Gutièrrez, Morales, & Martinez, 2009).  

Most preservice teachers in the modules were classified as white, and attended schools that were 
demarcated for white learners before the transition to democratic rule in 1994. Tutoring learners in 
poor socioeconomic communities is often a first-time experience for preservice teachers who 
completed their own schooling and subsequent practice teaching in relatively advantaged rural towns 
or urban middle-class contexts. Thus, the tutoring experience for these preservice teachers was a 
border-crossing (Giroux, 2005) experience—not only in terms of the move between the university and 
school contexts but also in terms of the sociocultural border crossing that relates to different home 
and broader community experiences of the preservice teachers and learners.  

The learners to be tutored were identified by their schools as top achievers in mathematics and English. 
These learners could therefore present a challenge to preservice teachers’ thinking skills, content 
knowledge, and pedagogical content knowledge. The learners received one-on-one tutoring even 
though preservice teachers tutored two to three learners at a time. Learners attended a one-hour 
tutoring session each week, alternating between mathematics and English, and attending 20 sessions 
over the course of the school year. In the next section, we describe the way in which critical theory 
informed the design of the modules. 

Ethical considerations were approached from four perspectives, namely, the topic, the participants, 
the data analysis, and the institutions. We argued that not presenting learners from marginalised 
communities with dedicated tutoring in two key subjects (mathematics and English) to be unethical 
given that our university has the mission and capacity to do so. It would also be unethical to have 
preservice teachers from advantaged communities do the tutoring without appropriate preparation. 

The project was conceived and discussed within the university, with preservice teachers, and with the 
schools to find consensus compliant with the mission of the schools and aligned with the curriculum 
and ethical practices of intervention programmes at the schools. Information sharing discussions were 
held with preservice teachers who had accepted the invitation to join the programme, the school 
management, and involved subject teachers as well as the parents. The learners identified by the 
school were also briefed about the programme. Informed consent was obtained from all the 
participants in writing. Participants were assured that data generated would be used for research 
purposes only, and that their identities would be protected. They were informed that they were free 
to withdraw from the research at any stage in the process for whatever reason, without any 
consequences. Member checking and cross checking between coders were utilised during the coding 
process. Finally, due process was followed, both in the instance of the university and the Western Cape 
Department of Education. Both institutions certified ethical clearance for the project.  
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English Tutoring 

These sessions aimed to enhance the English proficiency and teaching skills of the preservice teachers 
and the English proficiency of learners. Our approach focused on enhancing communication through 
conversational tutoring sessions and games. After each session, the preservice teachers wrote 
reflections on their expectations of the session—what they had planned would happen, and what 
happened in reality. They were required to compile a portfolio of evidence that included a description 
of each session, their reflections, and a final report. The preservice teachers were new to teaching and 
their early reflections were often very descriptive. However, during class discussions, they were 
prompted towards deeper consideration of why realities differed from plans and how they might turn 
unforeseen situations into beneficial ones. Thus, a dialogue emerged, focussing on deepening 
understanding of the factors making a difference to learning through transformative tutoring practices. 
The lecturer attempted to focus discussions on building social capital through conversational dialogue 
between the preservice teachers and learners. The idea was to generate a stronger voice for the 
learners, facilitating the development of a consciousness that Taylor (1993) posited could transform 
reality for preservice teachers, learners, the lecturer, and even the wider community. Preservice 
teachers were encouraged to value the power of simply being in conversation with others, instead of 
merely focussing on teaching new content.  

Mathematics Tutoring 

The aim of the mathematics tutoring sessions was for preservice teachers to learn about their learners’ 
participation in mathematics. The preservice teachers therefore enquired about their learners’ 
experiences of learning mathematics in class and out of class during the tutoring sessions. According 
to our theoretical lens, would provide insight into learners’ sociocultural capital for learning (Freire, 
1970), and provide the preservice teachers with insight into the way the culture of learning in the 
school was instrumental in the development of the learners’ identities in mathematics. It was 
emphasised that a learner’s identity is not static (Gutièrrez, 2013), and that preservice teachers have 
the potential to create learning opportunities that shift identity. At the same time, preservice teachers 
were required to reflect on the development of their own identities as learners.  

Learners were required to bring their books and any assessments, reflecting errors they had previously 
made, to tutoring sessions so that they could explain their reasoning to the preservice teachers. The 
importance of providing learners with opportunities to explain errors was intended to develop 
learners’ voices and ownership of their reasoning as they tried to make sense of the problems they 
had to solve. The responsibility to learn was thus intended to be shifted to the learners, thereby 
developing their sense of agency by showing that the preservice teachers gave learner reasoning 
legitimacy. The context of error analysis was not viewed from a deficit perspective but created a shared 
learning opportunity for the learners and the preservice teachers. Preservice teachers were required 
to do an in-depth analysis of the content of the mathematics in which learners’ errors were embedded. 
More importantly, they were required to analyse the reasoning behind learners’ errors and provide 
opportunities to explore how their experiences of learning about the mathematical concepts 
contributed to their thinking. The aim of such pedagogical moves was to explore learners’ insights into 
power relations in their classrooms, and to provide preservice teachers with opportunities to analyse 
the nature of teacher–learner relations. As for the English sessions, preservice teachers were required 
to keep a reflective journal on each of the tutoring sessions. Reflection on learners’ lived experiences 
was divided into three themes: learners’ mathematical identities, learners’ participation in class, and 
learners’ experiences in their homes and broader community.  
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Research Design and Method 

The research design used was narrative inquiry in a collaborative setting, using reflective dialogue to 
gain deeper understanding of the experiences of the preservice teachers. Experiences of tutoring 
learners over a period of 10 months were narrated via focus groups where personal experiences 
became a source of reflection and inquiry for the preservice teacher community. In this sense, 
narrative was both a phenomenon (stories as told by the preservice teachers) as well as a method of 
inquiry used by the researchers. The narratives captured and analysed in this paper emerged from one-
hour focus group sessions, and do not include the ongoing reflections of the preservice teachers 
captured in their journals or those generated in professional learning communities established later 
within modules. The data used thus result from the first focus groups in which preservice teachers 
from both the English and the mathematics modules participated in the after-school tutoring. 

The preservice teachers from both modules were invited to participate in a reflective dialogue session. 
Six mathematics preservice teachers (from the group of 25) and eight English preservice teachers (from 
the group of 25) volunteered to participate in the reflective dialogue—which allowed two focus groups 
to be formed. The facilitation of the dialogue in one group was done by the lecturer of the English 
module; this dialogue was audio recorded. The facilitation of the second dialogue was done by a 
lecturer involved in the general research of the modules; this dialogue was video recorded. Both 
groups consisted of preservice teachers from the English (BEd 2) and mathematics (BEd 3) modules.  

Although reflective dialogue sessions were informal, conversational, and open-ended, both facilitators 
used the following questions to stimulate discussion:  

 How did you experience the after-school tutoring?  

 How did your learners engage with the learning material during the sessions?  

 What have you learned from this experience about yourself, and about your             
learners? 

 What were your challenges during the tutoring?  

 What suggestions do you have to improve future after-school tutoring?  

Preservice teachers were given an opportunity to discuss the questions, and to reflect on their 
experiences, before probing more deeply on their engagement with learners. The audio-recorded 
dialogue was transcribed, each transcript coded separately by each of the authors and then compared 
to reach consensus on the specific issues we wanted to identify: preservice teachers’ critical reflections 
on personal agency; issues of social justice, power and identity; and to what extent preservice teachers 
were able to reflect on their own identities and could perceive themselves as potential change agents. 
Thus, to a certain extent, coding was carried out on an a priori basis in terms of our theoretical 
foundations, although we kept an open mind as to what else might emerge that was of interest and 
relevance during the coding process. 

At initial coding, we each read through the transcripts to familiarise ourselves with preservice teachers’ 
opinions after which, we carried out line-by-line coding where we examined the data more closely. 
Transcripts of both group interviews were organised on an Excel spreadsheet where common themes 
were highlighted and identified using inductive coding to break the text into the smallest units possible 
to make sense of the data (Christians & Carey, 1989). We organised concepts in our data into categories 
before structuring the analysis and interpretation.   
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Although the data were centred around the specific questions asked, responses were grouped around 
two major themes emerging from the data: “Preservice teachers’ reflections on challenges in engaging 
learners” and “Preservice teachers’ reflections on learners’ engagement in the tutoring.” Table 1 below 
describes the dominant themes and subthemes identified from this coding process. 

Table 1: Themes and Subthemes Identified From Transcripts of Preservice Teachers’ Reflections 

Theme 1: Preservice teachers’ reflections on 
challenges in engaging learners 
 

Theme 2: Preservice teachers’ reflections on learners’ 
engagement in the tutoring 
 

Subtheme  
Building relationships with learners 
 

Subtheme 
Learners attitudes towards the tutoring 
 

Subtheme 
Dealing with diversity and uncertainty 
 

Subtheme 
Shifts in learner engagement 
 

Subtheme 
Questioning opportunities to learn 
 

Subtheme 
Move to learner-centred rather than curriculum-driven 
learning 

 

Findings 

In the following sections, we detail findings highlighting instances of critical reflection, explaining what 
these may have meant for the preservice teachers involved in this after-school tutoring, and based on 
our interpretation of critical theory. The organisation follows the order of Table 1 beginning with the 
subthemes of Theme 1. 

Theme 1: Preservice Teachers’ Reflections on Challenges in Engaging Learners 

Building relationships with learners. 

Preservice teachers all described their first encounters with learners as being exceptionally challenging 
because they found initial communication difficult. Learners were reluctant to speak and did not 
elaborate when asked questions. One mathematics (M) preservice teacher’s response captures this 
challenge: 

Carl (M): The first three tutoring sessions were incredibly difficult because . . . the children 
do not know you. I discovered, you must pull everything out of them. If you ask them a 
question, it’s just a quick answer. They do not feel comfortable to open up to you yet. 

Most preservice teachers reasoned learners were introverted and shy. They noted learners chatted to 
each other when they left the tutoring room but, as soon as they reentered, they were shy again. An 
English (E) preservice teacher noted a difference in the way in which the learners communicated with 
each other during the tutor sessions and when with their friends, and reflected on this: 

Tracy (E): I also discovered that when you work with them in the class, then they are very 
respectful and they work together nicely and they are very well-mannered. But when they 
leave the class and when they are with each other, it is like they change a bit. . . . I will not 
say that they are ill-mannered but they are different when they are with a group of friends 
. . . they use a lot more slang in their groups outside but with me—not sure how to describe 
this—their language is more prim and proper. 

Facilitator: How would you explain this? 
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Tracy (E): I am not sure. It is like she said, we were told that they come from poor 
communities. It is like we set a standard for them. They come from poorer communities. 
But they are very respectful. 

One preservice teacher suggested consideration of the importance of understanding the learners’ 
home environments in building relationships of trust that could allow learners to talk about their 
experiences of learning mathematics in their classrooms. 

Mandy (M): It is important that we understand the home situations of the learners and to 
understand what they have available to them. Because, I think that if a learner is able to 
talk to you about his home situation then he will most likely be more comfortable to talk 
about his experiences with his mathematics in the classroom. . . . say, “The teacher does 
not help me with this.” 

The importance of building relationships of trust with the learners emerged as critical for developing 
generative relationships. The preservice teachers reflected on some of the strategies they embarked 
on to encourage learners to speak. One of the English preservice teachers shared the importance of 
creating a relaxed and fun environment using games—which showed that if the learning environment 
is one in which learners are motivated, they do open up. A mathematics preservice teacher reported 
on the use of games that supported learners’ mental calculations, which learners found fun and which, 
consequently, resulted in more meaningful interaction. 

Dealing with diversity and uncertainty. 

Learners chosen for the tutoring represented the top performers in English and mathematics but, in 
many cases, a learner who was good in one subject was not necessarily good in the other, which 
presented preservice teachers with the challenge of handling differentiation. In addition, preservice 
teachers noted that learners have different personalities that needed to be considered when working 
with pairs or groups. For example, an English preservice teacher observed that one of his two learners 
responded much faster, and that this led to the other beginning to feel inadequate. In an intimate 
tutoring setup involving two learners of slightly different abilities but with quite different personalities, 
this preservice teacher had to carefully manage social interactions between the learners so that a 
positive environment for learning was created. This linked to our interpretation of critical pedagogy to 
recognise and legitimise the lived experiences of learners. 

For most preservice teachers, the tutoring of learners on a one-to-one basis was a new experience that 
gave rise to feelings of anxiety and uncertainty about how to apply theory met in lectures: 

Carl (M): In the beginning, I was uncertain as you did not know what to expect, you were 
thrown into the deep end. You have not tutored before and have not worked with learners 
in this way—now we must analyse their errors and know how to support them. . . . But as 
time progressed we began to know how to deal with this . . . we learnt about the gaps and 
what we have to work at. 

The mathematics preservice teachers (BEd 3) had been taken through a process of how to analyse 
learners’ errors during their second-year lectures, but did not have experience in working with learners 
in this way during their traditional practice teaching. And, the limited practice teaching experience of 
English BEd 2 preservice teachers was an underlying reason for their anxiety and fear of how to engage 
their learners:  
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Denise (E): In the English . . . before we went, we were anxious about what we must do [at 
the tutoring sessions]. We had no idea. We only had one month of teaching practice—our 
only experience. 

An English preservice teacher acknowledged that they were well supported during lectures with how 
to engage learners with reading in a tutoring session. Preservice teachers from both disciplines noted 
that in a tutoring space one has to be prepared to deal with learners’ difficulties that one did not plan 
for, and that “having to think on your feet” was a challenge but also a positive learning experience. 
While these learning experiences at first created anxiety for the preservice teachers, on reflection they 
found that they learned more than in traditional teaching practice where opportunity for this form of 
intense engagement with learners was limited: 

Charlotte (E): When we started, we did not have that self-confidence. We even doubted 
our knowledge . . . but as time progressed you realised you have knowledge . . . they enjoy 
it and can learn from you . . . and this builds your self-confidence. 

Tracy (E): We were told in lectures that things will not always go as planned in the 
classroom. So we planned for the tutor session but, due to time limitations, we needed to 
adapt. And sometimes a learner posed a question based on work the learner does not 
understand and you had to deal with it even though it was not part of your planned lesson 
and you had to think about how to handle the situation.  

Charlotte’s and Tracey’s narratives capture what many preservice teachers agreed on, namely, that 
their self-confidence grew through a journey of doubt, taking risks, and realising that one has the 
knowledge and the ability to recognise growth points in that knowledge. 

Questioning opportunities to learn. 

Many preservice teachers described opportunities to learn about learners and teaching through their 
tutoring experiences. One preservice teacher’s narrative reflects a perception that opportunity to learn 
about practice may be less when working with so-called “clever” learners: 

Beth (M): I would prefer not to work with clever learners . . . if we work with more average 
learners it will help us more . . . we will really learn and it will help us in our practice. 

In the focus group discussions, this view was challenged immediately by another preservice teacher 
based, on her classroom observation: 

Jessica (E): I will say that we must take clever children because I was at a school—a Grade 
4 class—there were learners who could barely read and the teacher had to spend so much 
time with them that the clever children were neglected . . . and those learners are aware 
of it . . . and that was bad . . . so I will say we must work with the clever learners. 

A third preservice teacher reflected on the challenge of working with strong learners, supporting Beth’s 
idea that one cannot learn as much about teaching when engaging only strong learners: 

Vanessa (M): I gave my learners the set of questions that were recommended as 
challenges and within half an hour the learners were done and then I worked through their 
test problems and then I did not know what to do with them. 
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These observations raise questions about the status of preservice teachers’ content knowledge and 
pedagogical flexibility in being able to rise to the challenge of teaching strong learners, whom they 
may not have encountered often in previous school practices. These experiences encouraged 
preservice teachers to critically analyse diversity and some of the injustices learners may have 
previously encountered, limiting their opportunities to excel (Mitchell, 2008) 

Theme 2: Preservice Teachers’ Reflections on Learners’ Engagement in the Tutoring 

Narratives on learners’ engagement in the tutoring sessions reflected three broad subthemes: 
learners’ attitude towards the tutoring, shifts in learners’ engagement in tutoring, and how best to 
engage learners in acquiring knowledge. 

Learners’ attitudes towards the tutoring. 

There was a general perception among preservice teachers (based largely on their own experiences as 
learners) that it must be extremely taxing for learners to attend tutoring almost immediately after a 
whole day in class. The perceived negative attitude of learners towards tutoring, based on absence 
from sessions that were close to holiday periods, was ascribed to the learners being tired. On the 
whole, there was a perception that learners enjoyed the tutoring sessions because they were receiving 
special attention and were aware their classmates also wanted to be a part of tutoring and to learn 
from them. One mathematics preservice teacher pointed out that learners felt tutoring to be a safe 
space to ask questions because they were afraid to ask questions in class for fear of being ridiculed by 
friends. The notion of the tutoring being a safe space to talk about one’s challenges was also raised by 
an English preservice teacher. We infer from these reflections that, when learning spaces become safe 
spaces for talking about challenges, this can influence attitudes to learning. 

Shifts in learner engagement. 

Many preservice teachers accounted for shifts in learners’ engagement in terms of feeling more 
comfortable. A preservice teacher reflected on how one of her learners, a quiet boy who barely spoke 
at the beginning of tutoring, later displayed the confidence to speak to her in a challenging yet 
respectful way:  

Denise (E): I think that a highlight for me was when we were there last Wednesday. . . . we 
played picturenette after we completed handling tenses. The learner really enjoys drawing 
and I complimented him before on his drawing. When he got his card, he said to me “I am 
now going to show Miss”—in other words, saying he is going to beat me in this. And while 
he was drawing I thought to myself, for a child to speak to you like that, you must have 
made a breakthrough. You are still his teacher and he has that respect . . . but he is much 
more comfortable now. 

We infer that this involved transcending normal perceptions of power relations that might have existed 
for this learner. Many reflections only foregrounded the importance of shifts in learners’ content 
knowledge of the subject. In some reflections, it was suggested that tutoring learners who were gifted 
and who were already scoring 80% on tests, was not going to make much of a difference to their test 
scores. One preservice teacher made an insightful contribution about assumptions held about test 
scores and how we might view education: 

Charlotte (E): When I arrived there . . . we were supposed to work with the top learners, 
but my learner could not speak English. They are now doing well on the English tests but 
then again, we do not know on what standard these tests are. But they were shy to speak 
in English and would not respond in English when we spoke . . . they responded in 
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Afrikaans. Then after a few sessions, I let them read books. Then the one girl asked if she 
could tell the other girl what happened in the book. I asked whether she was going to tell 
her in Afrikaans and she replied, no she was going to do it in English. And then the other 
girl also told hers in English . . . they just developed this self-confidence . . . that they can 
and that it is fine to make a mistake. 

Move to learner-centred rather than curriculum-driven learning. 

Preservice teachers’ reflections included perceptions on how knowledge is acquired. The emphasis on 
complete understanding of a concept explains choices to focus on one concept for a lengthy period of 
time. Narratives reflected what was concentrated on in the tutoring sessions: 

Denise (E): I noticed that both my learners struggled with tenses and I have been busy with 
this from the beginning of the year until now. 

Mandy (M): You cannot assume after a week they will understand. . . . You have to give 
them tests and exercises over and over to ensure that they understand and are now ok. I 
know that the CAPS documents does not allow for so much time to just focus on one topic 
. . . but to make it worthwhile you will make time. 

Carl (M): Work with them on their level and do not move too fast . . . do the basics first 
before moving over. 

These reflections indicate support for the notion that it is important to understand the basics and, 
through consolidation, to develop concepts. However, no fuller explanation of what was meant by a 
basic understanding was provided that demonstrated a more sophisticated appreciation of the nature 
of conceptual development.  

Discussion  

The literature on teachers’ reflections on practice identifies that these often remain at the level of 
simple descriptions of experience rather than involving elaboration, and providing reasons for 
experiences. Descriptive reflection does not involve the critical elements described in the theory 
section of this paper. These include processes of deconstruction, questioning of underlying 
assumptions, and reconstruction—all of which can open up inquiry and exploration of alternative 
views or practice that could change and improve a teaching situation, and change social justice praxis 
(Fook, 2002). We categorised preservice teachers’ reflections to determine the nature of critical 
reflection on their tutoring experiences, using the following dimensions and subdimensions drawn 
from our reading of critical theory (Table 2). 

Table 2: Dimensions of Reflection 

Dimension Subdimension 

Descriptive reflection Description of situation 
 

Description with elaboration (providing reasons) 

Critical reflection Deconstruction:  
Questioning assumptions about the self or social context identified 

Reconstruction: 
Inquiry and further investigation of a particular situation 
Consideration of alternative views  
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Our analysis of the preservice teachers’ reflections indicates that narratives from dialogues of 
experiences show some degree of elaboration to search for explanations. Preservice teachers 
produced counter-narratives contesting different perceptions of their experiences of teaching and 
learning. Counter-narratives on the benefits or restrictions of working with strong learners in after-
school tutoring were presented, and allowed opportunities to explore how social interactions 
observed in classrooms might be linked to preconceived notions about learning from and with others 
of diverse abilities.  

The marginalisation, for example, of strong learners, in the sense that teachers often focus on weaker 
learners, required a deeper analysis of how forms of marginalisation in classrooms limit opportunities 
to learn. As seen in the findings, one preservice teacher felt these learners were often neglected by 
teachers because they had to deal with the majority of learners who were not as accomplished in the 
subject. The tutoring intervention provided opportunities to critically acknowledge this and to address 
the individuality of learners by giving them extra attention. The finding that some preservice teachers 
were unsure how to provide for stronger learners speaks to their own agency as learners and 
teachers—resulting in an apparent lack of confidence.  

At times, there emerged a level of critical reflection that questioned assumptions about learners’ 
attitudes towards tutoring sessions:  

Charlotte (E): Learners are keen to learn and are eager for attention. It seems they do not 
feel appreciated in their own classrooms . . . however, I thought they would question me 
more. 

In this case, Charlotte’s deconstruction of self represents a significant move towards a higher level of 
criticality.  

Not all critical reflection involved the questioning of such assumptions; some involved a critical view 
on matters such as creating a safe space for learners, as referred to earlier. Two preservice teachers 
used this idea of different learning spaces to take a critical view of the curriculum: 

Tracy (E): The prescriptive nature of CAPS does not always allow for thorough 
consolidation of concepts, but I feel the teacher has to find time to address concepts that 
are not clear. 

Mandy (M): My learner did not understand the concept in class, but there was no time for 
her to ask the teacher. . . . I do not see how the teacher can continue if not even the bright 
learners have grasped the concept.  

To a certain extent, we think this shows preservice teachers’ ability to reflect on the socioeducational 
and political power inherent in any teaching and learning context, and  which the learners experienced 
firsthand. Similar to the ideas of Freire (1970) on conscientisation and learning, preservice teachers 
intuitively became aware of the inherent power relation between knowledge and learning. Preservice 
teachers’ recognition of the time it takes to engage learners with their reasoning is a significant 
reflection from the perspective of a critical pedagogy that values learners having potential to take up 
the challenge of correcting flawed reasoning. These examples illustrate how key ideas in critical theory 
(such as questioning the role of curriculum in limiting opportunities for deep engagement with 
learners’ thinking) emerged. The preservice teachers were confronted with the dichotomy of 
practicality of time versus the idealism of quality teaching and learning—and had to rethink their own 
assumptions and ideology of teaching critically.  
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In the following subsections, we present two assumptions made by preservice teachers and discuss 
the opportunities that arose to deconstruct them: firstly, an assumption about the way in which 
learners responded to questions in the tutoring space and secondly, the preservice teachers’ 
assumptions about the kinds of learning experiences that learners would value in a tutoring space. 
These examples present the opportunities for advancing critical reflection that emerged. 

Learners are Introverted and Shy 

Preservice teachers, when reflecting on their challenges in building relationships with their learners, 
understood learners’ brief responses to questions as their being introverted and shy or not being 
comfortable with them. However, emerging in the preservice teachers’ narratives were several 
episodes that point to opportunities for the preservice teachers to question these assumptions. 

The idea that learners’ lacked self-confidence to read in English was suggested and yet no connection 
was made between being shy and lacking self-confidence, nor questions about the underlying reason 
for this lack of self-confidence. Further inquiry into being shy and lacking self-confidence could have 
been explored in a context in which the tutoring space was regarded as a safer space than the 
classroom to ask questions or speak. An opportunity for critical inquiry into connections between 
different categorisations of learners’ dispositions and learning identities and how these were shaped 
by the social and cultural practices in their classroom, or even in their broader communities, was 
created but not explored.  

The preservice teachers’ narratives presented reflections on learners’ attitudes to their tutoring as 
being influenced by “feeling special” and “knowing that their friends now wanted to learn from them.” 
Raising questions about when a person is valued as having knowledge, and how this could influence 
how one’s self-confidence and participation in a learning space is influenced, was another opportunity 
to deconstruct perceptions of learners being shy and introverted, and assumptions on the reasons for 
this disposition in a tutoring learning space. However, none of the preservice teachers in this reflective 
dialogue spontaneously reflected critically on her or his own learning experiences to question their 
assumptions of learners’ dispositions. 

While many of the preservice teachers’ reflections noted the importance of gaining insight into 
learners’ participation in their classrooms, and into their home environments (in other words, further 
investigation about their learning experiences), this did not prompt them to explore alternative views 
on their perspectives of learners’ dispositions. It can be deduced that the aspects of deconstructing 
the normal power learning relationships embedded in whole class teaching did not completely 
disappear in the tutoring context. It could be because this was a new experience for both the preservice 
teachers and learners, and that they needed more time to adjust to the new context. However, what 
is important is that the preservice teachers were able to critically reflect on this and attempt to 
overcome the lack of communication.  

Keep Them at Their Level and Practise—Practise Before Moving  

A concern with ensuring that learners are provided with the basic knowledge in mathematics and 
English was noted in some reflections. Coupled with this concern was a strong emphasis on learners 
being provided with ongoing practice on the same basic knowledge. While it is important to 
understand the nature of conceptual progression, preservice teachers did not question their 
assumptions about these aspects in a tutoring space.  
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The perception of the preservice teachers was that the tutoring space was where complete 
understanding of a particular concept or set of concepts had to be guaranteed. Both English and 
mathematics preservice teachers spent extensive periods on the same topic or concepts without any 
reflection on how such an approach influenced learning, or how this shaped learners’ belief in their 
capabilities when confronted with a new challenge. They were not able to identify and critically reflect 
on the affected learning efficacy they were able to instigate. Consequently, their own relationships 
with knowledge and power were not critically examined in any depth.  

The tutoring space could act as a space for experimentation and risk taking but was not imagined as 
such. The assumptions about this space as one where knowledge is mastered in linear ways may be 
linked to preservice teachers’ own experiences of being tutored, and these views of knowledge 
construction remained unchallenged. Learners’ efficacy is affected by the learner–teacher relationship 
and the potential for this being enhanced was not really appreciated by these preservice teachers.  

Conclusion 

In our theoretical framing of this paper, we used critical theory to design modules with the overarching 
goal to challenge our preservice teachers’ often oppressed consciousness, the Freirean concept of not 
recognising the important role and responsibility for transforming the world (in this case, the 
educational experiences of preservice teachers themselves and their learners in the tutoring space). 
Preservice teachers’ reflections on tutoring experiences in our service learning approach brought to 
the fore opportunities to view education as not merely an engagement with concepts but an 
appreciation of the importance of understanding what it means to engage in dialogue in a learning 
process with others. As pointed out by Freire (1970), this created a powerful conversational space for 
the preservice teachers to engage with their learners, and also with their lecturer and fellow students.  

Our preservice teachers’ reflections on their tutoring experiences afforded them opportunities to 
confront challenges not necessarily experienced in traditional teaching practice. Their narratives 
reflected challenges of transitioning between contexts for both themselves and learners they tutored. 
For the learners, the contexts would be learning in a whole class context and the transition to one-to-
one learning. Meaney and Lange (2013) argued that when learners transition between two contexts, 
the degree of adjustment required depends on the differences between the contexts. For the 
preservice teachers, the transition would be teaching in different contexts and working with learners 
from different backgrounds to their own. Preservice teachers’ reflections moved to considerations of 
how to improve their understanding of their learners’ experiences in other contexts such as out-of-
school experiences in their communities. However, our preservice teachers did not make explicit what 
tutoring practices would facilitate this transition, and why a particular form of facilitation was 
necessary. An inquiry into how the cultural practices of the classroom impact on learners’ disposition 
did not emerge in a critical reflective sense. The preservice teachers did not challenge forms of practice 
in classrooms that limited learners’ confidence to take risks, nor did they discuss their thinking. In one 
of the narratives, the mere acknowledgement of power relations in a tutoring space was noted, and a 
shift in learner participation was seen as a significant increase in confidence within such a power 
relation. An inquiry into the nature of teacher–learner power relations in the class was not raised with 
specific intention to question how learning is influenced by these relations, and how these power 
relations can be changed. The after-school tutoring created opportunities for critical reflection to take 
place but these opportunities, while being a necessary prerequisite for critical reflection, do not 
guarantee that critical reflection will take place. 

The challenge presented by our practice is to consider how to improve opportunities to engage 
preservice teachers with their own meanings of experiences, and to examine their assumptions. We 
need to create reflective spaces (individual and collaborative) in which we explicitly ask preservice 
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teachers to identify the assumptions that they make. This pedagogical move is necessary to challenge 
them to address oppressive practices in teaching and to engage with the sociopolitical context within 
which teaching and learning take place.  
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Abstract 

This article is the outcome of a classroom-based study that explored whether body 
mapping, used in a workshop, facilitated a critical analysis of HIV and AIDS amongst a 
group of trainee psychologists, and orientated them towards addressing some of the 
factors that drive the epidemic. The article outlines the body mapping exercise and 
describes how it fits into a broader HIV and AIDS workshop informed by a social justice 
approach. Key pedagogical insights that emerged about running the body mapping 
exercise and the workshop as a whole are discussed. The central finding of the study is 
that body mapping, integrated into a wider social justice workshop, is a useful pedagogical 
tool that facilitates a critical analysis and orientates students towards addressing HIV and 
AIDS through their professional practices. However, if this teaching method is to 
contribute to the kinds of substantial social and systemic change needed to address many 
of the social issues that drive the epidemic, it needs to be complemented with wider 
changes in the way in which psychologists are trained.  

Keywords: body mapping, HIV and AIDS, critical pedagogy, social justice education, classroom-based 
 study  

Copyright: © 2019 Frizelle 
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: Frizelle, K. (2019). Body Mapping as a Critical Pedagogical Tool: 

Orientating Trainee Psychologists Towards Addressing HIV and AIDS. Educational Research for 
Social Change, 8(2), 45-60. http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2019/v8i2a4     

Introduction  

In South Africa, as in many parts of the world, there is growing pressure on higher education to produce 
students who are able to meet the economic demands of the country. Waghid (2007) argued that 
higher education runs the risk of disregarding important political and social issues that should be its 
concern, and he argued that a critical university pedagogy is needed. Common to many variations of 
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critical pedagogy is, firstly, a belief in education as a “moral and political practice” and, secondly, a 
belief that education should contribute towards building a substantive democracy (Giroux & Giroux, 
2006, p. 21). In South Africa, where the curriculum of higher education has historically (re)produced 
“deference, chauvinism, xenophobia and other illiberal and undemocratic processes” (Waghid, 2004, 
p. 283), critical pedagogy is particularly important. Giroux (2001, p. 201) argued for a “citizen 
education” that cultivates “civic courage,” that is, insight into, and the motivation to challenge, wider 
social forces that constrain democracy.  

I am an educator working in an institute of higher education in the discipline of psychology. For more 
than 10 years, I have been addressing the social issue of HIV and AIDS through my educational 
practices. Willan (2000) argued that HIV and AIDS is a social issue that has the potential to undermine 
the democratic project of South Africa. While significant improvements in treatment mean that the 
number of people in South Africa living with HIV and AIDS has increased, HIV incidence is still relatively 
high. In 2017, there were 88,000 new infections in the 15–24-years age category (Human Sciences 
Research Council, HSRC, 2018). The ongoing gender disparity in these new infections is worrying with 
22,000 in males, and an alarming 66,000 in females. Similarly, in 2012, in the 20–34-years age category, 
the highest number of infections was in black African women. In terms of location, people living in 
urban informal settlements had the highest incidence rates (Shisana et al., 2014). In the words of Fassin 
(2003), these statistics illustrate that HIV and AIDS in South Africa is largely the “embodiment of 
inequality” (p. 54). HIV and AIDS “is a social condition” where a number of social factors (like gender, 
race, and class) lead to a disparity in the risk of infection, in access to treatment, and in the ability to 
confront the epidemic (Fassin, 2003, p. 55).  

Early in the HIV and AIDS epidemic, research and interventions were largely focused on analysing and 
changing thinking. Researchers, for example, relied on measures of individual knowledge, perceptions, 
and behaviour to try and explain HIV transmission. This meant that the contexts in which knowledge 
was received, and sexuality was negotiated, were consistently overlooked (MacPhail & Campbell, 
2001). HIV and AIDS were considered to be the outcome of risky individual behaviour, and this view 
was embedded in many of the interventions developed to address the rapidly growing epidemic. In 
1998, for example, as a trainee psychologist, I was trained to instruct HIV and AIDS counsellors on how 
to conduct pre- and post-HIV test counselling. We counsellors were trained in behavioural and 
cognitive methods to change our clients’ thoughts—with the expectation that this would, in turn, 
change their behaviour. What was missing was recognition of the ways in which, for example, class 
and gender mediated our clients’ negotiation of their sexuality. Shortly after entering academia, I 
volunteered to train trainee psychologists in pre- and post-HIV test counselling. However, my reading 
of critical psychology, particularly critical health psychology, forced to me to reconsider what I was 
teaching. Critical health psychology challenges mainstream psychology’s tendency to see health as the 
outcome of individual lifestyle choices. A mainstream perspective leads to victim blaming where 
people who, for example, are HIV positive, are seen as responsible for their status (Murray, Nelson, 
Poland, Maticke-Tyndale, & Ferris, 2004). A critical approach adopts an ecological perspective that 
recognises the impact of power and social contexts on health (Murray et al., 2004). Having also become 
increasingly familiar with the ideas of critical pedagogy and, in particular, Freire’s (1970/1996) 
emphasis on a dialogical teaching approach and the development of critical thinking, I realised I also 
needed to rethink how I was teaching. Informed by these insights, I started to contemplate how I could 
engage students in a more dialogical, critical analysis of the institutional, social, and individual factors 
that create the oppressive contexts that constrain how people experience HIV and AIDS (Hackman, 
2005). Giroux (2001, pp. 203–204) emphasised that while critical pedagogy should enable students to 
gain insight into the “structural and ideological forces that influence and restrict their lives,” this 
analysis should not lead to despair and the “inability to dream, imagine or think about a better world”; 
he argued that critical pedagogy should be “infused with a passion and optimism that speaks to 
possibilities.” It was, therefore, important to create opportunities for students to consider how they 
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could, through their future professional practices, address some of the factors they identified during 
their analysis.  

I had recently read about a colleague who used a participatory educational technique called body 
mapping to encourage critical reflection amongst her media students (Mpofana, 2013). I was not 
entirely unfamiliar with the technique because I had previously been introduced to it through a book 
called Long Life: Positive HIV Stories (Morgan & The Bambanani Women’s Group, 2003). This book 
provided an account of how body mapping was used to visually represent the lived experiences of a 
group of HIV positive women. Briefly, the exercise involves providing each student with a piece of life-
size paper on which they trace the outline of their bodies. Using paints and crayons or pastels, the 
students respond to a series of reflective questions by drawing and writing onto their traced bodies. 
Brett-MacLean (2009) argued that body mapping “offers both a metaphor and means of recognizing 
the fluid tracings of the personal, social, geographical and emotional experience” (p. 740). MacGregor 
(2009) similarly argued that body mapping creates an awareness of the social context of HIV and AIDS; 
she saw it as “tracing the personal and political dimensions of HIV/AIDS” (p. 85). I wondered whether 
a body mapping exercise would assist my students in better understanding how wider social and 
political processes impact on how HIV and AIDS is experienced. In this article, I report on the findings 
of a classroom-based study in which I formally explore the pedagogical value of using body mapping 
as a teaching method as part of a wider HIV and AIDS workshop informed by a social justice approach.  

The remainder of this article is composed of two parts. In the first, l outline the theoretical framework 
of the intervention and how it informed the design of the HIV and AIDS workshop, and then I describe 
the body mapping exercise in detail and explain how it fitted into the HIV and AIDS workshop as a 
whole. The second part of the paper focuses on the methodology of the study, outlines its research 
questions, and presents the findings of an analysis of reflection papers written by the students at the 
culmination of the workshop.  

Critical Pedagogy and Social Justice Education: Theory and Approach 

Henry Giroux (2001) contended that critical pedagogy is built on the critical theories of the Frankfurt 
School, citing the various works of theorists including Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse. He argued 
that the Frankfurt School presented a body of thought that acknowledged the “antagonistic relations 
between the individual and society” (Giroux, 2001, p. 36). Giroux (2001, p. 31) emphasised the writing 
of critical theorist Marcuse (1955, 1964), who recognised that despite the way in which society 
constrains human behaviour, human beings can act on and transform society. Foregrounded by critical 
theory is the importance of critical thinking, which is seen as “a constitutive feature of the struggle for 
self-emancipation and social change” (Giroux, 2001, p. 8). Applied to education, Giroux (2001, p. 36) 
argued that critical theory points critical educators “toward a mode of analysis that stresses the breaks, 
discontinuities, and tensions in history, all of which . . . highlights the centrality of human agency.” 
Critical pedagogy, therefore, emphasises the importance of developing students’ ability to critically 
analyse society. However, Giroux (2001, p. 38) stressed that “human beings not only make history, 
they also make the constraints; and needless to say, they also unmake them.” Thus, the belief in 
resistance and hope in transformation is fundamental to critical pedagogy.  

Paulo Freire (1970/1996) is a key critical pedagogy theorist whose vision of a critical education is seen 
in his notion of problem-posing education (p. 60); in opposition to banking education that 
“anesthetises” students, problem-posing education “involves a constant unveiling of society” and 
strives for “the emergence of consciousness and critical intervention in reality.” This critical form of 
education emphasises a dialogical teaching approach that actively engages students in the learning 
approach, develops critical thinking, and fosters a belief (hope) in the possibility of transforming the 
world (Freire, 1970/1996, p. 65).  
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A form of critical pedagogy is social justice education (Bell, 2007, p. 2). Bell described the goal of social 
justice education as enabling students to:  

develop the critical analytical tools necessary to understand oppression and their own 
socialisation within oppressive systems, and to develop a sense of agency and capacity to 
interrupt and change oppressive patterns of behaviours in themselves and the institutions 
and communities they are part of. (2007, p. 2) 

Social justice education, therefore, acknowledges both the pervasive and restrictive workings of 
oppression in society and the ability to change them (Bell, 2007). Hackman (2005) has translated the 
theory of social justice into a practical approach, and identified five essential components to social 
justice education:  

 Content mastery  

 Tools for critical analysis 

 Tools for social change  

 Tools for personal reflection 

 An awareness of multicultural group dynamics. (p. 104) 

Hackman (2005) argued that that it is the “combination and interaction” of all five of these components 
that creates the ideal environment for effective social justice education. Her work provided me with a 
way of framing my workshop and the location of the body mapping exercise within it. Body mapping 
is a fun, creative, and evocative method—but its main function is not entertainment and it, therefore, 
needs to be used strategically with other teaching methods to ensure that it facilitates learning. In the 
next section I provide a brief description of the workshop, the body mapping exercise, and illustrate 
how it is located in a workshop informed by a social justice approach (I identify which component is 
relevant in parentheses). 

The Workshop and Body Mapping Exercise  

I adapted the body mapping exercise described by Morgan and The Bambanani Women’s Group (2003) 
and Mpofana (2013).  

Day One  

Part One: Introductory activities.  

The workshop was run with a group of nine trainee psychologists, registered for their master’s degree 
in psychology. The group was made up of eight female students and one male student. Five students 
were white, three black, and one Indian. While South Africa strives to be non-racial, the classification 
of races is still recognised in an attempt to address many of the inequalities of the past. In addition, 
the analysis will show that the social construct of race informed how these students viewed and 
experienced HIV and AIDS. Each student was provided with a piece of body length paper. I provided an 
outline of the workshop and the technique of body mapping, and emphasised the confidential context 
in which it would be facilitated. It is essential to create a safe space for this exercise. Students then 
took turns to trace the outline of each other’s bodies onto the paper (see Image 1). Time was given for 
them to use paints to give colour to their outlines.  
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Image 1  

 
 
Part Two: The head. 

Students were asked to draw into the space of the head, the first image or symbol that came to mind 
when they heard the word “AIDS.” Once finished, I asked the students to walk around and observe 
their colleagues’ drawings and then discuss what the images revealed collectively. Through analysing 
their own symbols and those around them, I wanted them to become aware of how people have 
internalised social representations of HIV and AIDS (Components 1, 2, & 4). During the discussion, I 
was able to link their personal experiences to relevant information (Component 1). For example, one 
student drew a red balloon (see Image 2) in her head, and shared that it represented an experience 
when she had attended a friend’s funeral. Due to the magnitude of AIDS-related deaths at the time, 
the family had flown a red balloon at the site of his grave to point mourners in the right direction. This 
led to a discussion of the way in which the development of, and increased access to, ARVs has led to a 
decrease in the number of deaths and the implications of this for families and friends. As a class, we 
also discussed the importance of exploring clients’ internalised representations of HIV and AIDS that 
have been found to impact on how they experience themselves or others as being HIV positive 
(Rohleder, 2016). In this way, factual information emerged in relation to the students’ personal 
experiences—a dialogical teaching strategy (Freire, 1970/1996). This strategy also applied to the other 
stages of the body mapping exercise.  

Image 2  

 
 
Part Three: The hands.  

I asked the students to see their hands as metaphors for their everyday communities and as embodying 
these communities’ beliefs about HIV and AIDS and, more specifically, how these wider beliefs may 
have influenced the meanings that they themselves have attached to the epidemic (Components 2 & 
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4). The students were asked to write these beliefs into the hands (see Image 3). They were then given 
the opportunity to discuss these beliefs collectively (Component 4).  

Image 3 

 
 
Part Four: The heart.  

Next, I asked the students to focus on the chest area of their body maps, and to think about the heart 
as a metaphor that represents their emotional responses to the epidemic. I asked them to express 
these emotions with colour in the chest area (Image 4) and write down any memory they had of a 
direct experience with HIV and AIDS (Component 4). Opportunity was again given for a group 
discussion. Day One of the workshop ended after Part Four was completed.  

Image 4 

 
 

Day Two and Day Three 

Presentation and discussions.  

The first of the five components identified by Hackman (2005) acknowledges that central to any social 
justice education is relevant information. Content mastery (Component 1) was central to all of the 
activities incorporated into the workshop. Day Two and Day Three used more formal presentations to 
facilitate discussions around the history of HIV and AIDS locally, nationally, and internationally, central 
facts and information about HIV and AIDS, and the range of psycho-social issues related to HIV and 
AIDS.  



51 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2019, 8(2) 

Hackman (2005) emphasised that social justice educators need to also be vigilant not to “reproduce 
dominant, hegemonic ideologies” through the content they teach (Component 1). It is, therefore, 
important for educators to ensure that they include a thorough historical and political overview of the 
information they include (Hackman, 2005). Hackman (2005, p. 107) suggested that educators need to 
reflect (Component 4) on their own social position and the impact this can have on what they teach; 
through critical self-reflection, an educator can “extricate oneself from the trappings of,” for example, 
“invisible privilege.” I am a white South African and my response to HIV and AIDS has a history that has 
needed to be reflexively engaged with on an ongoing basis. In the past, for example, I have included 
information on how former President Mbeki contributed to a number of avoidable HIV infections 
through his AIDS denialism. Over time, I have recognised how my position as a white person had led 
me to foreground Mbeki while overlooking how leaders during colonialism and apartheid contributed 
to the unfolding of a devastating epidemic in South Africa (Phatlane, 2003) and, therefore, now ensure 
that I include this information in my workshops too.  

Hackman (2005) emphasised that social justice educators also have to be aware of the many identities 
that present themselves in the learning space (Component 5). The students I teach are mostly from 
South Africa and continue to live in a context characterised by the inequality and oppression that are 
a legacy of apartheid. There are students from all the socially constructed racial categories that were 
entrenched during the years of apartheid. It is not unusual for students to produce problematic 
statements, for example, around race, when trying to understand the epidemic in South Africa. During 
the workshop presentations, for instance, we critically analyse the statistics around HIV prevalence 
(Components 1 & 2). Evidence from surveys suggests that more black Africans are infected than any 
other racially defined group in the country. The latest South African national HIV prevalence study 
reported that HIV prevalence among black Africans is 16.6 per cent, while it is 5.3 per cent amongst 
coloured people, 1.1 percent amongst whites and 0.8 percent amongst Indians (HSRC, 2018). In a 
country where the sexuality of both black men and women has been historically denigrated, it is 
extremely important not to contribute towards a (re)production of problematic representations of a 
hypersexual black male sexuality and passive female sexuality (Lewis, 2011) and so a careful and critical 
engagement with these statistics is essential. As Hackman (2005) argued, the aim is not to avoid such 
difficult discussions but, rather, to facilitate them in constructive ways. This requires “strategic 
empathy”—a willingness to “empathise with the troubled knowledge students carry with them, even 
when this troubled knowledge is disturbing to other students and the teacher” (Lindquist, 2004, as 
cited in Zembylas, 2015, p. 172). If lecturers deal with these responses with strategic empathy they 
have a better chance of assisting students to challenge these views (Zembylas, 2015).  

An important part of content mastery (Component 1) is providing students with tools to critically 
analyse and, therefore, “understand the micro-level implications of macro issues” (Component 2; 
Hackman, 2005, p. 105). One way of doing this is to provide students with a theoretical framework 
through which they can process the information they are engaging with. When presenting information 
on the prevalence and incidence of HIV and AIDS, for example, I introduce the students to parts of 
activity theory. In sum, activity theory draws attention to the “communal and social character of 
action” by arguing that human behaviours are always mediated by wider interacting subsystems (Kelly, 
Parker, & Lewis, 2001, p. 251). This theory essentially challenges decontexualised explanations of 
human behaviour. This theoretical framework is particularly useful as a tool for critically analysing 
health-related behaviours and, in the analysis section, I discuss how the theory was used by a 
participant to reframe a personal experience.   
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Day Three 

Reflection paper guidelines and body mapping Part Five: The feet.  

On the second half of Day Three, the students were given some broad guidelines on how to write a 
reflective paper. They were asked to reflect on the entire process of the workshop, identify and discuss 
key learning moments, and indicate how they are likely to respond to HIV and AIDS as a psychologist 
based on what they have learned (Component 4). The students were then asked to return to their body 
maps and write into their feet their plans for future action as practising psychologists. This part of the 
body mapping exercise (Component 3) orientates them towards action and fosters a sense of 
possibility rather than the despair and cynicism that can happen when identifying wider social factors 
that drive the epidemic (Hackman, 2005). The students completed the reflection paper in their own 
time. 

Classroom-Based Research and Methodology 

Background, Aim, and Questions  

When I read the students’ reflection papers, I was excited to see how many of them made specific 
reference to the body mapping experience and the learning that this had enabled. Classroom-based 
research recognises that many educators engage in informal reflection on their practices, but that 
there is a need to “deliberate more explicitly about practice” (Wilson, 2012, p. 1). From my initial 
reading of the reflection papers, I felt that the body mapping exercise had been an effective learning 
experience. I decided to explore this assumption through a formal analysis of the students’ reflection 
papers.  

The aim of this research, in line with the main aims of classroom-based research (Kostoulas & 
Lammerer, 2015), was to improve my own teaching practices and provide other educators working in 
the context of HIV and AIDS with data-based evidence on the usefulness of the body mapping exercise 
and the HIV and AIDS workshop, more broadly.  

I aimed to answer three research questions though this small-scale, qualitative classroom-based study:  

 Did the workshop and the body mapping exercise facilitate a critical reading of the 
HIV and AIDS epidemic?  

 Did the workshop and the body mapping exercise orientate the students towards 
action through their future professional practices? 

  What pedagogical insights into running the workshop and body mapping exercise 
emerge from an analysis of students’ reflection papers?  

 

Data Source, Collection, and Analysis  

The data for this study was student generated, and consisted of the students’ reflection papers. The 
study is part of a larger study that has received ethical clearance from the University of KwaZulu-Natal’s 
research ethics committee. After I had read the papers, I returned them to the students with a consent 
letter attached, which explained that I wished to use their reflection papers to reflect on my teaching 
practices. I explained that they were not obligated to let me use their papers, and that if they 
consented they were free to highlight areas they did not want me to use. I also explained that they 
could withdraw from the process at any point without any negative consequences. In order not to put 
face-to-face pressure on them, I invited them to leave their papers and their signed consent letters 
with the administrator if they consented. The students were also assured that they would remain 



53 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2019, 8(2) 

anonymous in the write-up of the results. All nine of the students who participated in the workshop 
gave me their consent to use their papers for research purposes.  

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the reflection papers. The initial process of analysis occurred 
when I first read the students’ reflection papers. I then did a second reading of the papers, with my 
first research question framing my analysis. I was vigilant for when students made reference to the 
body mapping exercise, and any indication that it had enabled a critical analysis of the HIV and AIDS 
epidemic. I then proceeded with a third reading, where I was vigilant for when students made 
reference to their future plans to address HIV and AIDS as professional psychologists. During the fourth 
reading, I looked for any pedagogical insights I could gain into the process of facilitating the body 
mapping exercise and the workshop, more broadly. The discussion of the data was informed by my 
broader reading around critical pedagogy and social justice education. While all of the students’ papers 
were included in the analysis, due to space constraints the findings will include data extracts from five 
of the students (Participants A through to E). 

A Critical Reading of HIV and AIDS 

Insights into socially mediated beliefs and experiences relating to HIV and AIDS. 

Participant A described how the body mapping exercise enabled her to understand her own positioning 
in relation to HIV and AIDS. She described leaving the first day of the workshop with a headache and 
put this down to the “emotional intensity” of hearing her black peers’ personal experiences. She had 
the following insights: 

Ironically, my greatest discomfort was in realising that I did not have a personal experience 
of HIV and AIDS to share. . . . I found myself asking the following question: Had my 
privileged, white, middle-class upbringing afforded me the opportunity to keep far away 
and be protected? . . . The answer I arrived at was a yes. 

The following extract demonstrates how the same participant began to challenge her problematic 
assumption that HIV infections are primarily the result of experiences of violation, rather than 
everyday sexual activities, and how this process of othering allowed her to insulate herself from any 
personal perception of risk.  

In my mind, HIV and AIDS was only . . . the consequence of violation, violence and assault 
and I found myself part of the hundreds of people who believe that “it will never happen 
to me.”  

Participant C, also a white student, reflected on the dilemma she felt when she was asked to draw a 
symbol that represented HIV and AIDS in the head of her body map. The first image that had come to 
mind was of a rural landscape with African huts. She acknowledged that, as she reflected on this image, 
she realised with horror that the image implied that HIV and AIDS was “a disease occurring in the black, 
South African population.” As a result, she considered drawing a “more politically correct image” such 
as an AIDS ribbon, but in the end:  

I decided to draw my initial image . . . in order to externalise the evident prejudice my 
image was embodying, thereby providing the opportunity to address my prejudice. . . . 
Realising the extent of the prejudice that exists in relation to HIV and AIDS and, most 
frighteningly, that this prejudice existed within me, made this one of my biggest learning 
areas.  
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During Part Three (the heart) of the body mapping exercise, Participant B, a black student, drew into 
the chest area a brightly coloured heart (see Image 4). Alongside it, she wrote about a painful personal 
experience. The following extract highlights how she expressed her anger and confusion in relation to 
loved ones who had died as a result of what she had perceived as “inaction” in the face of available 
resources:  

The first seminar of the workshop was the worst because it revealed so many things for 
me. During this day, we were asked to think of HIV and AIDS and write down anything that 
comes to mind when we think of those words, for me this really brought about discomfort 
and a lot of emotions because I thought of my loved ones that I have lost because of HIV 
and AIDS and how those emotions were accompanied with anger. Anger is mentioned, not 
because I was angry at the virus itself, but angry at them for not taking a stand against 
the virus and taking the medication that would assist them in getting better. Instead, they 
decided to suffer alone and not tell anyone what was wrong with them until it was too 
late. Knowing that the government has made the medication available and there are 
support groups that are in place to help them cope with this situation came with a lot of 
confusion as to why they would really choose to suffer like that even though they know 
that there are services that can help them.  

It was only when I read her reflection paper that I was able to appreciate the full extent of what the 
body mapping process, combined with other aspects of the workshop, had enabled for her. On Day 
Two, I had introduced the students to the activity systems theory outlined by Kelly et al. (2001, p. 255), 
which argues that human activities are always mediated by a number of intersecting subsystems 
“termed ‘intentionality,’ ‘communality’ and ‘sociality.’” To explain this theory, and to model how 
theory can facilitate critical analysis, I shared how I had come to understand a personal experience 
using the theory. During my counselling psychology internship, I was part of a group responsible for 
organising an HIV and AIDS awareness campaign on a university campus. One of the events focused 
on raising awareness about, and promoting, male condom use. The then minister of health, Nkosazana 
Dlamini-Zuma, addressed the students and directly promoted condom use; we widely distributed male 
condoms with relevant information and made sure that condoms were accessible on campus. A few 
days later, a woman presented at the clinic with injuries from being assaulted after initiating condom 
use. Using activity systems, I explained to the students that, at the individual level of intentionality, 
our intervention had clearly motivated this student to initiate condom use with her sexual partner. At 
the sociality level, a strong message from a powerful person had been communicated and we insured 
condoms were accessible to students on campus. Something, however, at the communality level had 
undermined the functioning of the intentionality–sociality system. Initiating condom use in a context 
where unequal gender norms and hegemonic discourses of masculinity were pervasive and left 
unchallenged, came at a cost for this student.  

The following extract illustrates, powerfully, how using the theory of activity systems enabled 
Participant B to critically analyse and, therefore, reframe her understanding of her loved ones’ decision 
not to seek treatment: 

This model made me realise and understand the reasons behind the resistance of my loved 
ones in taking medication and rather keeping their sickness to themselves. This is not 
because the resources were not there but because of their surroundings and their 
environment which made them react this way. I understand, at a sociality level, there are 
structures that provide services for HIV and AIDS patients and the treatment is readily 
available to the general public as well, but because at the communality level the treatment 
they received from the nurses and the stigma that is attached to the virus they, at the 
individual level, decided not to go to the clinic or even to the hospital to get the treatment.  
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On the first day of the workshop, Participant B had connected with her anger and pain in relation to 
the death of loved ones through the body mapping activity. On Day Two, activity systems theory had 
enabled a critical analysis through which her family were no longer positioned as simply passive or 
irresponsible in a wider context of available resources. She now understood how their ability to act at 
the individual level had been constrained by wider social factors and that her loved ones’ adherence 
to a life-saving treatment was undermined by a wider system of stigma.  

Participant D, a black student, wrote about how the body mapping exercise had brought up memories 
of his brother’s death as a result of AIDS. He gained insight into the way in which the pervasive stigma 
in his community at the time had resulted in silence around his brother’s death and negatively 
impacted on his ability to grieve:  

When a family member, friend, colleague passes away because of AIDS, there tends to be 
silence around the event. It is kept hush-hush, no one dares talk about it, not dares to ask 
about . . . no one wants to talk about it, it gets ignored, but it never goes away, it haunts 
you, it keep creeping out and making its presence felt.  

The body mapping exercise appears to have facilitated a process of politicisation, a critical process 
through which social phenomena are placed “within the register of the political and thereby show up 
the extent to which human psychology is intimately linked to, and in some ways conditioned or limited 
by, the socio-political and historical forces of its situation” (Hook, 2004, p. 20). In this case, students 
became aware of how an ideology of race had informed their views and positioned them in particular 
ways in relation to HIV and AIDS. Participants B and D illustrate insight into the wider context of stigma 
and discrimination that had severe emotional implications for them.  

Pedagogical Insights  

A pedagogy of discomfort. 

Participant B described connecting with her anger in relation to the death of her loved ones as the 
“worst” part of the workshop. She further described this as causing “discomfort.” Almost all the 
students commented on the intense emotions that the body mapping exercise elicited. For example, 
Participant D described how the exercise led to him sharing, for the first time, his experience of losing 
his brother to HIV and AIDS: 

Let the reader not be disillusioned, it was not easy; it was one of the hardest things I had 
to do. I thought, “What if my classmates then judge me, what if they judge my late brother, 
what if they stigmatise me?” 

Zembylas (2015, p. 163), a critical pedagogue, argued that difficult and uncomfortable emotions are a 
necessary part of learning. He, however, questioned whether there are limits to such a pedagogy of 
discomfort: 

If students are essentially “forced” to experience discomfort, pain or suffering as a result 
of being exposed to “difficult” testimonies, and if they are “pushed” into particular 
directions in their transformation, do such acts risk doing violence to students? (Zembylas, 
2015, p. 170). 

Zembylas (2015, p. 163) referred to this outcome as “ethical violence.” I believe that if there had not 
been an opportunity for Participant B to process her strong emotional reaction, it would have been a 
basis for ethical violence. However, the rest of the workshop, and the analytical frame of activity theory 



56 

Educational Research for Social Change, September 2019, 8(2) 

in particular, enabled her to think through her experience and to reframe it. Participant D described 
how, despite his initial fears associated with sharing his experience, “I felt heard, I felt listened to, for 
me that was the healing part . . . I felt contained and I felt supported.” Participant C, a white student, 
reflected on how when she was exposed to the stories of some of her black peers whose sociohistorical 
positioning meant they had had more personal experiences with HIV and AIDS, she had experienced 
guilt. She wrote the following: 

I felt guilty that I had been so privileged to have never had to deal with the virus affecting 
me or anyone close to me . . . I believe this shame and guilt that arose out of my coming 
into awareness about my prejudice was healthy, however, as it served as a powerful 
impetus to address my own and others’ prejudice. 

Importantly, for Participant C, the workshop did not leave her feeling immobilised by her guilt but, 
rather, led to a commitment to challenge problematic prejudice in herself and those around her.  

Walker and Palacios (2016, p. 175) noted that emotive learning is often labelled as “individualistic 
‘therapeutic pedagogy,’ counter to transformational change” and warned that when learning evokes 
strong feelings like guilt or shame, the experience could turn out to be “pedagogically unproductive” 
(p. 179). Fortunately, Participants B and C and D were able to work constructively with their emotions. 
This highlights the importance of dealing with emotional responses both critically and strategically 
(Zembylas, 2015) by ensuring an ethic of care, and building in opportunities for students to process 
and understand their emotional reactions.  

A pedagogy of hope.  

Hackman (2005, p. 106) emphasised that social justice educators need to avoid the “pitfalls and 
paralysis, hopelessness, cynicism, and powerlessness” that a critical analysis of oppression can elicit. It 
was encouraging to note how many students made reference to hope as a result of engaging in the 
workshop as a whole. Six of the participants made direct reference to hope, and one made indirect 
reference to it. For example, Participant B described how the workshop as a whole had provided her 
with a new learning experience that fostered hope rather than fear:  

I have learnt and was taught about HIV and AIDS almost throughout my life and some of 
the methods of teachings that were used did not benefit me in any way because they made 
me fear. . . . Upon finishing this workshop, I feel that there is a sense of hope. 

Participant E recounted how, as a result of having attended HIV and AIDS workshops throughout 
school, she was not very enthusiastic about the prospect of having to attend another workshop, but 
indicated, indirectly, that this workshop had instilled hope:  

I never expected to learn as much as I did, and to come away from the workshop feeling 
inspired to make a change.   

Participant A wrote that, as a result of participating in the workshop, she has developed hope that has 
motivated her to work in the area of HIV and AIDS: 

I have also found a renewed hope and compassion for HIV positive individuals, which has 
stirred my interest in becoming professionally involved in facing this disease head-on.  

Participant C described how she can use the information she gained about antiretrovirals to educate 
people “to provide them with a sense of hope.”  
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Zembylas (2015) argued for a pedagogy of critical hope that challenges the belief that nothing can be 
done to overcome the challenges presented by material conditions. I foster critical hope by, for 
example, including, alongside a historical analysis of the South African government’s failings around 
treatment, information about how the activism of the Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) led to greater 
access to treatment (Mac Gregor, 2009). Historical stories of resistance “provide hope as well as 
evidence that oppressive circumstances can change through efforts of human action” (Bell, 2007, p. 
5). The group analysis and discussion of the symbols students drew into their heads also revealed a 
counter-narrative of hope, challenging a more pervasive historical narrative of despair and pessimism.  

Orientation Toward Action 

While all the students identified ways in which they could respond as professionals, the analysis 
suggests that despite their critical insights into the HIV and AIDS epidemic they were primarily 
orientated towards individual-level interventions as psychologists working with individual clients. This 
is evident in Participant A’s reflection paper:  

I therefore see my role as a professional . . . as working with other mental health care 
workers to improve the mental health of HIV positive people. This includes working 
towards branding HIV and AIDS as a manageable illness rather than a death sentence, and 
working within the realm of positive psychology rather than pathology to support HIV 
positive individuals through their journey.  

Participant A did, however, highlight the need to work in collaboration with other health care workers 
to address the shortage of mental health services and, therefore, committed herself to “be involved in 
training community health care workers.” 

Participants C also made reference to individual-level change in her commitment to challenge 
prejudice: 

The most important role I can play is to shift people’s ideas of HIV away from viewing it as 
a racialised, stereotyped virus that comes with a death sentence, to that of a normalised, 
universal infection that is treatable and manageable. 

While participant C saw herself as primarily challenging individual views, she did indicate that she 
wished to do this work beyond the confines of individual psychotherapy by running workshops and 
challenging people in her private and social settings.   

Participant D also emphasised the importance of working with families and communities rather than 
with individual clients. He showed insight into the need for changes in wider systems: 

Individuals are not just stand-alones, rather, they are embedded in larger systems that 
affect them in various ways. Changes implemented at the individual level may not last if 
the system is in opposition, however; if changes are implemented in the larger system, 
there is a greater likelihood that they will be sustained.  

Participant B also indicated that she would like to conduct talks within her community. She, however, 
identified potential social barriers to doing this:  
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There will be a challenge that I will encounter especially because I am still young and I am 
a woman. There will be difficulties getting more people involved because they will not take 
me seriously, especially the elders and majority of men in my community. 

What stands out is the fact that Participant B clearly felt unequipped to deal with the patriarchy and 
ageism she identified as potentially inhibiting her work.  

While most of the students’ responses indicated that they were primarily orientated towards 
individual-level interventions, some indicated that they were motivated to extend their work beyond 
individual therapy. I was not, however, convinced that they understood what was actually required to 
address the wider systemic issues they had been exposed to. For example, how can a psychologist 
assist a client who is being stigmatised and prejudiced in the health care system—beyond helping her 
or him cope emotionally? How does the student who recognises how gender dynamics will prevent 
her from working within her community act to challenge this? Does the student who wishes to 
collaborate with, and train, community workers in the health care system have the skills to enable her 
to develop such a partnership?  

McArthur (2010, p. 493) contended that a common feature of critical pedagogy is the view that the 
primary aim of education is the improvement of social justice through change. McArthur (2010) 
pointed out that advocates of critical pedagogy have been criticised for not bringing about the social 
and systemic change they aspire towards. He suggested that one of the reasons for this is because such 
change is “multi-levelled” and “multi-dimensional” (McArthur, 2010, p. 499). Substantial change, 
therefore, requires the collaboration of individuals, groups, and organisations—and educators cannot 
risk believing that an isolated educational practice can lead to social change. As Freire argued in an 
interview on empowerment: “Critical development of . . . students is absolutely fundamental for the 
radical transformation of society. Their curiosity, their critical perception of reality, is fundamental for 
social transformation but is not enough by itself” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 23). Therefore, while I have 
presented evidence that body mapping can lead to a critical analysis that orientates future 
psychologists towards civility (Waghid, 2007), I cannot claim that the workshop and use of a critical 
pedagogical tool like body mapping in and of itself leads to wider social transformation that 
meaningfully addresses the social factors that drive the HIV and AIDS epidemic.  

I believe that the students’ vision for future practice is mediated by their extensive training, from 
undergraduate through to postgraduate levels, in mainstream psychology. Trainee psychologists have 
been, for the main part, entrenched in individualistic theories that explain human behaviour, and 
directed towards individual interventions like psychotherapy (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2010). It is not 
surprising that their aspirations for social change will be limited. In order to equip students to address 
these kinds of situations, professional psychology training programmes in South Africa need to engage 
more rigorously with the aims of a social justice approach to counselling. Such an approach emphasises 
the importance of training students in the areas of social advocacy and activism, outreach and 
prevention programmes, and public policy (Ratts, Singh, Nassar-McMillan, Butler, & McCullough, 
2016). In addition, they need to teach psychologists in training how to develop collaborative 
partnerships with various stakeholders to bring about the multi-level and collective action needed to 
implement changes that will make a meaningful and significant difference to those infected and 
affected by HIV and AIDS (Campbell, 2004; McArthur, 2010).  

Conclusion  

Giroux and Giroux (2006, p. 29) contended that “public education is about more than job preparation 
or even critical consciousness raising; it is also about imagining different futures and politics as a form 
of intervention in public life.” Students, therefore, need to be taught how to imagine a better world 
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and how to intervene to bring about a better world. While body mapping has the potential to develop 
critical thinking and to orientate future psychologists towards addressing HIV and AIDS through their 
professional practices, unless they develop the skills to actually bring about the kinds of systemic 
changes that are needed in the context of HIV and AIDS, the critical pedagogical value of social justice-
orientated workshops and exercises like body mapping remain limited.  
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Introduction: Environmental Education Revisited 

Since the 1970s, environmental education (EE) has become an important theme in education curricula 
throughout the world to address environmental degradation and restore community vulnerability 
related to climate change (Gough, 2013). After the Rio Declaration in 1992, EE has emphasised the 
economic and social aspects of environmental degradation. There has been a growth in sociocultural 
approaches built on active participation, problem solving, critical thinking, reflections on real-life 
challenges, and the application of knowledge. The intention of the approaches was to challenge 
environmental degradation where economic, social, psychological, and human resilience are 
important EE outcomes (Mandikonza & Lotz-Sisitka, 2016). The Thessaloniki Declaration in 1997 
stressed the need for connecting formal, informal, and nonformal education to create opportunities 
for everyone to acquire knowledge, skills, values, and the attitude needed to address environmental 
challenges and attain social and economic prosperity, restoring collective goods for peace and cultural 
diversity (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 2014). In 
Tanzania, EE is an important part of education from primary to tertiary level, and it is emphasised in 
education policy.  

Environmental degradation challenges the sustainability of Tanzanian communities. The deterioration 
in the quality of the soil and water threatens the survival of 70% of the Tanzanian population—the 
segment of the population who depend on agriculture as their main source of livelihood. This is a major 
environmental concern that is addressed by the environmental topics in the school curriculum (United 
Republic of Tanzania [URT], 2010, 2013). Tanzanian educational policies emphasise the teaching of 
environmental topics across all levels of education as a sustainable strategy to address environmental 
challenges through educated citizens (URT, 1995, 2010). Around the world, educational policies 
highlight participatory teaching methods that encourage learners to experience environmental 
problems, and to share relevant knowledge and skills suitable for addressing these challenges. The 
policies also emphasise cooperation with local inhabitants through community activities that address 
environmental challenges. Accordingly, schools have responded to environmental challenges by 
integrating participatory approaches in the educational curricula. The rationale for participatory 
approaches stems from the possibilities for immediate application of ideas and the strengthening of 
local institutions. Hence, in the opinion of many authors, participatory teaching approaches are the 
ethical means to achieving sustainable community transformation through education (Nyerere, 1967). 

After the Arusha Declaration (Nyerere, 1967), the Tanzanian government wanted to include schools in 
the process of social and economic change in Tanzania occurring at that time. During Nyerere’s 
presidency in the 1970s and 1980s, the government considered the active participation of community 
members in local projects as the proper way to develop responsible citizens. Through meaningful 
learning activities, Nyerere wanted to develop collaborative education that was responsive to local 
conditions. Based on the philosophy of self-reliance, schools were intended to function as learning 
centres, not only for student teachers and pupils, but also for local community members. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2019/v8i2a5
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To varying degrees, schools managed to serve their communities as local centres of excellence where 
community members learned about agriculture, livestock production, carpentry, and environmental 
sanitation alongside the basic skills of reading, writing, and arithmetic. The link between schools and 
local communities improved the literacy rates among adults, which became among the highest in sub-
Saharan Africa during the 1980s. In addition, many local communities developed an increased 
environmental awareness and improved their strategies for coping with environmental degradation. 
For example, Ngoro farming systems opted for soil–water conservation methods and practices, thus 
controlling erosion on the hills of the Luguru and Kaguru highlands. Although most of the links between 
schools and local communities disappeared during the 1990s (despite the emphasis placed on these 
links in the curriculum), the concepts still influence educational practice in some schools today. Ahmad 
(2014) considered these linkages an opportunity for the revitalisation of relevant learning. Against this 
background, we conducted a participatory action research (PAR) project, which is documented in two 
previous articles (Kalungwizi, Gjøtterud & Krogh, 2018; Kalungwizi, Gjøtterud, Krogh, Mattee, & 
Ahmad, 2017). The aim of the current paper is to discuss the power relations involved in sustaining the 
EE process initiated in the PAR project.  

Background: Repositioning Teacher Education for Environmental 
Sustainability  

The education of teachers is a focal point when it comes to initiating the active teaching approaches 
that are relevant when teaching environmental topics. Education for self-reliance, which is also 
founded on experiential learning, has been a foundation of the revitalisation of active teaching in 
Tanzanian teacher education (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1970; Nyerere, 1967). An important aim is to 
educate professionals who can spearhead educational transformation in Tanzania, enabling citizens to 
face the demand for improved local life in a democratic society (URT, 2001, 2010). Thus, teacher 
education emphasises participatory teaching and practical activities (URT, 2001).  

Tanzanian government initiatives in teacher education have focused on the use of participatory 
teaching methods in the hope of educating professionals who can spearhead these approaches and 
democratic ideals in schools—and out into the wider community (URT, 2001). The government has 
taken these initiatives further by expanding teacher training through opening more teacher training 
colleges and by introducing teacher educational programmes into public universities. In addition, the 
government has expanded student loans to include more of the student teachers and has introduced 
private teacher training colleges to increase the number of teachers educated in participatory 
approaches. Although these initiatives have increased the enrolment rates of trainee teachers, the 
quality and content of teaching in the teacher training colleges has remained the same. According to 
Bhalarusesa, Westbrook, and Lussier (2011), the teaching in teacher training colleges still relies on 
lecturing and memorisation. Thereafter, the student teachers transfer those approaches to practice 
teaching and, later, into schools as employed teachers.  

Since 2005, the government of Tanzania has taken further initiatives to strengthen in-service training 
programmes by introducing teacher professional development programmes—seeking to strengthen 
the connection between teacher training colleges and primary schools. The initiatives work through 
decentralised education systems where district authorities, together with teacher resource centres 
(teacher training colleges, primary schools, and local communities), coordinate teachers’ learning 
activities aimed at improving the quality of teaching and learning. These efforts provide a possibility 
for teachers to reflect upon the assumptions, concepts, and belief systems that guide teaching 
practice.  
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However, according to Mosha (2018), hierarchical power systems characterising educational 
governance that are ingrained into the culture of Tanzanian political governance are still the main 
challenge in terms of achieving interactive teacher development systems. In the same way, the 
relationship between the Ministry of Education, the district authorities, universities, teacher training 
colleges, primary schools, and the local communities seems to build on the mentality of hierarchical 
power relations (Hardman et al., 2015; Mosha, 2018). In that context, decisions related to the 
mobilisation and dissemination of resources needed to transform educational systems are normally 
top down. Hierarchical power relations might demotivate and thus negatively affect the sustainability 
of interactive teacher development systems.  

Considering the foundation of, and experiences with, Tanzanian teacher education and Tanzanian 
educational policy and its relevant research on EE, we regard the government initiatives as an 
appropriate point of departure for strengthening EE in present-day Tanzania (Hardman et al., 2015; 
URT, 2010). The vitalisation and achievement of democratic relations and decision-making systems 
among and between the stakeholders on different levels is a possible gateway for initialising 
cooperative and participatory approaches in teacher education for environmental sustainability.  

The PAR project involved connecting a teacher training college with the environmental realities of 
primary schools where the student teachers practised their teaching. The intention was to create best 
examples of teaching practice that promote connections between teacher training colleges and the 
realities of teaching practice in primary schools, using student teachers as agents of change. Stenhouse 
(1975) commended this approach. According to Sterling (2010), initialising EE in a teacher training 
college can facilitate the transfer of knowledge, and therefore enable systemic change and 
environmental sustainability through the transferring of best practices by many educational 
professionals. Nevertheless, knowing that district authorities might remove teachers and headmasters 
from the schools, and wondering about the will to continue the work in the teacher colleges, we 
wanted to find out what had happened to established EE initiatives. We formulated two research 
questions: 

 To what degree do the democratic processes in the PAR project enable the tutors, 
teachers, local community members to continue developing EE while 
simultaneously addressing the environmental challenges?  

 In what ways do the power relations influence the further development of EE?  

We address these questions in this paper. However, first we look into some theoretical perspectives 
on power issues relevant to the Tanzanian context. Based on a model of the social distribution of power 
developed by Bourdieu (1977; see Figure 1 below), we developed a contextualised theoretical model 
on power distribution and societal consequences (Table 1) that inspired our analyses of the follow-up 
study. 

Theoretical Perspectives: Hierarchical Power and Democracy 

Our main theoretical perspective on societal power structures and on the maintenance and functioning 
of such structures is informed by Bourdieu’s (1986) theory, which connects societal power structures 
with cultural practices. In addition, we use Dewey’s (1916, 1938) perspectives on democracy and 
experiential education and Freire’s (1970) perspectives on conscientisation to discuss the potential 
influence on existing power structures through strengthening democratic processes.  

Bourdieu (1989) suggested that the legitimacy of hierarchical power relations demands the existence 
of a societal doxa that often consists of an undisputable socially constructed worldview, and of 
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uncontested and institutionalised social and cultural practices. Doxa appears to us as the unchangeable 
natural order of a society in accordance with its given rules, procedures, and the power of the 
authorities (Bourdieu, 1989). We show this structure in Figure 1. On the other hand, democratic power 
relations represent discourses and a dynamic worldview in terms of the tentative state of the changes 
that move us toward constructing a better world.  

 

Figure 1: A Simplified Model of the Relation Between Doxa and Opinion (developed from Bourdieu, 
1977) 

The two major types of power relations—namely, hierarchical power relations and democratic power 
relations—might exist simultaneously and side by side in the same society (Quicke, 1995). While 
hierarchical power relations espouse centralised, bureaucratic, and top-down decision making to 
achieve efficiency and cultural stability, democratic power relations espouse distributed power 
through majority decision making in order to achieve autonomy, self-control, distributed power 
relations, and cultural progression (Quicke, 1995).  

According to Bourdieu (1986), proponents of hierarchical power relations and structure, and 
proponents of democracy and discourse tend to compete for domination of the social practices. Each 
legitimises its position through the acquisition of relevant capital and thus gains the power to squeeze, 
push, and establish said social practices. The two-sided arrow between doxa and opinion in Figure 1 
illustrates the continuous, ongoing societal dispute and power struggle revolving around which themes 
belong to the natural order, and which themes are necessary to debate and negotiate. When a 
hierarchical power structure dominates, as indicated in Table 1 with the black arrow pointing 
downwards, emotional reactions characterised by disempowerment seem to prevail. 
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Table 1: Power Transaction Between Hierarchical and Democratic Power Systems  

 

The question is: “What might happen in the right column when the right arrow becomes stronger?” 
This paper discusses the potential of the democratic organisation of EE in teacher training colleges, in 
primary schools, and in their surrounding local communities. The authors have documented that 
reliable leaders who facilitate democratic decisions can motivate both student teachers to include EE 
in their practice schools and members of local communities to implement environmentally friendly 
practices (Kalungwizi, Gjøtterud, Krogh, Mattee, & Ahmad, 2017). Hierarchical power is an obvious 
part of the current hierarchical leadership in Tanzania; but even within this power structure, the 
facilitators might realise democratic processes within a framework of confidence and make room for 
self-determination among the participants. When the arrow turns rightwards, participants’ self-
esteem, self-efficacy, and united problem-solving efforts and capacities seem to increase. We return 
to the qualities of the right column in Table 1 later in this discussion. 

In our opinion, habitus cannot totally determine a person’s worldview and actions—even in a system 
characterised by hierarchical power. Situated freedom (Merleau-Ponty, 1981) is a possibility, even in 
harsh environments. The facilitation of democratic processes might also enact itself as a gateway 
through which we move habitus, adding democratic social and cultural capital. Theoretically, added 
social and cultural capital are transferable to symbolic capital in the educational field. Bourdieu (1986, 
p. 257) defined symbolic capital as “the form that the various species of capital assume when they are 
perceived and recognised as legitimate.” The access to, and disposition of, symbolic capital gives access 
to power. Still, the movement from left to right in Table 1 seems to be a challenge in terms of the 
Tanzanian context.  
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The Tanzanian composite power system is rooted in the historical context and development of the 
country, from the traditional governance of chiefs, through to colonial rule, and into Tanzanian 
independence under cooperative socialism and, later, under liberal democracy (Nkulu, 2005; Quicke, 
1995). Julius Nyerere, the first president and a symbolic icon of the social practices of Tanzania, played 
his role by using both traditional tribal chieftainship and the proponing of democracy and cooperative 
socialism (Nkulu, 2005; Swantz, 2001). During the establishment of Ujamaa [family] villages, Nyerere 
proposed democracy, the principles of the extended family, and equal rights for Tanzanian citizens. 

Nyerere’s Tanzania became an ideal location for the extension of democratic principles to other African 
countries, including Mozambique, Botswana, Zimbabwe, South Africa, and Angola—nations where 
Nyerere also assisted in the gaining of their independence and the establishment of democratic states. 
Both in the Arusha Declaration and throughout his presidency, Nyerere maintained that anyone who 
did not agree on the main democratic principles in the Declaration risked exclusion from the party. The 
government forced many Tanzanian citizens to leave their native villages and move into the new 
villages that the government created (Loiske, 1995). Several pastoralist tribes lost access to their land 
and water resources. For example, the Barbayiig who used the Basuto Plains before the establishment 
of huge state wheat farms, and the Parakuyo Masai in Bagamoyo who were banished due to the 
establishment of cattle farms (Swantz, 2001). The replacement policy created land use conflicts 
between pastoralists and agriculturalists and has contributed to environmental degradation. In this 
paper, we do not focus on these conflicts and the subsequent environmental challenges but use the 
examples to illustrate how Nyerere’s Tanzania operated two different power systems simultaneously; 
the hierarchical and democratic power systems worked in unison.  

The composite power system seems to be prevalent in the organisation of Tanzanian education. 
Decisions regarding the allocation of educational resources are hierarchically organised. The 
government recruits teachers, and district authorities distribute the recruited teachers to the large 
number of primary and secondary schools across the region. In a similar way, centralised top-down 
organisation characterises the distribution of books and other teaching and learning materials, 
curriculum development, the examination system, quality assurance, and the supervision of teachers 
as well as the quality of their teaching.  

Initially, teachers are deployed to a teaching position by the government and district authorities, 
usually at a school far away from their place of residence. After a few years, the government might 
move a teacher to another region. Therefore, teachers and their pupils can only form temporary and 
loose connections with their local community and teachers can easily become foreigners in their 
working environment—they often move away from, or quit, their teaching positions and, ultimately, 
abandon the profession (Mkumbo, 2012). There is limited room for questioning the existing EE rules 
including the curriculum development rules, examination rules, the allocation and distribution of 
teachers and other resources, the determination of the quality of teaching, and the power relations 
among institutions. 

Beyond the framework of resource allocation, curriculum, and examination systems, communities hold 
some responsibility, along with the institutions, for democratic decision making that is related to 
education in the local primary and secondary schools. Parent and community representation through 
school boards and school committees can influence certain decisions, and support the schools where 
possible when they lack material resources, for example, through local school feeding programmes 
(Jäckle, 2016).  

Considering the remaining tradition of self-reliance in Tanzanian education, which relates to 
experiential learning and conscientisation (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1970), we suggest two interdependent 
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gateways to extend and expand the student teachers’ and, in the next phase, the local inhabitants’ 
situated freedom to develop EE in the framework of the Tanzanian hierarchical power structure.  

The first gateway is to increase the local knowledge of environmental challenges and their 
consequences and, in addition, to suggest, discuss, try out, and evaluate the concrete efforts of local 
management in terms of the presented challenges. Dewey (1916) emphasised the educative 
significance of concrete management of experienced challenges, and Freire (1970) stressed how a 
raised consciousness in terms of societal and material living conditions and other common challenges 
in a group can enable united efforts directed toward realising changes. This leads us to the second 
gateway that we suggest, and which is illustrated by two Tanzanian sayings: Mtu ni Watu [A human 
being is a part of humanity] and Umoja ni nguvu [In union there is strength]. Through democratic 
processes, it is indeed possible to unify and coordinate environmentally friendly activities in local 
communities.  

Cultivating an awareness of the power structures, and strengthening members’ trust and confidence 
by demonstrating significant results from EE seems to be a stepping-stone in terms of addressing 
sustainable environmental activities. Given the challenges mentioned above, we think action learning 
and PAR is a good way to move forward, although there are some challenges that we also need to be 
aware of, as we discuss later in this paper. In the next part of the paper, we briefly recount the major 
features of the PAR project. The main issue is to explore to what degree the teacher training college, 
schools, and local communities sustained the established participative approach to EE one year after 
the researcher left the project, and what factors seemed to challenge sustained EE practice. But, first, 
we will discuss why we chose to base the PAR project in teacher education. 

The Participatory Action Research Project: Content and Findings in a Nutshell 

The PAR project initially focused on sharing relevant knowledge and skills about tree planting as part 
of the EE programme at Ilonga Teacher College and the surrounding primary schools and villages. In 
collaboration with pupils, the teachers and pupils’ parents at local primary schools and other local 
stakeholders, student teachers, their tutors, and the researchers mapped environmental resources 
and challenges in the chosen area. Thereafter, the researchers organised and facilitated focus-group 
discussions and a workshop discussing the challenges and options at hand for the successful realisation 
of the project. Through the discussions, the participants developed a plan for implementing the EE 
project.  

In collaboration with the first author, tutors and local experts, such as a gardeners and extension 
officers, taught the school and college leaders and other engaged local stakeholders strategies for the 
management of the environmental challenges they faced, and, in addition, how to promote further 
learning and the development of functional skills as a way to reinforce local capacities. The strategies 
aimed at facilitating the participants’ competences to manage and conserve the soil by planting trees 
and making compost manure, and at using the activities as an arena for teaching and learning. In the 
first phase of the project, the student teachers also received training in participatory teaching methods 
connected to the practical EE activities. Through the PAR process, in their practice period in the schools 
close to the college, they learned by planning, acting, and reflecting together in action learning cycles. 
In addition, they learned how to involve pupils, teachers, and community members in EE. We expected 
the student teachers to realise the teaching approaches during their practice teaching, using tree 
planting as the teaching and learning arena, and engaging local communities to address the 
environmental challenges that mattered in those areas. During the initial phase of the project, the 
researchers found that the local participants’ trust in the project leaders, combined with their 
experience of the feasibility of practical activities, both motivated engagement in the collaborative 
planning and inspired learning through initial actions.  
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Thereafter, the student teachers planned EE projects and implemented them in nine primary schools 
in seven districts across Tanzania as a part of their second practice period. The student teachers 
involved members of the local communities in mapping environmental challenges and mobilising 
needed resources to address the challenges. Afterwards, they discussed the outcome of the practice 
with teachers, pupils, and parents in order to evaluate their own practice and to think about how to 
improve the teaching of environmental topics, thus transferring democratic processes into other 
communities.  

The initial results indicated that the student teachers had committed to environmentally friendly 
practices and democratic principles. They were able to facilitate environmental care in the local 
communities and surrounding practice teaching schools, and stimulate discussions with school and 
college leaders. In one of the schools, the student teachers and pupils supported the local community 
members in reflecting on their environmental problems. The discussions resulted in the establishment 
of home gardens among interested parents, teachers, and tutors. In another school, the student 
teachers facilitated community members to discuss a conflict in their village between farmers, 
pastoralists, and school leaders. Through their joint efforts, they decided to plant fodder for their 
animals as a means to reduce conflicts resulting from lost pastures due to drought in the area. The 
community members enjoyed the activities and volunteered to fence the school garden in return. 
Dialogue and mutual problem solving reduced the level of hostility between the involved stakeholders 
and (probably) founded a future sense of democratic cooperation, and enhanced community 
resilience.  

During the two years of project implementation, democratic relationships seemed to emerge among 
local actors and education institutions. Through their different roles in the implementation of EE, the 
student teachers seemed to build their self-esteem and sense of autonomy. The democratic processes 
improved the local communities’ ability to manage environmental challenges, even from within the 
hierarchical Tanzanian power structure. This improvement reduced local dependence on limited and 
unreliable external resources, and yet, the sustainability of the process remained a major concern 
because the influence of central government authorities still determined most of the decisions.  

Follow-Up Study of the Environmental Education Activities  

In order to explore to what extent the beginning of the democratic process had prevailed, the first 
author undertook a follow-up study one year after ending the PAR project described briefly above. The 
teacher training college and the three surrounding primary schools in the PAR project took part in the 
follow-up study. The three primary schools had continued to receive student teachers from the college. 
From each of the three schools, we selected the headmaster and three active teachers as participants, 
and from the teacher training college, the dean and three tutors. However, we did not follow up the 
practice schools around Tanzania where the student teachers had their second practice period. 

We collected data via focus-group discussions with teachers and the environmental committees at the 
primary schools, interviews with the deans, the administrators of the teacher training college, the 
village leaders, the primary school headmasters, and the gardener, and, finally, through nonparticipant 
observations to get information about the status of the established project activities. The focus groups 
emphasised the key indicators of the project’s sustainability, including the ability to mobilise resources 
and, hence, build social and symbolic capital. Therefore, the focus groups considered the challenges 
around sustaining environmental activities and the involvement of the participants in the management 
of the challenges, and the different roles played by different local actors. Among others, the interviews 
focused on the availability of the resources for sustaining EE activities in schools and in the teacher 
training college. The observation focused on the established EE activities such as the continuation of 
tree planting and gardening activities. The first author took notes of the observed activities and 
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recorded the discussions and interviews. The observation checklist of activities started during the PAR 
provided the means to judge whether the EE activities had been continued or not.  

The first author took notes and then transcribed all the audio recordings, organising them into themes 
and reflecting on our research questions (Miles & Huberman, 1998). The analysis of the data collected 
through focus-group discussions involved four steps: transcription, summarisation, coding, and 
categorisation (Miles & Huberman, 1998). We generated the categories through an analysis of the 
focus-group discussions (frequency in parentheses): “difficult to engage with new leaders (8),” “not 
involved in decision to transfer teachers (5),” and “unpredictability of resources (6).” The categories 
related to strategies in addressing hierarchical power structures included “unit of teachers (7),” “self-
determination (6),” “commitment (3),” and “recruiting new participants (9).” The analysis of the 
interviews generated categories related to strategies to address resource constraints (frequency in 
parentheses): “cooperation with local community members (9),” “discussing the challenges with local 
authorities (6),” and “using available resources wisely (4).” The analysis of the observation logs 
generated categories of EE activities that were continued or improved after the researcher had left the 
project areas. Further analysis collapsed the categories into themes, which we discussed with the 
research questions. 

Sustained Environmental Education Activities and the Challenges 
Encountered  

We present here, the results of the democratic process based on the findings from the follow-up study. 
By synthesising the categories, we have organised the findings into three themes. First, we describe 
the status of the EE activities in the project area. Second, we explore how the previous participants in 
the PAR project continued a process of shared power and influence, sustaining the democratic power 
structures supporting the maintenance of the EE activities. Third, we elaborate on the challenges to 
the sustained process of meaningful EE and the emerging principles required to sustain a democratic 
process. We close the section with reflection on the follow-up study.  

Ongoing Environmental Education Activities  

During the follow-up study, only one of the practice schools had continued to plant trees, whereas all 
continued to care for the trees that they had planted. Gardening predominated in all the sites that we 
visited, with vegetable cultivation as the dominant crop. The teachers, pupils, and the student teachers 
visiting the schools from the teacher training college (during practice teaching) conducted the 
gardening nearby, or in the tree plot established at the participating primary schools, to facilitate the 
simultaneous learning of tree care and gardening. Gardening generated raw produce for their own 
school lunches, which motivated the student teachers and pupils to further participate in the 
gardening activities and to take care of the planted trees. We also found new activities such as creating 
ornaments and plant pots for beautifying the school. 

On all four sites (the practice teaching schools and the teacher training college), student teachers, 
together with tutors, teachers, and the pupils, had started to use animal manure and decomposed 
organic waste to fertilise the soil in their gardens. Soil fertilisation had become an important activity 
where they used their acquired knowledge to increase vegetable production. As a result, the 
community had become more self-reliant in terms of feeding its pupils.  

In the schools we visited, gardening, tree care, and soil fertilisation had become major arenas for the 
teaching of environmental topics. The teaching had become oriented toward practical activities that 
addressed the community’s needs. This change is contrary to the conventional teaching and learning 
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approaches of Tanzania, approaches that emphasise the passing of examinations only (O-saki & Agu, 
2002), and yet it is in line with the curriculum.  

The Democratic Organisation of Teaching and the Support for Environmental Conservation  

The participants organised activities according to the democratic principles of power sharing and 
mutual support. The teacher training college had organised planning and reflection workshops with 
primary school teachers and local village leaders. The intention was to discuss the participatory 
supervision of the student teachers, and to explore how both the teachers and the local communities 
could contribute to the improvement of teacher education in the local teacher training college. Thus, 
the locals’ participation continued to ensure access to local resources that aided the practical teaching 
of environmental topics, and led to enhanced student teacher experiences of teaching environmental 
topics. The local participation in itself gave a positive contribution to environmental sustainability in 
the local communities surrounding the schools and the teacher training college. The practice sessions 
enhanced the learning experiences among the student teachers. In return, both the student teachers 
and the pupils had been teaching tree planting and gardening in their communities, showing that they 
had acquired a sense of self-confidence, and a sense of responsibility and autonomy during their 
previous activities. In the pupils’ homes (which the first author visited), the members who were trusted 
by the community reported that the pupils had become very supportive, especially in terms of helping 
to establish vegetable gardens and in helping to manage pests and diseases. 

Further, the teachers and tutors reflected on the possibility of becoming learners themselves, given 
that one of them acknowledged that she had learned about tree planting in her school days; only after 
she had participated in the project, however, had she acquired the ability to do the gardening 
practically. This shows that the participants realised the power of working together and learning from 
each other (Gaventa & Cornwall, 2001).  

The democratic organisation of EE learning seemed to be interesting to both teachers and pupils in the 
study area because it encouraged autonomy and supported academic learning in the classrooms—as 
one of the teachers said: “The pupils seem to feel freer in the classroom. Now, they perceive us as 
friends.” 

Transfer of Teachers: Threatening the Process 

The existing hierarchical power structure in Tanzania—such as the regular transfer of teachers and 
school headmasters by central government authorities—threatened the project. The transfer of 
teachers jeopardised the acquired knowledge and skills of both pupils and teachers, as well as the 
cultural capital necessary to sustain the development of EE. The district authorities had transferred 
most of the teachers who participated in the participatory project from the beginning until when the 
first author conducted the follow-up study. However, there were still a few teachers left to keep on 
teaching new participants. Even when the headmasters who had supported the process were 
removed, the teachers took responsibility. This is a point that we revisit in the discussion section.  

Reflection on the Follow-Up Study 

The local schools and their surrounding communities had largely sustained and partly expanded their 
EE activities. Still, no one had planted new trees, even where trees had died. Instead, they had started 
gardening and facilitating the cultivation of vegetables, generating quick results and raw produce for 
school lunches. Despite the significant transfer of teachers, teaching had become more participatory 
both in the teacher training college and in the participating schools; the planning and implementation 
of EE activities continued through the active participation of pupils and student teachers. The pupils 
decided on the outdoor activities they wanted to implement and discussed their ideas with local 
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community members in their student clubs, which met regularly. The pastoral communities 
participated in the activities, contributing materials and labour to the process. Both local leaders and 
community members regarded the process highly.  

Discussion 

The discussion departs from, and connects with, the two research questions: “To what degree do the 
democratic processes in the PAR project enable the tutors, teachers, and local community members 
to continue developing EE while simultaneously addressing the environmental challenges?” “In what 
ways do the power relations influence the further development of EE?” Regarding the first research 
question, we have shown above that the democratic processes in the PAR project enabled the tutors, 
teachers, and local community to continue developing EE in ways that addressed their local 
environmental challenges. The PAR project had lasting effects one year after the researcher had left 
the area. In this discussion, we focus on our second research question concerning the influence of the 
power relations in the further development of EE. We discuss the potential for PAR to build the 
participants’ capacity such that they become less vulnerable to hierarchical power structures in the 
educational system.  

In line with our contextualised theoretical model, our findings show the potential of PAR and action 
learning strategies in terms of sustaining the democratic teaching of environmental topics in the 
context of hierarchical structures. Although the authorities in charge of the primary schools and 
teacher training college regularly removed headmasters and college administrators, and thus created 
weakened access to key resources and decision-making members of their faculties, the teachers were 
not demotivated. Instead, they encouraged new teachers to join the process of change. These teachers 
intended to spread the teaching and learning strategies to more teachers in neighbouring schools to 
expand their newly created learning community. Teachers and local communities alike demonstrated 
a growing ability to improve EE by engaging the community members and sharing their knowledge and 
skills with pupils and student teachers. This ability is promising in terms of the communities’ 
development of resilience against not only environmental degradation but also against conflicts 
between groups within the community, for example, between agriculturalists and pastoralists. Thus, 
the transition to democratic relations in EE seems to rely on an awareness of local environmental 
conditions, dynamic teacher identities, a sense of solidarity, and committed local leaders. 

In addition, awareness of the power structures of educational governance seems to have established 
cultural capital for sustaining democratic power relations (Bourdieu, 1986; Chevalier & Buckles, 2013). 
In line with Freire (1970), Ahmad (2014), and Jäckle (2016), the findings suggest that increased 
awareness of the dominant power structures of the EE practice and educational practice can promote 
and stimulate community members’ commitment to democratic processes that improve learning 
situations. The awareness stimulates self-determination, commitment, and the willingness to try new 
strategies, both individually and in collaboration, and can even foster the formation of dynamic teacher 
and teacher staff identities.  

According to Wenger (1998), knowledge based on real-life experiences shapes human identity through 
the definition and redefinition of the member’s roles in the community of practice. The practical EE 
knowledge realised in democratic PAR activities engaged the student teachers, as well as other 
teachers, and seemed to influence the development of their teacher identity. Teaching became a 
dynamic process that also involved learning. One of the tutors commented on this transformation, 
saying she had learnt about tree planting in her school years, but that it was during this project that 
she learned how to do it practically at home. The project gave her opportunities to learn from 
experienced student teachers. Such an identity transformation is important in the power-sharing 
process and, thus, in sustaining democratic relations. It can become a source of solidarity for pupils, 
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community members, and teachers alike, who connect with each other through the fulfilment of 
personal as well as communal needs (Zuber-Skerritt, 2015). 

Nyerere (1967), Noffke (1997), and Nkulu (2005) discussed the importance of a sense of collective 
solidarity for the realisation of collective actions among marginalised communities who want to use 
research to realise social change. In this study, collective actions and solidarity seemed to promote 
self-esteem among the local inhabitants, which encouraged them to continue the struggle, even under 
harsh conditions with limited resources and unstable local expertise. A collective solidarity composed 
of respect and responsibility toward others seems to be important to achieve environmental 
sustainability (Shumba, 2011). Yet, the solidarity is influenced by, and dependent upon, committed 
local leaders. 

As Nyerere (1967) emphasised, qualified local leadership can be a key for the achievement of social 
transformation. In rural Tanzania, chieftainship means that encouragement from positioned and 
valued members of the community can be the main source of motivation. In this study, local leaders 
and school committees coordinated activities and encouraged the participation of parents in the 
sessions. In addition, the contributions of the local gardeners and extension officers seemed to be 
highly important. Together, the coordination done by local leaders and the instruction by advisors with 
relevant skills seemed to motivate local participants. The local leaders’ willingness to share their 
authority with the teachers practicing PAR was a gateway to a more democratic structure that involved 
active teaching of environmental topics and active human agency (Bandura, 1986). In fear of losing 
their power to the other teachers, a few headmasters, to a lesser degree, were willing to share their 
authority. In this way, they seemed to slide back into doxa (see Figure 1). This kind of relationship 
reduced the flexibility of the school systems, rendering it difficult for these schools to integrate the 
changes into their learning methods. 

The discussion’s nuances demonstrate the earlier described tensions between a self-efficient local 
community and the framework of top-down hierarchical power relations from the government down 
to local communities and schools. Still, we have shown that within hierarchical power structures it 
seems possible to create arenas for the development of democratic power relations. The democratic 
organisation of EE in outdoor activities at schools—like tree planting, based on action learning in a PAR 
project—have the potential to influence the rigid top-down teaching regime in the classrooms in a 
democratic way. In accordance with cooperative action research, collaboration between different 
stakeholders, and the distribution of power from the experts to the locals—and from the leaders to 
other citizens—seems to motivate both individual and collective actions on a local level. To a degree, 
a lack of material resources and access to decision-making members of the faculty can be counteracted 
by supplying cultural and social capital, satisfying the conditions for releasing inner motivations: self-
determination, competence, and attachment or belonging, as demonstrated in Figure 1 and Table 1.  

The critical environmental situation in Tanzania calls for effective collaboration between teacher 
education, primary schools, local communities, teacher resource centres, and local government 
authorities in order to create EE that can enable people to find new solutions in order to survive. We 
have argued that teacher education is a key to the transformation of teaching in primary schools. The 
student teachers’ role as practitioners gives them the opportunity to bridge teacher education and 
local EE and environmentally friendly practices. A level of active participation from the 
abovementioned institutions can address challenges such as limited resources, which are a norm in 
many teacher training colleges in Tanzania (URT, 2001). Hence, a balanced power relationship between 
teacher training colleges, primary schools, and district authorities might be key in terms of developing 
the quality of teacher training programmes and the implementation of the EE curriculum, which often 
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demand active teaching and experience in fieldwork. We have argued that PAR in teacher education 
is a way to achieve such a power balance.  

Concluding Reflections and Recommendations 

We have shown that by using action learning and action research as an approach to EE, it was possible 
to foster democratic practices within the frame of hierarchical structures. The results from our study 
suggest that teacher education might promote democratic processes in schools when local leaders are 
engaged in the process from the planning stage. We have shown an example of how the integration of 
PAR and action learning can be possible in the context of Tanzanian teacher education and schools 
and, given that the situation is similar in a range of countries, we believe the results are also useful in 
other contexts. 

Based on the discussion in this paper, we suggest that there is a need for teaching PAR and action 
learning during the education of teachers as a means to move power relations from hierarchical to 
democratic structures. PAR and action learning approaches provided us with the possibility to mobilise 
resources in local communities in order to address the sustainability of management of the 
environmental problems faced in this project. We therefore recommend the integration of PAR and 
action learning in the teacher education curriculum.  

Further, we recommend holistic and system-oriented EE, addressing the leadership of teaching 
processes. It seems crucial that leaders at different levels of the educational system should own the 
process and encourage teachers in order to sustain the changes that are made. Preservice training is 
not enough to initialise such a holistic change in EE when there are so many teachers who are not 
educated in holistic ways of EE teaching. There is a continual need for in-service training to equip 
teachers with the knowledge and skills to facilitate such processes of change. And, EE learning is a 
dynamic process, which faces continuous challenges because the environmental challenges 
themselves are changing. Follow-up education and support for the new teachers who address new 
challenges in local communities and the teaching system are crucial.  

This project had very little funding. The local leaders and community members supported the 
maintenance of EE activities in their schools and in their local communities because of the small 
incomes that were generated from selling vegetables and seedlings—these were some of the 
immediate gains from engaging in EE activities. We have shown that the participants were motivated 
to achieve a functioning democratic process that connected them with the fulfilment of their 
immediate needs. We therefore recommend further studies that emphasise EE to include more 
transformative changes alongside the formation of new and progressive values. 
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Abstract 

Schools should be enabling spaces that nurture the holistic development of learners. 
However, in under-resourced communities in South Africa this is not always the case 
because learners, already vulnerable due to the effects of poverty, are exposed to added 
stressors within the school gates. We explored how engaging vulnerable learners in a rural 
high school in a youth participatory action research (YPAR) process could enable them to 
take action to make their school a more enabling space. This article reports on the data 
generated by the participants during the first cycle of the YPAR, which was to inform the 
planning of future advocacy through answering the question: "How do youth perceive the 
current school climate?" The three themes that emerged indicate that the climate in the 
school was not conducive to creating a physical, emotional, or social space for learners to 
attain positive outcomes. This first cycle enabled the participating youth to develop an 
evidence base on which to ground further action and the tools to do so. Although not 
without its tensions, we conclude that YPAR is a powerful pathway to develop the agency 
of learners, enabling them to transform from vulnerable victims into advocates with the 
ability to influence positive transformation in themselves, their peers, and the climate of 
their school.  
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Introduction 

Schools should be enabling spaces for learners to flourish in a safe, nurturing environment where they 
feel they belong (Reiss & White, 2013). However, in the South African context, this is not always the 
case due to a variety of sociohistorical structural factors. Many children have been rendered vulnerable 
by the intersectionality of multiple stressors stemming from, and contributing to, increased poverty 
(Fearon et al., 2017), ill health and disease (Paradies, 2016), and parental alcohol abuse and neglect 
(Meinck, Cluver, Boyes, & Ndhlovu, 2015). Education is a critical factor in determining the future of 
children living in deprivation (Ogina, 2010). Although a means to disrupt the cycle of poverty in which 
they are trapped (Corbett & Fikkert, 2012), the under-resourced state of schools in socioeconomically 
challenged communities contributes to, rather than addresses, the problem (Engelbrecht, Nel, Smit, & 
van Deventer, 2016). Many schools, especially in rural areas, are faced with a dearth of infrastructure: 
overcrowded classrooms; inadequate resources for teaching, learning, and extra-mural activities; a 
lack of basic services such as clean water and sanitation; and insufficient access to social welfare 
services (Maringe & Moletsane, 2015). In such settings, teachers struggle to provide the 
socioemotional support to ensure learners not only survive, but also thrive despite the adversity they 
face (Setlhare & Wood, 2019). Many learners living in these contexts have to work after school hours 
to contribute to the support of their families, or miss school on occasion to carry out family duties their 
parents cannot perform due to absence or illness (Skovdal, 2010). These added responsibilities 
negatively affect their ability to attend, or to concentrate at school (Branson, Hofmeyr, & Lam, 2014). 
Eventually, their academic performance suffers, which can trigger other negative effects such as 
internalising or aggressive behaviours, depression, substance abuse, or school drop out (Dolly & 
Walters, 2013).  

The future of society is increasingly dependent upon young people being resilient enough to learn and 
adapt to different requirements and demands in a constantly changing world. From a socioecological 
view of resilience (Ungar, Connelly, Liebenberg, & Theron, 2017), the onus falls on adults in the 
environment to provide the child with access to protective resources to to buffer risk. In communities 
characterised by poverty and adversity, many parents and adults are not able to provide such support 
(La Placa & Corlyon, 2016), and may even contribute to the risk factors facing the child (Flouri, 
Midouhas, Joshi, & Tzavidis, 2015). Although the expectation that the teacher provides psychosocial 
support to children deemed to be at risk is contested in literature (Campbell et al. 2016), for these 
children, teachers are often the only adults available who could do so. However, teachers too, have 
become increasingly demotivated and stressed by working in such socioeconomically challenged 
environments (Jensen, 2009)—with negative consequences for themselves and, ultimately, for their 
learners. 

Many schools have thus become disabling, unsafe, and stigmatising spaces for children; they feel 
unwelcome and disconnected from the school (Sharp, Penner, Marais, & Skinner, 2018). As a teacher 
in such a school, the lead author has personal experience of how these circumstances negatively affect 
learners. Given that there is little hope of positive support from social structures in the near future, we 
felt compelled to take action to somehow improve the situation.  

This article explains how we (a teacher-researcher and a university researcher) engaged learners in a 
youth participatory action research (YPAR) process in a rural high school where Author 1 teaches, to 
explore how they could be involved in making the school a more enabling space for learners. Because 
it was a long and complex process, this article only reports on the data generated during the first cycle 
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of the YPAR, which was to determine what action was needed to make the school a more enabling 
space by answering the question, "How do youth perceive the current school climate?" We begin by 
justifying our choice of YPAR as methodology, followed by a discussion of the socioecological resilience 
theory that underpinned our interpretation of the findings. We then explain the methods followed to 
generate data, before presenting a discussion of the themes that emerged. Although YPAR as a 
methodology is not without its challenges, it can develop the resilience of learners, enabling them to 
shift from being victims of a faulty educational system to being advocates for change with the ability 
to influence positive transformation in themselves, their peers, and the climate of their school.  

Youth Participatory Action Research 

Youth participatory action research creates opportunities for youth and adults to work together to 
develop a research agenda to bring about change in their circumstances, and influence policies on 
issues that impact directly on their lives (Ozer & Douglas, 2015). YPAR has increasingly been used by 
researchers in schools to develop youth advocacy by working collaboratively through cycles of action 
and reflection to identify issues, generate and analyse data, and disseminate findings to bring 
aboutchange in their social environments (Kohfeldt, Chhun, Grace, & Langhout, 2011; Shamrova & 
Cummings, 2017). YPAR is grounded in an emancipatory paradigm, aimed at producing knowledge to 
benefit oppressed groups (Barnes, 2014). Youth participants engage in ongoing dialogue with their 
peers and the adult researchers, learning how to become self-reflective and critical thinkers (Smith, 
Beck, Bernstein, & Dashtguard, 2014). The process is also educative because it enables youth 
participants to improve their planning, research, communication, teamwork, and leadership skills 
(Akom, Shah, Nakai, & Cruz, 2016). YPAR as a form of critical pedagogy has a political intent because 
youth learn how to challenge oppressive systems (Voight &Velez, 2018) to influence policy on a micro 
level. YPAR has been found to enable young people to increase their resilience, giving them the 
confidence to believe in their capabilities and to perceive themselves as agents of change in their 
school (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Fox & Fine, 2013). In this study, the voices of the youth participants 
were accentuated, with the teacher-researcher guiding them to analyse their unsupportive school 
environment and navigate towards solutions to make it a more welcoming space. 

Given that YPAR is a collaborative and participatory process, the adult researcher assumes the role of 
facilitator, observer, and reporter of the participant group—her primary role being to provide guidance 
with regard to the research principles and process (Greenwood & Levin, 2007). As facilitator, the adult 
is also responsible for building participants’ confidence and independence by listening to and validating 
their inputs (Wood, 2019). Although YPAR is an emerging methodology, research to date has 
demonstrated its value for developing the voice and agency of youth and for equipping them with 
lifelong skills of value beyond the project (Anyon, Kennedy, Durbahn, & Jenson, 2018). However, given 
that YPAR sets out to change and challenge existing structures, it can be interpreted by those in power 
as a threat, leading them to either ignore or ridicule the ideas of the youth (Kohfeldt et al., 2011). They 
may also try to impose barriers to youth activity to generate and disseminate data (Cabrera, Milem, 
Jaquette, & Marx, 2014), or, as we feared, try to victimise the youth participants in an effort to stop 
the project. Thus, it is essential that the adult researcher monitors the process carefully for any adverse 
outcomes so that immediate action can be taken to prevent harm to the participants. Nonetheless, 
the benefits of YPAR for developing the resilience of youth seem to outweigh the challenges. 

Developing Resilience Through YPAR 

The concept of resilience is broadly defined as the ability to bounce back from difficult experiences 
(Price, Mansfield, & McConney, 2012). Our understanding is anchored in Ungar’s more specific 
definition of resilience as the strength to navigate towards psychological, social, cultural, and physical 
resources that sustain well-being (Ungar, Liebenberg, Dudding, Armstrong, & van de Vijver, 2013). The 
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role of adults in this process is to ensure that such resources are made available and are accessible to 
youth in a culturally meaningful way (Theron, Liebenberg, & Ungar, 2015). The school should be a site 
of care and support (Ebersöhn & Ferreira, 2011), and parents and teachers, who form part of the social 
ecology, have responsibility for promoting healthy behaviour and successful learning by providing 
learners with opportunities for growth and development (Mampane, Ebersöhn, Cherrington, & Moen, 
2014). Literature has identified seven protective factors that the social ecology should provide to help 
children to increase their resilience (Cameron, Ungar, & Liebenberg, 2007), as indicated in Table 1. 

Table 1: Factors that enable resilient coping in children (adapted from Cameron et al., 2007). 

1. Access to material 
resources 

Availability of financial, medical, educational, and basic human needs such 
as food, clothing and shelter, as well as employment opportunities 

2. Access to supportive 
relationships 

Presence of a supportive relationship network within the family, community, 
school, work colleagues, mentors 

3. Development of a 
desirable personal 
identity 

Awareness of life purpose, personal strengths and weaknesses, aspirations 
and beliefs, values, spiritual and religious identification, good self-esteem 

4. Experience of power 
and control 

Sense of self-reliance and internal locus of control, sense of agency to effect 
positive change in social  and physical environments, and access to health 
promoting resources 

5. Adherence to cultural 
traditions 

Knowledge of, and ability and opportunity to adhere to, cultural practices, 
values, and beliefs 

6. Experience of social 
justice 

Formation of a meaningful role in a community, which brings with it 
acceptance and social justice 

7. Experience of a sense of 
cohesion with others 

Ability to balance personal interests with responsibility to community and to 
greater good, feeling of being part of something larger than oneself, 
engaging appropriately with others according to cultural and community 
expectations—without losing own sense of identity 

From a socioecological perspective of resilience, young people can learn to be co-facilitators of their 
own resilience as they take action to negotiate for protective resources within their environment 
(Munford & Sanders, 2015). The skills they develop as a result of participation in a process such as 
YPAR become protective factors to buffer the negative psychological, social, and physical effects of 
living in contexts of poverty (Simmel, 2007). However, because the youth challenge existing systems 
and policies though YPAR, it is vital that the adult facilitator is able to act as a buffer to protect them 
from any negative reactions the findings may elicit. 

Method 

This article reports on the findings of the first cycle of action and reflection of a YPAR project that 
aimed to explore how vulnerable youth could take action to make their school a more enabling space. 
Figure 1 presents an overview of the cycles that emerged from the study. 
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Figure 1: Overview of YPAR project 

In this first cycle, the youth participants identified the factors in the school environment that were 
impacting negatively on their experience of school—to provide evidence to guide their further action 
towards positive change. The lead author is a teacher in a rural secondary school in Limpopo, where 
most of the learners can be classified as vulnerable because they live in poverty-stricken communities 
characterised by food insecurity and lack of basic services. The enrolment at the start of the school 
year hovers around 950, but as many as 150 learners drop out by the end of each year. There are only 
14 classrooms and, at the start of the project, only two functioning toilets, which were in a poor 
condition. A shortage of water is a major problem at school. Due to the poverty experienced by 
learners and their families, the school has been categorised as Quintile 1, which means that it is a no-
fee school and its learners should have access to the national school feeding programme. Of the total 
learners in 2016, about one third were single or double orphans, just under a quarter were acting in 
loco parentis, and fewer than 50% lived with at least one biological parent, thus, they could be 
classified as vulnerable on several levels (McAra & McVie, 2016). As teacher-researcher, the lead 
author worked via the teacher liaison officer (TLO) to explain the project and recruit learners from 
Grade 11, whom the TLO identified as being able to communicate well and showed leadership 
potential. She identified 20 learners who were invited to participate and 14 of them (seven male, seven 
female, aged 16–19 years) committed to taking part. In this first cycle, data were generated through 
the visual methods of photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997) and drawings (Theron, Mitchell, Smith, & 
Stuart, 2011), supplemented by transcribed recordings of weekly project group meetings and the 
teacher-researcher’s observations of the process recorded in her reflective diary (Vinjamuri, Warde, & 
Kolb, 2017). 
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The first few meetings were dedicated to building relationships among the participants, including the 
teacher-researcher, to enable them to collaboratively decide on the name of the project group (Leihlo 
la Baswa—The Eye of the Youth), ground rules for team functioning, what their objectives would be, 
and how they would go about attaining them. After each session, the teacher-researcher checked with 
the group that they understood what was expected of them before the next session, and gave them 
space to share their feelings about the session: what they were learning, what they were unsure of, 
and what resources they needed to enable them to carry out their plans. Once the teacher-researcher 
was sure that all participants understood the process of YPAR, she moved onto facilitating discussion 
about how they perceived the school climate and space, and how they could generate data to illustrate 
their perceptions and feelings. The participants decided to use photovoice and drawings, after being 
presented with different options by the teacher-researcher. They made drawings and took 
photographs in response to the prompt: "Take photos (make a drawing) of objects and places you 
would like to change in the school to make it nicer place to be." They gave each visual artefact a caption 
and wrote a short narrative explaining it. They first did the drawings and then discussed them in the 
group before thematically analysing them and composing posters on each theme. In the next sessions, 
they followed a similar process with the photovoice, and decided on specific photographs and 
narratives to form an exhibition to display to the other learners, teachers, and school management. 
To aid with analysis of the visual images and narratives, the teacher-researcher provided them with 
the questions devised by Wang and Burris (1997), which make up the acronym, SHOWeD—what do 
you See in this picture? what is really Happening? how does it affect Our lives? Why is it happening? 
what can we Do about it?  

Trustworthiness was increased by process validity (ensuring problems were framed and addressed in 
a way that permits ongoing learning of the participants), outcome validity (reflecting on the extent to 
which the actions led to the desired outcomes), democratic validity (ensuring participation of all 
involved), catalytic validity (how did the research change the participants' understanding and future 
behaviour?), and dialogic validity (the participants had opportunity to collaboratively create new 
knowledge) as described by Herr & Anderson (2005). 

The research was granted ethical clearance by the university in question, attesting to the fact that it 
adhered to stringent ethical principles regarding informed, voluntary assent of participants and 
consent of parents, protection of identity of subjects in the photovoice images and narratives, and the 
minimisation of power relations by using an independent teacher to recruit participants. Measures 
were also taken to ensure there was sufficient support available for any of the youth who were deemed 
to have been traumatised or otherwise negatively affected by participation in the project. 

Presentation of Themes 

Participants identified three themes around areas that they felt were impacting negatively on their 
health, dignity, safety, sense of belonging and motivation to learn. Below, we report on the themes, 
supported by verbatim quotations and the visual artefacts generated by the participants. We also 
discuss each theme in relation to resilience theory. 

Theme 1: Poor Infrastructure 

Theme 1 concerns the physical environment that learners perceived to have a negative impact on their 
physical and emotional health, as well as their motivation to learn. Participants said they were stressed 
by having to use dirty and unsafe toilets that smelt bad, and which they blamed for increasing their 
vulnerability to sinus and asthma attacks:  
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I often get attacked by asthma especially during summer season as the smell gets 
intensified. (P2)  

The unsanitary conditions also meant that some participants were unwilling to eat the food provided 
by the school, and so they went hungry:  

We do not eat food from the feeding scheme because flies from the open toilets and bins 
kept with leftovers waste the food. (P4)  

The photographs in Figure 2 indicate the unsanitary conditions the participants had to endure. 

 

Rotten food kept in the bowl incubate bacteria and 
can be dangerous to the health of learners. (P3) 

 

Pit toilets without lids release bad smell and give 
flies freedom of movement in transporting 
faeces to the kitchen. (P1) 

Figure 2: “Health hazards” (P1, P3) 

The state of the toilets also robbed the learners of their dignity because the dilapidated conditions 
meant many preferred to urinate outside. For girls, especially during menstruation, it was even worse 
because they could not change themselves in private because the doors were broken and could not 
close (see Figure 3): 

We hide behind the toilets to relieve ourselves but it is stressful because other learners and 
people passing on the street can see us. (P5)  

 

This picture explains how we girls feel during 
menstrual cycle. Toilets are without doors and we 
have no option but to change sanitary towels in the 
public view of other learners. Some of us use toilet 
paper or old cloth because we do not have pads. 
Our self-esteem gets crushed. (P5) 
 

Figure 3: “What can I be proud of?” (P4) 
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We lose dignity because other learners make funny jokes about our plight if they see girls 
using toilet paper or a piece of cloth for menstruation and it leaves us with emotional scar. 
(P2) 

It’s horrible and embarrassing especially if the periods come unexpectedly when we are 
already at school. The thought of going to the toilet which actually exposes and shames 
us makes me sick. (P8) 

Girls felt “tortured, shamed, and deprived of their privacy” (P4) because their basic need to go to the 
bathroom caused them so much embarrassment, shame, and pain. It became impossible for them to 
be on the school premises for the whole day, which led to absenteeism: 

Many girls fake illnesses during menstruation so that we can be released earlier because 
it is difficult to change pads in a toilet where urine stagnates on the floor and toilet seat. 
(P2)  

Toilets are dirty, there is no water to wash our hands, the gates are locked but we spend 
many hours at school. The solution is to stay at home if we have running stomach or 
menstruating. (P11) 

They said the dirty appearance of the school grounds made them feel ashamed of their school. They 
extrapolated this to mean that teachers and management, who allowed such a state to exist, did not 
care about them or their futures (Figure 4). 

 

Littering and roaming animals make the school 
unsightly. We feel ashamed to be associated with the 
school. Our school is like a ghost town and it feels like 
teachers do not take our ambitions seriously. (P4) 

 

 
We feel demeaned when people visit our school. 
(P8) 

We are frustrated and disheartened by the school 
surrounding. (P9) 

Figure 4: "We are ashamed of our school"(P6) 
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Participants also feared for their safety due to the unsafe pit latrines, the broken furniture that littered 
the playground, used as weapons by some learners, and the snakes that had infested certain areas. 
The lack of furniture in classrooms, which meant they had to share desks, negatively affected their 
motivation and ability to learn (Figure 5). 

 

Our safety is meaningless to the teachers because a 
learner can slip and fall into the pit while playing. (P12) 
 
A learner can be pushed into the pit by bullies. (P7) 
 

 

We feel terrorised by snakes, because once we 
see it we think of it even during lessons. (P13) 

 

I can’t take it anymore” [P13] 
 

Hunger, thirst, and the pressure to defecate 
distract us and force us to find ways to escape. 
(P10) 

Figure 5: "We fear for our lives” (P1) 

Few, if any, of the protective factors listed in Table 1 were in place at this school. It is clear that the 
social ecology was failing the learners in providing access to material resources because the youth 
were facing chronic stressors (Masten, 2014) on a daily basis. Learners were loath to use the toilet 
facilities, felt that the food was not prepared in a sanitary way, and could not access enough water to 
drink or to wash their hands. Apart from the health risks, these issues also impacted negatively on the 
formation of a desirable personal identity given that they were stripped of their dignity and self-
esteem. The learners interpreted these conditions to mean that the school management and teachers 
did not care about their welfare, and so they felt they also lacked access to supportive relationships. 
The data generated by the learners made it clear that the current state of the infrastructure in this 
school made it a risk factor for the development of negative health and psychological outcomes, rather 
than being a place where they could be nurtured and supported. 
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Theme 2: Lack of Sports Opportunities 

Learners felt deprived of the opportunity to take part in sports (which, they said, contributed to the 
anti-social behaviour of some learners) negatively affected their development of a desirable personal 
identity, hindered them from developing a sense of pride and belonging in the school (sense of social 
cohesion with others), and affected their ability to concentrate in class. Although there was time 
allocated to sports on the timetable, there were no facilities or equipment and so there was no 
organised sport or physical education. This led to learners loitering on the school premises, engaging 
in less healthy activities: 

On Wednesdays, learners use time for sports for different activities like playing cards, 
smoking, and boys hanging out with girls behind the classrooms. (P2)  

More disconcerting, was that participants claimed teachers were encouraging learners to smoke and 
even frequent taverns to dance for their amusement (Figure 6). These girls were under the impression 
that their behaviour was acceptable because the teachers who watched them appeared to condone 
and encourage it. Although we were shocked by this finding, the participants said that it was something 
that everyone knew about.    

 
Learners find pleasure in smoking with teachers. 
No more respect. (P1) 
 

 
 
Thursday night is a special entertainment night for 
girls at taverns where they dance wearing underwear 
and are given free alcohol. (P9) 

Figure 6: "We long to play sports but no one takes our ambition seriously" (P6) 

The participants thus felt that the adults, who were supposed to provide them with support, were 
actually encouraging them to indulge in unhealthy behaviours. This experience negatively affected 
their sense of belonging and self-worth. Teachers were perceived to be insensitive to their needs and, 
instead, forced them to come to school early and leave late with the hope of improving results; but 
this just meant that learners felt overwhelmed and often fell asleep in class. Although this theme 
indicated that some teachers were encouraging risky behaviour, this was only the tip of the iceberg—
as the next theme revealed. 

Theme 3: Poor Social and Emotional Climate of the School 

As expected, given the findings in the first two themes, the social and emotional climate of the school 
was a concern. Learners mentioned that most of them were from poor families, or their parents were 
either sick or no longer alive. They said that school was supposed to be a safe haven for all learners, 
especially those who lacked parental care and support; but it had become a place of rejection and 
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emotional and physical abuse (see Figure 7). Again, teachers were portrayed as causing emotional 
distress, rather than being a source of support. Teachers were also still using corporal punishment, 
despite it being against education policy. Such emotional climates engender fear, which impedes 
learning (LeDoux & Phelps, 2008): 

There is no difference between being at home where your mother is lying helpless on the 
bed and in the school where the teacher will torment you about things you do not have 
control over, them like being poor. (P5) 

I lost my mother at the 
age of six and was 
adopted by my 
grandmother from a 
distant relative. My 
granny lost her husband 
two years ago from 
AIDS disease and she is 
also very sick. She is on 
treatment and must 
take pills every day at 
07h30. Before I go to 
school I make sure that 
she ate and has taken 
her medication but I 
always arrive late at 
school. My school shoes 
are worn out that I 
cannot force to wear 

them anymore. I wanted to tell my class teacher but one 
morning as I entered the class 5 minutes late I found her 
already in class teaching. I was wearing “push in” but I 
removed them and walked barefoot. The teacher swore 
at me in front of other learners for being late and told 
me that I don’t even recognise that I am poor and would 
die like that. I was hurt but during lunchtime I went to 
her to explain why I came late and not wearing shoes. 
She told me she is not a social worker and that I am still 
going to suffer for as long as I act like a nurse and 
ignoring my studies. (P2)  

 
A teacher smacked a male learner in front of 
other learners and the learner attempted to pick 
a fight which made other learners to cheer him 
up encouraging him to fight with the teacher. 
(P9)  
 
Some teachers punish learners for minor 
mistakes and this is hurting emotionally and 
physically. (P7) 
 
We need a safe school but corporal punishment 
is not the answer. (P8) 

Figure 7: "We need your help, not your ridicule" (P5) 

Stigma and discrimination were rife at school, which affected learners’ emotional well-being, making 
them feel inferior and ostracised. This is an indication that at least five of the resilience enhancing 
needs listed in Table 1 were not being met (e.g., 2,3,4,6,7). Teachers made up names for learners, 
highlighting their poor academic performance, physical appearance, physical ailments, or social 
problems:  

Some girls are called night shift workers because they are teenage mothers and are unable 
to attend morning lessons as they must first take children to preschool before they come 
to school. (P7) 

Some teachers call learners who are not doing well “Code 14,” meaning that they are 
abnormal. (P10)  
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All teachers in South Africa are required to practise inclusive education (Department of Education, 
2001) but, clearly, some teachers at this school were doing the opposite by making learners feel 
ridiculed, stigmatised, and excluded. This behaviour even extended to learners who were known to be 
HIV positive, as indicated in Figure 8. 

 
A learner who is HIV positive is not allowed 
to carry books for the teacher to the staff-
room because she says the books will be 
heavy for her as she is a weakling. (P9)  
 

Figure 8: “People with HIV/AIDS should be helped, embraced, and not dismissed” (P9) 

Some learners confided in teachers, but these same teachers referred to their problems in class in 
front of their peers (Figure 9). Participants clearly wanted to be able to confide in teachers because, as 
some of them said, the school was the only place where they could find comfort. 

 
A learner in my class was denied to attend lessons because 
he did not have proper school shoes. When he walked 
barefoot, the teacher swore at him alleging that he is 
making jokes. (P10) 
We are being discriminated on the basis of socioeconomic 
background. (P13)  

Figure 9: “We plead for your support and not rejection” (P8) 

There were also complaints that teachers gave preferential treatment to the best performing learners: 

We are not given equal opportunities. If books are few, good performing learners are given 
first and the rest of us will share one book, being four. (P14) 

Teachers ignored the resilience that children showed in the efforts they made to come to school and, 
instead, concentrated on their failure to adhere to school rules:  
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We walk 7 km daily in the bushes to school. The school gates are locked at 07h30 and the 
periods start at 08h00. Most of us from that village arrive at 07h50 because we wait for 
each other as it is not safe to walk alone in the bush. Teachers lock us out until lunch and 
we miss tests and lessons. (P7) 

I think teachers don’t want us to attend school here anymore because they always say 
hurtful things about us. (P2)  

Teachers who practised discrimination also provided ways for learners to vicariously learn similar 
behaviour (Turner, Reynolds, Lee, Subasic, & Bromhead, 2018). Bullying was a problem, but teachers 
failed to deal with it (Figure 10). 

 

Some learners are not bringing their 

textbooks at school and they take other 
learners’ books by force when teachers 
want them. If you report them to teachers, 
they will beat you. (P3)  
 
We are afraid to report learners when 
they do bad things because they carry 
dangerous weapons to school. (P9) 
 
The bullies are suspended for five days 
and when they return to school they 
continue with their bullying activity and 
nothing further is done about it. (P8) 

Figure 10: “Help us eliminate bullying” (P9) 

Children who are exposed to violent and non-supportive climates will find it hard to flourish (Turner, 
Shattuck, Finkelhor, & Hamby, 2017), may be at risk for internalising disorders such as depression 
(Evensen, Lyngstad, Melkevik, & Mykletun, 2016), or perpetuate similar negative behaviour towards 
others (Bandura & Walters, 1977). 

The most alarming finding for us was the allegation of sexual misconduct by teachers. The participants 
maintained that learners from poor families and those who had lost their parents to death were 
especially vulnerable to sexual exploitation by teachers. These learners were willing to have sex with 
teachers for material reasons, but such behaviour by teachers had far-reaching repercussions for 
relations with learners and between learners: 

Many girls fall in love with teachers with the hope to have a better life since their parents 
are struggling financially. (P10)  

Some teachers have multiple affairs within the schoolyard and this causes conflicts 
between girls. (P1)  

It was reported that some learners benefitted from the relationship by obtaining the memorandum 
before tests or being given a second chance to rewrite tests if they did not do well. Such favouritism 
broke the trust between learners and teachers, which had a damaging effect on learner desire to work 
hard.  
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If male teachers feel attracted 
to schoolgirls all the time, buy 
your wives school uniform. (P9) 
 
Male teachers who share 
girlfriends with male learners 
are being disrespected by boys 
and at times they cause 
disorder even during lessons as 
retaliation. (P5)  
 

Figure 11 “Help us attain our goals and not to destroy our future” (P8) 

This theme made it clear that the social ecology, which was supposed to meet the needs of learners to 
enhance resilience, was, in fact, the cause of much of their distress (Figure 11). 

Discussion  

Before the project, learners in the school under study had no recourse to report their grievances. 
Learners found other ways of exerting power and control over their lives through relationships with 
teachers, smoking, bullying, and joining gangs. They did not have a sense of belonging to the school 
and, generally, their self-worth was low. Unfortunately, the story told by participants in this project is 
not a unique one. Schools in the less privileged areas of South Africa are often sites of discrimination, 
where learners who face adversity may be emotionally bullied (Graham, 2016) by both teachers and 
peers (Moletsane, 2013). Because learners who come from disadvantaged backgrounds cannot afford 
the material possessions that the (relatively) more privileged learners take for granted, they are 
subjected to insults, name calling, and teasing by their peers. Teachers also inflict pain through 
derogatory remarks (Deacon & Stephney, 2007), and impose harsh punishments when learners fail to 
meet their expectations. Inappropriate relationships between teachers and learners are also a 
common occurrence, and one that is underreported. 

The school space thus becomes a source of stress, where learners are exposed to stigma, psychosocial 
distress, lack of care, and pressure to conform to requirements such as having the correct uniform and 
other equipment (Heberle & Carter, 2015). Although the government has introduced no-fee schools 
(Department of Basic Education, 2007), children are still unable to afford all the other financial 
demands of schooling. The money families receive from social grants is not enough to put bread on 
the table, buy clothes, and pay for electricity much less the additional resources needed at school, like 
money for field trips. Failure to have resources such as scientific calculators and files for different 
subjects typecasts such learners as problematic by teachers (Howard et al., 2006). Due to the 
unreliable provision of services such as water and firewood, not to mention instances of corruption, 
the National School Nutrition Programme often does not function well enough to provide for hungry 
learners who may have little access to food outside the school. When they fall asleep in the classroom 
due to hunger, teachers shout at them rather than exploring the reasons for their lack of attention 
(Chitiyo, Changara, & Chitiyo, 2010).  
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Schools can also be dangerous places where children are subjected to abuse in the form of rape and 
sexual harassment. Reports in various newspapers indicate that sexual abuse is a problem that occurs 
at an alarming rate in schools, and children who are orphaned or neglected are often the easiest 
targets (Reintjies, Kamphuis, Prinzie, & Telch, 2010). A KwaZulu-Natal newspaper (Mkhize, 2012) 
reported that 382 children, most of whom were from disadvantaged backgrounds, were abused by 
educators in that province alone. However, sexual abuse often goes unreported, especially in rural 
areas (South African Council of Educators, 2017). In other cases, children enter into sexual relations 
with teachers because they benefit materially from the relationships (Stoebenau, Heise, Wamoyi, & 
Bobrova, 2016). The fact that they agree to the relationship does not excuse the behaviour of the 
teacher. 

Learners who live in difficult circumstances see school as an escape from their adversity at home (Cook, 
Williams, Guerra, Kim, & Sadek, 2010). Victimisation, discrimination, stigmatisation, violence, and 
sexual exploitation by teachers, as revealed in this study, inflict more psychological and emotional pain 
and decrease learners’ chances of learning how to develop the strength to deal with the adversity they 
face from being born into a socially disadvantaged situation. Rather than being a protective factor, 
attendance at the school in this study actually represented a risk factor on many levels because it failed 
to provide a safe, healthy, and inclusive environment for the children. The YPAR project was an attempt 
by the teacher-researcher and the youth to bring this lack of support to the attention of the social 
ecological representatives (teachers, management, school governing body) who should take 
responsibility for facilitating a positive social and emotional climate in the school (Theron, Cockcroft, 
& Wood, 2017). The YPAR project helped the youth participants to assert their rights and so gain a 
sense of power and agency to effect positive change, thus contributing to meeting the needs that 
foster resilient coping (see Table 1). 

Conclusions 

Although the picture painted through the visual artefacts is grim, the captions of the photos and 
drawings indicate a "plea" by participants for help from their social ecologies to change the situation. 
Through displaying their visual artefacts to their fellow learners, teachers and school governing body 
(which included parents), the participants were able to be taken seriously and to advocate for action. 
Representatives of the participants shared their visual exhibition with the school governing body (SGB), 
which resulted in the latter securing extra portable toilets from the Department of Basic Education as 
an interim measure, and to apply for permanent toilets to be built. They also commissioned community 
workteams clean the school on a regular basis. They began to look at the problem of learner support 
by taking steps to create a school-based support team, which was previously non-existent. The 
research findings presented by the participants could be seen to have shamed the SGB into action. This 
is the beauty of visual methods: the artefacts used to identify problems act as catalysts for change 
when they are displayed to a wider audience. 

This first cycle of the YPAR project helped the youth participants to assert their rights and so gain some 
sense of power and a sense of agency to effect positive change, thus contributing to their resilience. It 
enabled youth to identify and raise awareness about issues that were negatively impacting on their 
wellbeing at school, and to develop resources to use in further cycles of action and advocacy for 
change. The process also created challenges for the participants, who initially faced teasing from peers 
and threats of victimisation from teachers, and for the adult facilitator who had to walk a fine line 
between assisting the youth to reveal negative practices while also keeping her colleagues and 
management supportive of the project. On reflection, we think that if we had framed, more positively, 
the prompt for the visual methods by asking them to identify what they did like about the school as 
well as what they did not like, the data might have been seen as less of a threat by the other 
stakeholders in the school. 
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The cycle reported on here was only the beginning of a gradual process of change that enabled the 
participants to take further actions towards making their school a more enabling space, reported on 
in another publication . The findings of this first cycle not only add to the body of evidence pointing to 
the urgent need to address the highlighted problems in our educational system, but also provide a 
potentially powerful pathway for learners to be involved in improving their own holistic wellbeing and 
resilience through learning to become advocators for change.  
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Globally, higher education is faced with pressing challenges and pressures including persistent 
inequality of access, the uneven quality of higher education rooted in historic inequalities, and the 
massification and commodification of higher education. In South Africa, the issues of inequality and 
quality in higher education are thrown into sharp relief; recent research by the Council on Higher 
Education (2013) revealed high attrition, low throughput, and racially skewed participation rates in 
higher education. Only 16% of black African students in the cohort of 20–24 year olds participated in 
public higher education, compared to about 55% of white students. And only 30% of students 
registered for degrees in contact institutions graduated in the specified three years with, overall, 56% 
completing within five years. 

In South Africa, where there is low participation in higher education, high levels of unemployment (van 
der Berg & Broekhuizen, 2012), and where graduates have some of the highest rates of return in the 
world on their personal investment in education (Montenegro & Patrinos, 2014), succeeding in higher 
education is key for social mobility and for greater economic and personal well-being. The recent 
#FeesMustFall student protests highlighted not only the financial barriers to accessing higher 
education, but also the ways in which many students experience university curricula and institutional 
arrangements as alienating.  

It is in the context of these contemporary challenges faced by higher education that this book, 
Enhancing the Freedom to Flourish in Higher Education, makes a valuable contribution. While it 
connects with global debates around widening access to higher education, especially for students who 
are historically, socially, and academically marginalised, the book’s focus lies not only in issues of 
access but, rather, in how to ensure that students experience university as a place of flourishing and 
participation. 

Talita Calitz’s research is framed by the capability approach, drawing on the work of economist 
Amartya Sen (1999) and philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2011). From this perspective, capabilities 
relate to the opportunities individuals have for being able to realise the outcomes that they value. 
These opportunities are mediated by what are termed conversion factors—which constrain or enable 
the freedom to flourish. The study also draws on the work of Nancy Fraser (2009), applying her 
concepts of recognition, representation, and redistribution to analysing students’ education 
experiences. Frierian perspectives on learning are introduced to critique some of the unhelpful 

mailto:dmarshall@uwc.ac.za
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pedagogical practices that students encounter, and which reinforce a reproductive, banking model of 
learning (Friere, 1970). These theoretical frameworks—with their concepts of functionings, conversion 
factors, misrecognition, and so on—can often seem dense and abstruse but Calitz’s clear, eloquent 
writing makes the theoretical ideas accessible and generative. 

The book is woven around the narratives of eight undergraduate students, whom we get to know 
through their accounts of navigating their way through undergraduate studies. The rich data from 
these student narratives is used skilfully to illuminate the theoretical concepts that frame the study; 
the seamless connection between student data, theoretical analysis, and extensive references to other 
local and global literature make for engaging reading.  

In Chapter 5, entitled “Structural Constraints to Participation,” we get to experience the ways in which 
institutional arrangements hamper these students’ academic progress and their freedom to 
participate in higher education. We encounter students who struggle with finances, commuter 
students who feel marginalised from campus life, and students who struggle to access textbooks and 
technology. While many of these challenges are rooted in broader societal constraints, what the book 
highlights so forcefully are the ways in which institutional arrangements and pedagogical practices 
constrain and fail the students they are ostensibly set up to support. We read about demeaning 
lecturers with a “lecture-and-leave” approach to teaching, courses that reward regurgitation rather 
critical engagement with knowledge, crowded classrooms, and experiences of race-, class-, language- ,   
and gender-based discrimination. 

But, despite these dispiriting and demoralising accounts of the institutional constraints that students 
experience, the next chapter, “Student Agency in Higher Education,” is more heartening; we witness 
how students use their agency and resilience in dealing with many of these institutional obstacles. This 
chapter discusses five conversion factors that were found to increase student participation: affiliation 
with lecturers, affiliation with peers, the platform for voice, access to knowledge, and recognition of 
capabilities.  

The final two chapters focus on the practical implications of the study for supporting epistemological 
and institutional transformation in South African universities. The question addressed here is: “How 
can these experiences of enablement and constraint be translated into practice in university 
pedagogy?” A capability-informed pedagogy is proposed to address some of the constraints that 
students experience, and a set of basic resources is identified, which students would require to enable 
their equal participation in higher education.  

The book is rich in fascinating insights and implications; one of the key ideas that emerge is the central 
role played by pedagogical arrangements in enabling student flourishing. While access and retention 
strategies at universities often centre on mentoring programmes, student support services, and extra-
curricula activities, the book argues for “reinstating the classroom as the central point of engagement” 
(Calitz, 2019, p. 150), echoing international voices such as Tinto (2012) on the issue. While cultivating 
a sense of belonging is crucial, the study highlights the centrality of fostering a critical engagement 
with disciplinary knowledge: “At a structural level, it is crucial to ensure that students have access to 
arrangements that cultivate critical academic capabilities while simultaneously offering the 
psychosocial affiliation necessary for becoming an engaged university student” (Calitz, 2019, p. 145). 

Another finding that seemed striking was the sometimes pernicious role of academic support courses. 
Many of these were generic, skills-based foundational courses, described by students as adopting a 
“dumbed down” teaching approach, and modelling memorisation of content rather than critical 
engagement with disciplinary knowledge. Previous research has noted how educationally flawed these 
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decontextualised, skills-based courses are (see, for example, Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2015; McKenna, 
2010); however, what this study reveals so clearly is how these pedagogical structures may not merely 
be benignly ineffective, but that they can be experienced by students as undermining of student 
agency and diminishing of student voice and confidence. 

This important book makes for compelling reading and, to my mind, would serve as an ideal prescribed 
text for courses offered to new academics. It highlights concrete ways for undergraduate lecturers to 
better enable students to flourish in their classrooms. For researchers and graduate students in higher 
education studies or sociology of education, the book provides an excellent overview of key literature 
in the field, both nationally and internationally. And for university managers, student affairs staff, and 
policy makers, the book provides concrete ways forward for institutions to ensure that more of their 
students succeed and flourish in their undergraduate studies.  
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BLOSA 2019: Background 

The 2019 Blended Symposium on blended learning in the field of languages, literature, and media held 
on 25 March 2019 was the inaugural event of the newly designed and launched BLOSA: A South African 

Platform for Blended Learning.2 Two keynote addresses from international guests were presented 
along with seven papers, the majority of which were given by delegates from four continents; the 
conference was further attended by roughly 30 non-presenting delegates. The objective of the 
conference was the exploration of both the theory and application of hybrid and blended learning for 
languages, literature, and media pedagogy in the context of developing economies.  

Blended learning broadly refers to a set of hybrid teaching and learning approaches that utilise a 
combination of online learning and classroom time. Bonk and Graham defined blended learning as 
“systems [that] combine face-to-face instruction with computer-mediated instruction” (2006, p. 5). 

The notion of blended learning has risen in prominence on campuses worldwide3 and in South Africa4 
as an extremely effective teaching and learning methodology with great potential to offer innovative 

 
2 The platform was founded and is coordinated by Christopher Fotheringham, Brian Zuccala, and Anita Virga. As to media  
   attention to BLOSA thus far, see at least the Vuvuzela interview available at  
   https://witsvuvuzela.com/2019/04/13/boundaries-of-tertiary-education-broken/. 
3 Such rising prominence is well-exemplified by the staggering amount of scholarship that has been produced over the past 

couple of decades, for which it will suffice to refer to, alongside the mentioned Bonk and Graham’s compendium (2006), 
Garrison and Vaughan (2008) and Graham (2009), to mention just a few key contributions. The growing appeal of blended 
learning is due, among other things, to its transcultural potential in the context of the internationalisation of higher 
education, which is best appreciated in the sub-field of trans-institutional telecollaboration. See, for example, Carloni, 
Grassi, Virga, and Zuccala (2018) and Guth, Helm, and O’Dowd (2012). 

4 See, for example, Ng’ambi, Brown, Bozalek, Gachago, and Wood (2016) with regard to scholarship, and refer to the 2017 
Council on Higher Education report (CHE, 2017) with regard to institutional and governmental guidelines on blended 
learning. See also Virga (2018) for a recent and joint discussion of both aspects. 

mailto:Christopher.Fotheringham@wits.ac.za
mailto:brian.zuccala@wits.ac.za
https://witsvuvuzela.com/2019/04/13/boundaries-of-tertiary-education-broken/
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and transformative solutions to our specific contextual constraints and complexities.5 Blended learning 
has been identified as a key thrust in the latest University of the Witwatersrand digital strategy. While 
blended learning has great potential to improve the quality of teaching and learning at the university, 
and to enhance the student experience, the approach is by no means a panacea to the structural 
teaching and learning challenges—as it seems sometimes to be perceived by University management. 
Therefore, the Teaching and Learning Committee of the School of Literature, Language, and Media 
(SLLM) at Wits formed a research cluster in 2018 to conduct research into the implementation of 
blended learning in South Africa (and Global South contexts, more generally) and to provide a 
productive space for the sharing of ideas and working on joint projects.  

With financial support from the deputy vice-chancellor of the university, the inaugural conference of 
BLOSA was organised for 25 March 2019. In designing the event itself, an innovative and blended 
conferencing model was followed. The model relied on online engagement as a support and a scaffold 
for the face-to-face event. Contributors were required to present a short videocast for uploading onto 
the BLOSA site, where it was made available to site members a week prior to the conference—in the 
hope that online engagement before the event would enrich the conversations at the face-to-face 

symposium. The streamlined and user friendly site (www.blosa.co.za), co-designed and built in 

collaboration with Teracore Digital Marketing (www.teracore.co.za), is structured along the lines of 
a social media platform allowing members to post comments and engage directly with contributors 

and one another.6 The videocasts remain on the site well past the date of the symposium as a digital, 
globally sharable resource for fellow practitioners and fellow scholars of blended learning. Where the 
contributions and the debates of a traditional time-and-place-bound conference are ephemeral and 
reserved for a closed community, the model of the BLOSA 2019 conference is one of open access and 
long duration. Year on year, as further BLOSA symposia are held, the site will become a digital archive 
of useful content for practitioners of blended learning anywhere and at any time. 

The rationale for this format was twofold: the first objective was to enact the blended model within 
the very structure of our conferencing activity; the second, to engage the emerging practice of 

unconferencing7 as a catalyst for democratised accessibility and as a form of resistance to the 
traditional conference model which necessitates, for example, the presence of international keynotes 
and an elitist bias toward physical attendance at great expense to individuals and institutions. This is a 
model that arguably isolates academics from developing contexts from currents and debates emerging 
in large Global North conferences.  

BLOSA 2019: Papers 

The keynote addresses of the conference were provided by Rahul Gairola (Murdoch University, 
Australia) and Roopika Risam (Salem State University, USA). Both were enquiries into the matter of 
power relations in the digital humanities from the perspective of postcolonial academic contexts—
from a scholarly angle and pedagogical angle, respectively.  

In his paper, “Postcolonial Digital Humanities,” Gairola discussed how and why a theory and history of 
digital humanities is important in the context of postcolonial countries, and delineated two dominant 
views of digital humanities (DH) today. He linked these two views to the dominant history of DH in 
order to demonstrate its orientalist limitations. After zooming in on India as a case study, he reframed 

 
5 See, for example, Garrison and Kanuka (2004), and Tucker, Wycoff, and Green (2017). 
6 All contributions and interactions are protected by a members-only password wall. This security measure allows for quality  
   control of the material uploaded by an international group of experts and scholars serving as BLOSA scientific committee  
   and board members. 
7 For which one may refer, for example, to Budd et al. (2015), Hansmann, Troxler, & Wolf (2011), Wolf & Troxler (2008). 

http://www.blosa.co.za/
http://www.teracore.co.za/
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the case for postcolonial digital humanities today for formerly colonised nations, turning his attention 
to learning and teaching in those sites of ongoing contention. Risam’s paper, entitled “The Politics of 
Knowledge Production and Digital Pedagogy,” addressed the notion of postcolonial digital pedagogy, 
while challenging a number of misconceptions such as the “myth” of the digital native, and 
foregrounding the in-built imbalance and intersectional inequalities that characterise the digital 
sphere. Within this conceptual framework, she illustrated teaching and learning activities—including 
the use of Google Ngram Viewer, Wikipedia editing, and incorporating social media in classroom 
practices—through which emancipatory digital cultural literacy could be implemented.  

Neither of the distinguished international keynote speakers was physically present at the conference 
but the blended format of the symposium allowed scholars at the face-to-face event to engage with 
their ideas. Indeed, an interesting outcome of the blended format was that the delegates felt more at 
liberty to critique the ideas of the keynotes than they might have been had they been present 
physically. This led to some very interesting discussions on the hierarchical structure implicit in 
traditional conferencing, and which was challenged by the format of the blended symposium.  

The remainder of the papers were not screened at the face-to-face event but were discussed by 
delegates in splinter groups. Some of the presenters were local and were thus able to be physically 
present at the event but the majority were international. The blended format of the conference made 
the contributions of these distinguished international scholars cost free. These papers covered a range 
of topics pertinent to the teaching of languages.  

Two papers, one by Simon Musgrave (Monash University, Melbourne, Australia) entitled “Digital 
Learning: Balancing Specific and Generic Skills” and one by Giovanna Carloni (University of Urbino, 
Italy) entitled “Fostering Italian Language Development and Intercultural Awareness Through Digital 
Learning,” concerned themselves with the tools and methods most appropriate for digital learning—
presenting and analysing the effectiveness of past interventions in blended pedagogies in a series of 
case studies.  

A further two papers concerned telecollaboration as a methodology for target-language enhancement. 
“Blending Italian Studies in Higher Education Through Telecollaboration” by Margherita Bezzi (Milan 
Polytechnic, Italy), Giorgia Bassani (California State University, Florence Campus, Italy), and Ilaria 
Pasquinelli (University of Urbino, Italy) illustrated some features and data related to the international 
telecollaborative project between the University of Urbino and the University of the Witwatersrand. 
The aim of the international cooperation was to blend the teaching of Italian language and culture, 
creating online materials on the basis of the Witwatersrand University syllabus. Synchronous and 
asynchronous digital activities, as well as students’ and online teachers’ performances, were analysed 
and discussed. A similar project was presented by Rachida Sadouni (University of Blida 2, Algeria). Her 
paper, entitled “Telecollaboration as a Medium Between Learners From Different Backgrounds: PTAM 
as a Case Study,” concerned the establishment of collaborations between students of French in Algeria 
and Moldova. Sadouni explained the methodology she used to conduct the project, and the outcomes. 
Her exposition of positive student responses to this technology-mediated, multicultural encounter was 
particularly pleasing and encouraging. 

The remaining three papers can be clustered together because they concerned the implementation of 
blended pedagogies for the acquisition of high-level foreign language literacy. Nuño Aguirre de Cárcer 
(University of the Witwatersrand) presented a paper entitled “E-Portfolios as Formative Assessment,” 
which explored the possibility of using digital reading portfolios to enhance and digitise assessment 
practices in a course on Spanish literature. Andrea Privitera (University of Western Ontario, Canada) 
discussed his application of the video game, Europa Universalis, as an engaging and interactive way of 
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familiarising students with the political and religious landscape of fifteenth-century Italy, to prepare 
them better to understand the (Italian) chivalric poetry tradition. Finally, Fiona Horne (University of 
the Witwatersrand) outlined a digital storytelling project conducted in 2018 in the second-year French 
foreign language classroom (intermediate A2 level) at Wits University. She discussed its positive, 
transformative effects in the language programme, especially given the significant challenges 
encountered in this group (heterogeneous language levels, linguistic insecurity, lack of group cohesion 
and motivation, poor learning outcomes).  

BLOSA Impact in Terms of Educational Research for Social Change, and Where 
to From Here? 

For all the aforementioned reasons, we believe that both the inaugural 2019 BLOSA blended 
symposium and the BLOSA project in its entirety have had, and will continue to have, a positive effect 
on the way blended learning can be used as a powerful tool at the disposal of transformation-centred 
academic strategies. This is true in terms of both the form in which research is conducted and 
disseminated, within and beyond BLOSA, and the content of such research, with its peculiar focus on 
developing academic contexts. 

The BLOSA 2019 symposium is soon to be followed by a second and further-reaching blended event 
revolving around the BLOSA platform and BLOSA digital archive. The inaugural conference is the basis 
of an open access book project currently under contract with Edizioni Ca’ Foscari (Venice University 
Press). The book is conceived of as the first installation of a BLOSA-dedicated Gold Open Access book 
series (directed by Brian Zuccala, Christopher Fotheringham, and Anita Virga) that will secure instant, 
global, and comparatively inclusive circulation of BLOSA scholarly contents. 
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