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Editorial  
 
Lesley Wood 
North-West University 
South Africa 
lesley.wood@nwu.ac.za  
 
As 2020 draws to a close, we cannot deny that this year has demanded much of us all on personal and 
professional levels. COVID-19 has turned our world upside down, revealing at the same time both the 
fragility and resilience of human beings. The pandemic has clearly highlighted the inequalities in our 
society and, once again, those most affected by the restrictions placed on our private and work lives 
have been those who could least afford to stay at home and wait for things to change. The pandemic 
has affected us all, but while the more privileged members of society coped more easily by sitting out 
the lockdown in relative comfort, continuing to work from home, vulnerable populations suffered from 
the increase in gender-based violence, children missed out on months of schooling, the elderly were 
forced to stay alone without the support of family, and casual workers were left without an income 
and unable to seek means to provide for themselves and their dependents. The impact of the 
pandemic has worsened the “wicked” problems facing us in this country.  

On the flip side, it has also required people to become more open to change, to innovate, to 
collaborate, and to learn not only to cope with the problems it has brought, but also to learn how to 
flourish in spite of them. There is no doubt that COVID-19 has had a devastating effect on our lives, yet 
it has also opened up possibilities for change, forcing us to reflect on what is really important to us in 
life, and to treasure what we have—instead of always wishing for more. It has unleashed a critical 
mindset and prompted people to act collectively for change (e.g., against police violence in the USA 
and elsewhere, and against corruption in South Africa). In other words, the principles of participatory 
research for social change are now more manifest in how we live our lives. We have adapted to the 
“new normal” by wearing masks and social distancing. As researchers, we have learned to conduct 
interviews, focus groups, and participatory data generation sessions via electronic means, pushing 
ourselves out of our comfort zones to learn new ways to communicate. Webinars and online 
conferences have enabled practitioners and community members to access and contribute to 
discussions that, previously, they could not afford to attend. We now speak regularly with colleagues 
from all over the world, widening our horizons and expanding possibilities to collaborate for change. 
Such a terrain is fertile for the co-creation of knowledge through experiential learning—collaborating 
to find answers to the challenges we face as humans in an unpredictable and ever-changing world. In 
times of crisis, new ways of thinking, doing, and relating emerge and the opportunity is there for us 
now, as participatory researchers, to begin to forge a new architecture of human participation in 
research. 

This issue, our second of 2020, contains seven interesting articles by participatory and engaged 
researchers who address various issues connected to the transformation of education. The first article, 
by Romm, is a conceptual piece that builds on the work of Mertens by linking the notion of the 
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transformative paradigm to indigenous paradigms and knowledge cultures. She highlights the 
centrality of relationship in this kind of work and how such research is in itself “world shaping.” She 
argues that such transformative work is not just the prerogative of one specific paradigm, but that 
other research approaches can also contribute to positive social change by adopting a participatory 
approach to their inquiry.  

Brown then moves us to teacher education, and how intergroup dialogue helped preservice teachers 
to understand the issues of privilege and oppression in relation to diverse sexual orientations. The 
opportunity to engage with and relate to peers allowed a sense of solidarity and ideas for change to 
emerge. Intergroup dialogue proved useful to enhance self-awareness of the preservice teachers 
regarding their positionality as teachers of comprehensive sexuality education, and prompted a desire 
to learn how to use intergroup dialogue to promote inclusion in the life orientation classroom.  

Staying in teacher education, Petersen, Rademeyer, and Ramsaroop explain how they used an action 
research approach to design and implement an academic support programme using peer tutors. This 
much needed programme enabled students to support their peers in developing their English 
proficiency to enable them to cope with the demands of tertiary education. The authors recount how 
an action research approach enabled them to learn during the design process, improving their practice 
and the eventual academic product. 

Du Plessis and Ahmed’s article moves us out of higher education to a rural school context where they 
used a participatory visual approach to explore the career aspirations of youth. Their findings add to 
the literature by providing much needed insight into the aspirations of this marginalised group whose 
opportunities for further study or employment are often hampered by their economic deprivation and 
lack of social capital. The visual methods enabled the participants to express their hopes for a brighter 
future, in spite of their circumstances, and to position themselves as agents of change in their 
community. The aim of the authors was to sensitise other stakeholders to the need to provide career 
education and planning opportunities to youth who, normally, are deprived of such support in rural 
schools. 

Shifting to the leadership of township schools, Kagola and Khau also use a visual method, namely 
collage, to influence how members of school governing bodies perceive the employment of male 
teachers in the foundation phase. Collaborative reflection on their collages prompted a reduction in 
bias against appointing male teachers by providing participants with an opportunity to question 
hitherto unquestioned assumptions and biases about the ability and suitability of men in early years 
classrooms, and in the caring professions in general.  

Arts-based practitioner enquiry methods enabled Childs, Mapasa, and Ward to improve their 
understanding about how to offer improved academic support to first-year university students. They 
explain how they developed an innovative, “Crafting Connections,” strategy to facilitate their 
practitioner self-enquiry. In addition to learning how to create a transformative learning experience 
for students, they also learnt how to walk the fine line between nurturing students and leaving space 
for them to direct their own learning. 

The last article, by Bhurekeni, is again a conceptual piece that argues for transformation of the 
curriculum in Zimbabwe, specifically at primary school level, to challenge inherited colonial paradigms 
and replace them with more indigenous theories and practices. He calls for validation of indigenous 
ways of knowing, rather than mere acceptance of Western knowledge as the only valid basis for 
curriculum design. This, he suggests, would require a deeper level of epistemic exploration and 
understanding. 
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To round off this open issue, we have a book review by Tshidi Malebese of Zuber-Skerritt and Wood’s 
2019 edited book, Action Learning and Action Research: Genres and Approaches, which gives a 
concise overview of the different approaches to action learning and action research. The chapter 
authors are all leading researchers in their genre of action learning or action research and their 
explanations of when and how to use a particular approach will help other researchers to make 
appropriate decisions in their own contexts. Instead of a conference report (given that we have not 
had many face-to-face conferences this year), we include a report on an action research project to 
improve school discipline in a Zimbabwean context. Chiramba and Harris explain how dialogue in small 
groups of teachers and pupils can help preempt discipline problems by creating space for participants 
to share their feelings and seek constructive solutions to address any problematic issues. 
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Justifying Research as Conscious Intervention in Social and 
Educational Life: Activating Transformative Potential1  
 

Norma R. A. Romm  
Department of Adult Education and Youth Development 
College of Education  
University of South Africa  

norma.romm@gmail.com  
 
Abstract 

In this article, I expand on Mertens’ advocacy of the transformative paradigm for social 
research, where research is consciously geared to the advancement of social justice. I 
indicate certain links with Indigenous paradigmatic approaches to “knowing,” where 
legitimate knowing is rooted in a quest to enhance relationality in the web of relations in 
which we as knowers and actors are enmeshed. In considering how we might justify 
associating knowing with transformative-directed (interventionist) intent, I suggest that the 
justification rests on us recognising that the research enterprise is always more or less 
consciously implicated in the continuing unfolding of the worlds of which it is a part. I spell 
out what is involved in recognising that research is world shaping. I furthermore propose that 
taking a transformative perspective on the research enterprise allows us to reinterpret other 
paradigmatic positions (e.g., constructivism, and critical realism, and even some renditions 
of postpositivism) by looking at their potential to cater for an inquiry process that enables 
participants, concerned stakeholders, and wider audiences to participate in envisioning and 
enacting possibilities for enhancing the quality of our existence. I provide some examples 
from the educational arena.  

Keywords: Transformation-oriented research, collective responsibility, evolving research 
paradigms, reality as becoming, research as world shaping 
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Introduction: Recognition of Research as Future Forming 

Mertens (1999) indicated that when embracing a transformative paradigm, researchers co-organise 
inquiries with concerned participants and stakeholders in such a way that the research is likely to be 
socially impactful in serving the ends of justice. When pursuing this agenda, she noted that 
transformative researchers express an allegiance to benefitting, via the research, “the lives and 
experiences of marginalised groups, such as women, ethnic/racial minorities, people with disabilities, 
and those who are poor” (Mertens, 1999, p. 4). The transformative paradigm, as she named it, which 
she recognised draws on critical and emancipatory theories, provides an umbrella for researchers who 
view their roles as “agents to further social justice” (Mertens, 2012, p. 811). Mertens and Farren 
pointed out that even though what is involved in transformative research may not be evident, the aim 
of it is to become transformative in the sense of “generat[ing] a radical shift in our perception of social, 
political or educational theories, ideas and actions, creating different kinds of understandings that 
lead to new practices” (2019, p. i). In considering the relationship between transformative and 
Indigenous paradigms, Cram and Mertens averred that there is room for “negotiating solidarity” 
between these positions given that both are specifically concerned with enacting research towards 
transformative ends (2016, p. 161). From an Indigenous standpoint, such transformation entails 
countering the continued effects of Western-centric approaches to knowing, where professional 
researchers typically control the process of knowledge-development—instead of the research 
participants/participant researchers (cf. Chilisa, 2020, p. 23; Higgins, 2016, p. 270; Foley, 2003, p. 45; 
Moreton-Robinson, 2013, p. 335; Ritchie, 2015, p. 77).  

Indigenous scholars sometimes refer to the pertinence of what became termed, “standpoint theory,” 
introduced by certain feminist authors (Collins, 1990, 2000; Harding, 2004; Hartsock, 1983; Stanley & 
Wise, 1983). For example, Moreton-Robinson noted that feminist standpoint theory aims to expose 
“spurious truth claims to impartiality of patriarchal knowledge production” while proffering an 
alternative view of knowledge-production as necessarily value imbued (2013, p. 333). Likewise, 
Indigenous standpoint epistemology focuses on the contribution of Indigeneity to offering a distinct 
relationally oriented ontology-and-epistemology (onto-epistemology) and attendant axiology 
informed by Indigenous experiences, social positioning, and worldviews (Moreton-Robinson, 2013, p. 
338; Ritchie, 2015, pp. 85–86). As stated succinctly by Kovach, Indigenous authors reject the view, 
which they see as characterising much Western thought, that knowing as an enterprise involves 
professional researchers setting out to seek “a singular static truth from an objective distance” (2009, 
p. 26). Indigenous scholars are furthermore wary of epistemologies that exclude from legitimate 
consideration people’s sense of connectivity to their myriad of relations—including the more-than-
human world (Chilisa, 2020, p. 24; Higgins, 2016, p. 272; Ritchie, 2015, p. 82; Ryser et al., 2017, p. 54; 
Moreton-Robinson, 2013, p. 337)—an exclusion with devastating ecological effects. However, 
Indigenous scholarly work is often rendered inferior in the Western-centric academic regime 
(Adyanga, 2012; Foley, 2003, 2018; Harris & Wasilewski, 2004; Romm, 2017). 

 Chilisa, in her writing about Indigenous research methodologies (2012, 2020), expressed some 
concern that Mertens did not include in her matrix of “major” paradigms the Indigenous one as a 
distinct paradigm (2020, p. 20). She argued (citing Romm, 2018) that this paradigm provides a distinct 
language, that is, the language of relationality, as its specific contribution to how research can 
contribute to potentiate transformation in reshaping our ways of living together as humans, including 
our ways of connecting with “all that exists” (Chilisa, 2020, p. 20). In this article, I do not focus so much 
on how the research process can be transformative in strengthening relationality across the board, 
although this is one of the points stressed by many Indigenous scholars from regions all over the globe, 
as noted above. My focus is rather on how we can justify that research can be conceived as 
contributing to creating new futures at the moment of “knowing.” 
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My justification for a consciously interventive stance rests on the understanding that research can 
always be said to have a performative function in bringing forth “realities” through the ways in which 
we as inquirers engage with the world. The idea that research always in some ways performs world 
shaping (as Gergen put it, 2015, p. 287) is based on the recognition that the research processes that 
we use to study the (posited) world, and the kinds of questions we raise during research processes, 
are always socially and politically consequential as revealed, inter alia, in various versions of 
standpoint epistemology.2 I suggest that it is on these grounds that we need to cater for justice-
oriented transformative intent being built into the research remit so that research becomes 
conceptualised, as Mitchell et al. proposed (2017, p. 21), as “research-as-intervention.”  

Turning again to the distinctiveness of an Indigenous research paradigm (cf. Chilisa, 2012; Chilisa et 
al., 2017; Kovach, 2009; Rix et al., 2019; Smith, 2012), this paradigm emphasises that research is 
potentially equipped to destabilise prevalent social meaning making as well as social dynamics that 
reproduce the inequalities arising from colonial legacies. In terms of this paradigm, research can and 
should be part of a process of creating a different, more relationally oriented quality of existence 
across the globe (Chilisa, 2020, p. 20). In adopting this position, Indigenous authors consider it 
important to underscore that worlds being collaboratively explored are in process of becoming, and 
that research is implicated in the way in which reality—seen as a web of relations—becomes (Romm, 
2018, pp. 9–10, 2020, para. 9).3 Molefe contended in this regard that conceiving the world as relational 
through a relational ontology contains also a “normative load” from the start to strengthen such 
relationality (2014, p. 129).  

An appreciation of research as future forming can also be provided for in other paradigms. Various 
types of epistemological constructivism,4 such as the types advanced by Gergen (2015), Denzin and 
Lincoln (2003), Lincoln and Guba (2013), and Roth (2018), advised that we should admit that social 
research endeavours impact on the meaning making of research participants, stakeholders, and wider 
audiences—either serving to reinforce or to shift social constructions in-the-making. Lincoln and Guba 
(2013, p. 65) called this the “social Heisenberg” effect.5 In view of this, Lincoln and Guba proposed 
that the research process should be used to facilitate the development of constructions that have 
liberative potential in reviewing options for conduct (2013, pp. 73–74). Mertens (2014, p. 44) stated 
that when constructivists operate with the view that research can be more consciously tied to the 
realm of action, they can be considered as entering “transformative” paradigmatic territory. 

Certain versions of critical realism, too, can be considered as recognising the future-
forming/transformative potential of inquiries (e.g., Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010; Redman-MacLaren & 

 
2 Space does not permit an extensive account of standpoint epistemology in this article. In Romm (1997), I discussed how 
feminist standpoint positions offer a different mode for people (professional researchers and lay people) to participate in 
reality construction—distinct from that offered by authors who strive for a supposedly neutral stance, such as Hammersley 
and Gomm (1997). In Romm (2010), I explored how ethnic epistemologies (e.g., Ladson-Billings, 2003) too, offer a counter 
position to understandings of science that try to separate out “facts” and “values.”  
3 Some examples of research directed in terms of a recognition of research as implicated in the unfolding of realities are 
Chilisa and Ntseane (2010) in Botswana, Foote et al. (2018) in New Zealand, Hemming et al. (2016) in Australia, Tawana 
(2019) in South Africa, and Thompson (2017) in Canada. 
4 I have used the term epistemological constructivism here to indicate that I am focusing on the notion that all knowledge 
constructions—formed in daily life or in professional research activity—involve people, with others, creating the objects of 
discourse rather than “finding” them.  
5 Barad (2003) offered a detailed account of the understanding in quantum physics of the inseparability of “observed object” 
and “agencies of observation,” called the Heisenberg effect (2003, p. 814). She drew out impl ications for challenging the 
“representationalist belief in the power of words to represent preexisting things” (Barad, 2003, p. 802). Midgley (2000, p. 
42) added that the implication of the Heisenberg effect is that any “observation” is indeed a form of “intervention.”  
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Mills, 2015). Maxwell and Mittapalli suggested that professional researchers, together with others, 
can try to develop ways of working against mechanisms that are taken to be limiting the life chances 
of those most affected by structured social inequality (2010, p. 150).6 Although as critical realists they 
subscribed to an ontological realism in that they posited that there are mechanisms in reality that 
influence people’s life chances, on an epistemological level, they admitted that humans (including 
scientists) create theory- and value-laden conceptual schemes in their relations with “reality.” In 
extending some of these statements of Maxwell and Mittapalli (2010), I suggest that there is a need 
to seek, together with participants and stakeholders, what Cram and Mertens (2015, p. 100) called 
“versions of reality” that can become fruitful towards addressing justice concerns. 

As far as postpositivism is concerned, this position postulates that research is defined by its seeking 
to examine relationships between variables and associated meanings. This paradigmatic position is 
the least likely to admit that social research itself is a future-forming enterprise because the quest is, 
Popperian style, to concentrate on trying to get “nearer to the truth” (Popper, 1966, p. 377). However, 
I suggest that certain versions of postpositivism, especially those that have been forwarded in the 
mixed methods community (e.g., Hunter & Brewer, 2015a, 2015b, whose work I consider as 
postpositivist in orientation),7 too can take up the call to recognise that research carries social 
consequences. Hunter and Brewer recognised that any statements made about “observed” 
relationships between variables (based on creating constructs that operationalise them) or 
statements made about meanings and views accorded to research participants, all arise in relation to 
the research contexts wherein observations are made (2015a, p. 619). My argument is that once we 
recognise how our sets of questions generate rather than find data, and once we recognise that 
researchers’ interpretations of the “results” in turn shape (lay) people’s perceptions, it is incumbent 
on us—with participants and communities—to consider consequences as part of the “validation” of 
constructs. What I find significant about Popper’s (1966) position, is that he recognised the potentially 
self-fulfilling effects of scientifically created constructions in the social realm, in that people become 
influenced by these constructions. That is, he admitted that the subject matter with which the social 
sciences deal can be affected by self-fulfilling dynamics (Popper, 1966, p. 362).  

While Popperian followers do not at this juncture seem to take this admission of his seriously into 
consideration, I suggest that it provides the seed for researchers in dialogue with those concerned to 
take into account the consequences of the research work. Collins too pointed out (2000, p. 255) that 
her focus on criticising the way in which positivist-oriented researchers normally go about research 
and present their claims should not be interpreted “to mean that all dimensions of positivism are 
inherently problematic for Black women” (in terms of her standpoint position). Her point was that any 
research space that is used for “social justice projects” can be accommodated, and that there is no 
need for insisting on creating an exclusivist position (Collins, 2000, p. xi). Chilisa too endorsed this 
approach when she underlined that what is important is that as a researcher—no matter what choice 
of paradigm is made—“you will have a responsibility to critically assess the research process and 
procedures to see if they allow the researched to communicate their experiences from their frames 
of reference” (2020, p. 45). Her concern is that, thus far, dominant research paradigms tend to 
delegitimise “the histories, worldviews, ways of knowing, and experiences of the colonised and 

 
6 Following Bhaskar (1989), Maxwell and Mittapalli (2010) stated that neither inductive nor deductive logic can get to grips 
with the underlying mechanisms that may account for any apparently observed correlations or observed meanings. In Romm 
(2018, pp. 338–345), I offered a discussion around the retroductive logic proposed by critical realists; I offered suggestions 
for it being more dialogically based, while also including Indigenous conceptions of ways of knowing. 
7 I have argued (Romm, 2018, p. 422) that Hunter and Brewer’s statements regarding the research enterprise can be classed 
as postpositivist in orientation due to the way in which they justify the scientific pursuit, drawing on Popper’s (1959, 1966) 
terminology that many philosophers of science associated with postpostivism (e.g., Adam, 2014; Phillips & Burbules, 2000). 
What they stressed (as in the Popperian argument) is that science cannot set out to verify any particular claims, but can set 
out to tentatively corroborate them if they have withstood repeated attempts to falsify them.  
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historically oppressed” (Chilisa, 2020, p. 45), and it is for this reason that it is important to forward the 
strong option of the Indigenous research paradigm without necessarily constraining our thought along 
“exclusivist lines” (Chilisa, 2012, p. 25). 

In short, I contend that irrespective of what paradigmatic position or positions in combination8 we 
subscribe to, we need to revisit our understanding of the transformative potential of research to 
enhance the quality of social existence. I discuss this below with reference to two examples of 
educational research. 

Educational Research as Social Change: Examples and Paradigmatic 
Deliberations  

In this section, I deliberate on two examples (set in South Africa) of how educational research for social 
change involved efforts on the part of those initiating the research to inspire processes of the 
following: 

1. Reviewing teachers’ attitudes (in-the-making) to inclusive education, using questionnaires 
combined with focus groups in a specific way, in terms of a transformative agenda (Romm et 
al., 2013). 

2. Prompting the re-representing and revisiting of preservice teacher experiences of restrictive 
childhood gendered relationships, including implications for their pedagogical practice, using 
photovoice and photo albums to spark conversation around these relationships (Notshulwana 
& de Lange, 2019). 

 
I reexamine the accounts given by the authors (with myself being one of the authors in the first 
example). I consider how they conceived their contribution in the inquiry process, and I briefly 
comment on how this could be reconceptualised in terms of various paradigmatic stances—with my 
brevity being due to space limitations in this article. 

Researching Prospects for Inclusive Education: A Mixed Methods Approach With a Transformative 
Twist  

This international project, undertaken from 2012 to 2014, comprised six countries, namely, China, 
Finland, Lithuania, Slovenia, South Africa, and the United Kingdom. It was entitled “A Comparative 
Analysis of Teachers’ Roles in Inclusive Education.” Inclusive education is associated with the 
suggestion that, as far as possible, learners experiencing what are called “barriers to learning” should 
be incorporated in mainstream schools rather than separated from their peers in so-called “special” 
schools (see e.g., Miles & Singal, 2010; Paugh & Dudley-Marling, 2011). To undertake the project with 
a cross-country team of researchers, a sequential mixed method design was adopted wherein 
questionnaires preceded focus group (FG) discussions.9 The Teacher Efficacy for Inclusive Practices 
(TEIC) was one of the scales used in the questionnaires. It has three sub-dimensions: efficacy in using 
inclusive instruction, efficacy in dealing with disruptive behaviours, and efficacy in collaboration 
(Sharma et al., 2012, p. 17). Sharma et al. proposed that researchers using this scale should 
supplement the data generated via the scale with qualitative data in order to contextualise “the 

 
8 Johnson stated that “many researchers want to listen to more than one paradigm and do not subscribe to either/or 
thinking” (2015, p. 690). Whether or not people as researchers can be multilingual across paradigmatic languages, I am 
making the point that all paradigmatic positions—especially when expanded on—can cater in their philosophies (seen as 
evolving) for a recognition of research as a consciously future-forming enterprise.  
9 Ethical clearance to conduct the research was obtained from all the universities involved. The certificate number obtained 
from the University of South Africa’s College of Education was 2011/90166949/003. 
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teacher efficacy construct in different cross-cultural contexts” (2012, p. 17). Apart from measuring 
teacher self-efficacy in terms of the TEIC scale, the questionnaires also were used to measure teachers’ 
attitudes to inclusive education using a scale called SACIE (Sentiments, Attitudes and Concerns about 
Inclusive Education)—see Savolainen et al. for details (2012, p. 55). 

In administering the questionnaires across the six countries, only minor modifications of certain 
questionnaire items were made to take into account country context. I joined the study in the South 
African team during the second phase of the project, that is, the FG phase. For this phase, the project 
design provided leeway for us to organise FG inquiries with sets of teachers in selected schools using 
the preset questions and guidelines for all the FG sessions across the various countries as a 
springboard to develop a more fluid conversation around the issues and challenges experienced by 
the teachers. The research team here—Norma Nel, Lloyd Tlale, and I—facilitated FG sessions in three 
schools in Atteridgeville. Our intent was to develop a relationship of partnership with participants in 
the research process. Hence, to prevent what Chilisa (2012, p. 238) called a top-down use of 
questionnaires, and to try to decolonise the more usual way of using them in Western-styled research 
when meeting with the FG participants, we asked them to comment on some of the statistical results 
that had been created by the researchers who analysed the questionnaire data. We asked them 
whether this made sense to them.  

For example, one of the results obtained through the professional analysis was that across the 
countries, self-efficacy in collaborating with other teachers and parents seemed to be the best 
predictor of attitudes toward inclusive education. When we discussed this with teachers in the FG 
sessions, new visions of “collaboration” came to the fore. (Interestingly, in the research facilitated by 
Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2013 in relation to teachers’ handling of HIV/AIDS issues in their teaching 
practice, they also noted that initially the researchers had focused on the possibility of encouraging 
“self-efficacy in teachers” [p. 77]; however, they increasingly came to realise that the construct of self-
efficacy was not appropriate in the sense that it did not help teachers to address their experienced 
struggles with the complexity of the social context. Put differently, the construct did not have “action 
potential” and, in this sense, was regarded as inadequate to the research-and-intervention task.) What 
came to the fore during the FG sessions with teachers in the inclusive education research, were their 
concerns primarily regarding their relationship with district officials. In view hereof, we decided, on 
request of the teachers, to try to make an input into the dynamics of this relationship through a 
meeting that we facilitated with the teachers, district officials, and head office—held at our university 
(see Nel et al., 2015, p. 45).  

Another important feature in our engagement with the teachers is that during the FG sessions we 
encouraged a process of discussion in which all participants, including the facilitator (Norma Nel), 
could add input to enrich the dialogue (Romm, 2015, para. 22). This is in keeping with what some 
Indigenous scholars advocate as talking circles as a way of collectively generating meanings that arise 
as people together share and discuss viewpoints and options for action—with researchers/facilitators 
not shying from sharing their own understandings too, as advised by Kovach (2009, p. 125).  

Although we did not liaise with members of the team in the other countries around paradigmatic 
commitments, it is fair to say that not all of us would have had the same or even similar visions of 
what the researchers’ roles in the project might be. The transformative intent of the South Africa 
team—influenced by the transformative paradigm—implied that we were committed to using the 
research space to enrich perspectives (our own and those of others concerned) with a view to people 
using this enrichment as a lever for new actions. In this case, new understandings of collaboration 
were developed among the teachers and in their relation with district officials, in turn affecting their 
attitudes about their own and others’ responsibilities (see also, Romm et al., 2013, p. 2). 
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In the next section, I point to how other paradigmatic positions that could conceivably have geared 
this research—if extended somewhat—too, might make provision for inserting a vision of research as 
future forming into the handling of the research. 

An Extended Postpositivist-Oriented Vision of the Project: Providing for a Transformative Outlook 

A postpositivist account of this research might suggest that the mixing of methods meant that data 
from the quantitative measurements and analyses could be fruitfully compared with those obtained 
from the FG discussions, leading the researchers to better appreciate (or, in Popperian terms, come 
nearer to the truth about) the realities being investigated, namely, teachers’ attitudes to inclusive 
education. Hunter and Brewer (2015a, p. 622), whom I suggested above can be considered as 
postpositivist in their orientation, stated that it is helpful to be able to compare the findings from 
different types of data collection and analysis in the search for better understanding.  

In extending this position to include a transformative agenda, I would point out that in a Popperian 
position, “findings” are recognised to be fallible and as being subject to reexamination by reframing 
them. Meanwhile in the process of this reframing, insofar as participants are involved as was the case 
in this research, the realities themselves can become revisited—with attendant consequences. This is 
a different, more transformative-oriented agenda than believing that researchers should try to “find” 
fixed attitudes and their supposed causes in the social world. What is important, I would emphasise, 
is that on an action level people can be encouraged to negotiate or develop new ways of approaching 
their various involvements in inclusive education.  

An Extended Constructivist-Oriented Vision of the Project: Providing for a Transformative Outlook 

Self-identified constructivists (e.g., Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 2003, 2013) stated that 
we need to revise the status of the claims made by those using what they called “positivist methods” 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 5) that focus on using the research process to generate statements about 
the social world in numerical form. Denzin and Lincoln suggested that use of these methods can be 
considered as “no better or worse than other methods” and as just another way of “telling stories” 
(2003, p. 15). As long as this was appreciated by us in the project, and as long as we did not present 
the (quantitative) findings to participants, stakeholders, and wider audiences as fact—but as having 
the status of a story to be engaged with in dialogical fashion—this phase of the research would be 
justified as a precursor to the FG research and involvement with other stakeholders.  

We can be regarded as having extended usual understandings of constructivism as advanced in some 
of the research literature, which define constructivism as suggesting that the role of researchers, is, 
as Creswell (2014, p. 37) put it, merely to explore and interpret the social construction of multiple 
realities as operative in social life. Instead, we can focus on the way in which social realities become 
formed via the very process of research interaction. This would be consistent with the position of 
Freshwater and Fisher when they claimed that “research does not merely reveal a world waiting to be 
discovered but is instead active in constructing the world by reconfiguring it in ways previously not 
thought of” (2015, p. 674). This is the position that we can be said to have taken in the South African 
part of the international project, which is also why we called our position transformative-oriented. 

An Extended Critical Realist Vision of the Project: Providing for a Transformative Outlook 

Maxwell and Mittapalli (2010, p. 152) noted that in the face of the ontological realism and 
epistemological constructivism characterising the critical realist position as elucidated by Bhaskar 
(1989), it becomes difficult to adjudicate between theoretical accounts that become proffered. As 
Scott too noted, critical realists admit that interpretative acts (including those of realists) “are always 
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positioned within a variety of contexts, and these are epistemic, cultural, historical and, even more 
importantly, methodological” (2014, p. 31). I would add, taking further these arguments, that this 
implies relinquishing the claim that the purpose of scientific inquiry is to find structures, in favour of 
arguing that the purpose is to locate leverage points for possible action as people are invited to 
participate in exploring and unsettling restrictive social mechanisms that are considered as underlying 
felt inequalities. This highlights the pragmatic intent of critical realism (see also Romm, 2018, p. 343). 

During the project, we did try to encourage reflection around this by setting up inquiry processes to 
explore options for creating perturbations in the system of educational inequalities towards 
generating more inclusive educational environments for the benefit of those most vulnerable (the 
learners). Nevertheless, more fully invoking a transformative-oriented critical realism might have 
required us to open explicit discussion around historical legacies with a view to considering prospects 
for more radical transformation. 

An Extended Indigenous-Paradigmatic Vision of the Project: Accentuating a Transformative Outlook  

Authors propounding the value of an Indigenous research paradigm emphasise that for research 
practice to become decolonised, the research process must include establishing less dominative 
relations (than they see as currently acceptable) between professional researchers and research 
participants—who become participant researchers (e.g., Chilisa, 2012, 2020; Khupe & Keane, 2017; 
Ndimande, 2012, 2018). During the South African execution of the research, we were intent on trying 
to establish less hierarchical relationships between ourselves as professional researchers, the 
teachers, and other stakeholders—as part of the process of knowing about possibilities for 
implementing inclusive education.  

What is also important to underline or accentuate, is Indigenous scholars’ proposals to use the 
research process in transformative fashion to try to shift any deficit language towards what Bishop et 
al. (2009, p. 738) called “anti-deficit thinking” (see also Chilisa, 2012, p. 174; Ritchie, 2015, p. 77). This 
was implicit in our way of engaging with the teachers’ “attitudes-in-the-making.” In another, related, 
project Tlale focused on challenging deficit discourses, such as discourses that individualise the notion 
of barriers as if learners themselves “have” learning difficulties, without considering this systemically 
(Tlale & Romm, 2018). While we can call the new endeavour “another project,” one can also aver that 
it is not possible to describe when one project actually “ends” (as noted also by Mitchell et al., 2017, 
p. 45).  

Using Family Photo Albums to Encourage (Female) Preservice Teachers’ Memory Reconstruction 
and Re-vision of Childhood Gendered Relationships  

This project was initiated by Notshulwana and de Lange, and their starting premises were: 
“Foundation Stage teachers have a responsibility to facilitate gender sensitive practices” (2019, p. 106) 
and “teacher educators need to create spaces in their programmes to enable new teachers to explore 
their current and developing teacher identities” (2019, p. 108). The research process used photovoice 
in the form of prompting participants to (re)construct their family photo albums using a gendered 
framing, on the understanding that this could “potentiate critical self-reflection towards 
understanding gender sensitive practices” (Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019, p. 106). Their intent was 
not that the participants (foundation stage preservice teachers) would merely be encouraged to 
remember their childhood experiences so that the researchers could report upon these expressed 
memories. The researchers intended that in the process of remembering these experiences, they 
would also be reconstructed, prompted by the research prompt to “create a new photo album” 
(Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019, p. 109) and also prompted by discussing their experiences (as now 
remembered through the gendered frame) with one another.  
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Notshulwana and de Lange stated that the research was explicitly set in a “critical paradigm,” which 
meant for them that the “research required a research-as-intervention” methodology; the research-
as-intervention purpose was to “create a context for awareness, reflexivity, action and social change” 
(2019, p. 108). Notshulwana and de Lange remarked that “in order to consider gender sensitive 
thinking, one must first interrogate one's own constructions of gender starting with one's own lived 
experiences, past and present” (2019, p. 107). Instead of seeing the research as “world mirroring” (as 
Gergen, 2015, p. 287 put it), research was here consciously recognised as being world shaping—in this 
case, in the direction of people’s being more sensitive to (restrictive) gendered relations.  

The participants were asked to select six to eight pictures from their family photographs that would 
say something (to them and to others) about how they developed their gender identity. The idea was 
that a seemingly seamless story can become broken up to “tell another one” (Notshulwana & de 
Lange, 2019, p. 109). This is one way of unfreezing a seemingly static construction of gender in order 
to reframe gendered identities. The researchers offered an example of a preservice teacher who, 
reflecting on what was being said in the group (as they discussed their photographs and 
interpretations thereof), “wondered why she had to be either/or and, perhaps, started to realise that 
she could perform . . . a masculine femininity” (Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019, p. 112). The 
researchers comment that she had been socialised to think in a dualistic way and now was able to 
rethink this male/female dualism. The preservice teachers began to appreciate how the construction 
of “feminine” was learned (and could be unlearned). The group work also helped the participants to 
tie their (new) thinking to action, in this case the action of being a teacher. One of the participants 
highlighted this possibility by pointing to females who “question the realities of societal gendered 
expectations” (Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019, p. 113). She had become more aware of the 
consequences of people in society not understanding that gender is a concept or construction, and of 
the need for this awareness to be part of her (and by implication, others’) teaching practice. In a 
nutshell, the researchers suggested that through the research process as a whole “the participants 
began to question their thoughts, the origins of their thoughts, and the consequences of their 
thinking” (Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019, p. 113). As they did this, they were participating in data 
generation (via the selection of photographs and discussion around these) and in “action-oriented” 
data analysis, where they together considered “actionable steps that they could take in their personal 
and professional lives” to avoid reproducing gender inequalities (Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019, p. 
109).  

The researchers for their part undertook a “second layer” of data analysis, by creating themes and 
recontextualising these with reference to relevant literature (Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019, p. 109). 
What I would draw out here is that the creation of themes was not merely a matter of identifying or 
highlighting what was in the data (as generated), but was also a matter of creating meaning with 
further action intent. The explication of the themes can be said to have had a performative function 
in urging readers (wider audiences) to shift expectations associated with restrictive norms: for 
example, in dress; in decisions concerning in which activities those defined as “females” and “males” 
can properly partake; and about who they are or, rather, can be (other than determined by restrictive 
gender concepts). As I interpret their data analysis (Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019, pp. 109–110), the 
themes were not a matter of building up a theoretical understanding supposedly neutral in effect—
they had an intentional performative function. This understanding of the theorising as a call to action 
also enhances the transformative function of the research, insofar as audiences are moved by the 
analysis (for a more detailed discussion on generative theorising, see Romm, 2018, Chapter 7). 

I have focused above on elaborating and drawing out how the researchers consciously directed the 
research process in various ways to “potentiate transformation” (Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019, p. 
108). Of course, in view of this intent, the “transformative paradigm” might be the umbrella term into 
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which this research can be deemed to fit. However, below I also offer some deliberations with 
reference to other paradigmatic considerations. I start with some brief considerations of how an 
extended postpositivism might be able to accommodate this research. I then move on to 
constructivist, critical realist, and Indigenous paradigmatic deliberations. 

An Extended Postpositivist-Oriented Vision of the Project 

Although normally those subscribing to postpositivism would not regard as “proper” the quest to 
consciously influence what is being researched, it is worth remembering Popper’s (1966, p. 362) 
recognition that outcomes in the social world may be influenced by ideas that people have about 
possible outcomes. Now, one could argue that if we capitalise on the notion that ideas (including the 
theorising of scientists) can affect the worlds being investigated, we can expect professional 
researchers to take this into account when undertaking research, and to be open to reexploring ideas 
with research participants with a view to considering desired outcomes. This would be an opening in 
the postpositivist position that could allow for the kind of conscious research-as-intervention 
approach adopted by Notshulwana and de Lange (2019). For a more detailed account of how we might 
stretch the postpositivist argument in this direction, see Romm (2018, pp. 425–426.) 

An Extended Constructivist-Oriented Vision of the Project 

Lincoln and Guba suggested that any data “found” during the research process are always generated 
via the interactions between the researchers (and their “tools”) and participants (2013, p. 65). 
Notshulwana and de Lange (2019) did not shy away from admitting that the research process—
prompted by the researchers’ request to “create a new photo album”—meant that data were being 
generated and were not a “representation” of memories but a recreation of them, generated by the 
participants as they participated in the research process. The strength of using participative visual 
methods, as expressed by Mitchell et al., is that they can “work as a springboard for more talking, 
listening and reflecting,” thus consciously contributing to shaping worldviews and attendant visions 
of possibilities for action (2017, p. 23). The constructions generated in the research process are not 
meant to extract, but to shape, participant (and professional researcher) constructions being explored 
or interrogated. This is a different, more active, vision of constructivism than that expressed by 
Creswell (2014), as I noted earlier. 

An Extended Critical Realist Vision of the Project 

Like Maxwell and Mittapalli (2010) and Scott (2014), Redman-MacLaren and Mills (2015) suggested 
that instead of placing the task of critical realist-type theorising in the hands of professional 
“scientists” as expert theorists of social structures, it is important to invite the active involvement of 
“participants throughout the research project” to participate in “a structural critique for purposes of 
social change” (2015, pp. 4–5). My suggestion is that the transformative potential of the theorising 
around social mechanisms considered to be restricting life chances and life choices of people (in 
gendered ways in the case of the research by Notshulwana & de Lange, 2019) lies in its being helpful 
in locating points where people might enact some agency towards making a better quality of life—
especially for those experiencing the brunt of the felt restrictions. It is in this way that an extended 
(practically oriented) critical realism can endorse the first and second layers of analysis referred to by 
Notshulwana and de Lange (2019, p. 109) as both working towards theorising that invites justice-
oriented actions. 

An Extended Indigenous-Paradigmatic Vision of the Project 

Chilisa (2017, p. 813) emphasised that a decolonising approach must consciously embrace the 
Indigenous epistemological view that there are many ways of knowing that need to be respected as 
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part of the knowledge-creation enterprise. This is all part of the process of creating what Khau (2018, 
p. vii) called “cognitive justice.” Seen in this light, the way of knowing as developed in creative 
reconstruction of photo albums and discussion around these, should be appreciated as legitimate and 
valued entries into the knowing process. Moreover, in this project the binary of reason and emotion, 
which is so prevalent in Western thought, could be shown up to be a restrictive cultural construct 
because people, together, could fruitfully use reason connected with emotion to interrogate felt-to-
be restrictive gendered expectations for conduct. What can be drawn out further—as crucial to 
accentuate—is that through the research prompt to create a new album, people’s sense of, and action 
in, reality shifted as they reconstructed their memories and visions of action possibilities to destabilise 
the concept of gender as a social construct guiding our relationships. 

Conclusion 

In this article, I explored the basis for justifying a transformative intent for undertaking research, 
whether or not it is self-defined as operating with a transformative paradigm as named by Mertens 
(1999). I explored the distinctiveness of the Indigenous paradigm for transformative research and 
expanded on the commitment to use the research space to forward relationality as part of the 
becoming of reality. I then (re)interpreted and extended various other paradigmatic positions in order 
to provide further philosophical justifications for enacting research in consciously interventive fashion 
for justice-oriented purposes. Although Mertens speaks from her acknowledged transformative 
paradigmatic commitment, this does not mean that she excludes dialogue between different 
paradigmatic positions as to how research should be undertaken and justified (Mertens et al., 2016). 
In this article, I have argued that the basis for legitimately adopting a transformative stance is that 
research willy-nilly involves some kind of impact, in that ways of proceeding are never neutral in their 
consequences. Hence, no matter what paradigmatic position or combination thereof is adopted, 
researchers—professional and lay—need to take seriously their responsibilities, together with others, 
for the continuing unfolding of our existence. In order to substantiate my argument with reference to 
educational research I outlined two examples. I discussed these by proffering paradigmatic 
considerations from various perspectives in terms of their potential to cater for such co-responsibility. 
While I did not offer examples of how research approaches are also implicated in the unfolding of 
ecological existence, I noted that this is also one of the central concerns of Indigenous scholars who 
focus on researchers being accountable to “all our relations” (Wilson, 2008, p. 56) or to “all that exists” 
(Chilisa, 2020, p. 24).  
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Abstract 

This article reports on intergroup dialogue as an innovative pedagogical tool to disrupt 
compulsory heteronormative values among life orientation (LO) students. LO is a school 
subject that is the study of the self in relation to others and to society. An intergroup dialogue 
between student teachers and their peers with diverse sexual orientations and gender 
expressions aimed to explore and understand sexuality differences, foster deeper 
understanding about issues of oppression and privilege, and build alliances for social change. 
Using a three-phase approach, the article examines the initial perceptions held about sexual 
diversity among the student teachers and how dialogue with same-sex sexual desire students 
enabled an understanding of the everyday realities of bullying and harassment. Six students 
with diverse sexual orientations and gender expressions, as guest speakers, shared their 
school experiences with a fourth-year cohort of LO students during sessions for 
comprehensive sexuality education. Dialogues between these two groups led to an increase 
in compassion for the repressive experiences of diverse sexual orientations and gender 
identities and a quest for knowledge on how to facilitate redress. Intergroup dialogue was 
shown to be a promising pedagogical tool to facilitate critical self-awareness, a shift in 
dissonance, and a quest for more knowledge to provide an inclusive learning environment 
for all learners. 
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Introduction 

This paper seeks to discuss intergroup dialogue as a pedagogical tool to facilitate the learning of sexual 
and gender diversity inclusion initiatives in teacher education programmes. Student teachers have 
expressed high levels of discomfort in addressing the topic of sexuality and gender diversity or in 
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engaging peers with nonheterosexual identities (Brown & Diale, 2017; Richardson, 2008; Rothmann 
& Simmonds, 2015). Even teacher educators are found to be afraid to address issues of sexual and 
gender diversity (Pieterse, 2019). It is not surprising that teachers have inadequate knowledge and 
pedagogical tools to create a learning environment that is safe and inclusive for all learners, regardless 
of sexual orientation (Francis, 2017a). Gender identities and sexual orientation in South African 
schools continue to be conceptualised through normalised notions of heteronormativity, conservative 
religious beliefs, and perceived cultural values that construct sex, sexuality, and gender as fixed 
(Francis, 2019). The wellbeing, learning opportunities, and agency of young people who identify as, or 
are perceived as, LGBT are compromised and subjected to persistent homophobic violence, bullying, 
and discrimination that compromises their wellbeing, learning opportunities, and agency (Francis et 
al., 2019; Francis, 2017a; Msibi, 2012; Ngabaza & Shefer, 2019). Teachers are reluctant to create safe 
and inclusive learning environments because they claim that they disrupt the moral compass of 
society (Mayeza & Vincent, 2019). This is despite the constitutional and educational statutes that 
afford protection to, and affirmation of, diverse sexual orientations in South Africa.  

Teachers need to be empowered to be competent and comfortable to educate and create enabling 
environments for learners with diverse sexual and gender identities because lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
individuals are part of every society, globally (Richardson, 2004), and certainly in the school 
community. Francis (2010) found that young people as young as 13 years disclose and embrace their 
nonheterosexual identities. Using literature that deals with sexual diversity in teaching enables 
student teachers to navigate away from feeling uncomfortable to gaining knowledge—and makes 
them eager to learn about sexual diversity realities (Helmer, 2015). This study asks the question: “How 
could intergroup dialogue be used as pedagogical tool to facilitate the teaching and learning of sexual 
and gender diversity?”  

Intergroup Dialogue: A Pedagogical Tool for Agency 

Intergroup dialogue has the potential to gather people from diverse backgrounds in a conducive and 
facilitated learning environment to explore commonalities and differences. It allows for the 
exploration of the nature and consequences of systems of power and privilege and helps those who 
participate in the dialogue to find ways to work together as one (Zúñiga et al., 2007). Miles and 
Kivigham (2012) explained that one group is often more privileged than those from certain othered 
social identities. “Intergroup dialogue integrates cognitive teaming about identity, difference, and 
inequality with affective involvement of oneself and others through sharing intimate personal 
reflections and meaningful critical dialogue” (Zúñiga et al., 2007, p. 5). This approach is ideal 
considering the privilege of heterosexuality is the norm in school settings, with any other form of 
sexual identity being constructed as abnormal (Francis, 2017b). It is important to point out that 
intergroup dialogue is not a debate where one group tries to prove to the other group the accuracy 
of their own positioning and the error of the other. This approach focuses on the importance of 
listening and speaking truthfully and openly to improve interpersonal communication (Zúñiga et al., 
2007).  

In this study, intergroup dialogue meetings were designed to offer a safe space for student teachers 
to explore diversity and justice issues through participating in activities, individual and group 
reflections, and dialogue between groups (Nagda et al., 1999). In his theory of anti-oppressive 
education, Kumashiro (2000) advocated for an education that is critical of privileging and othering, 
and is responsive to notions of discrimination. Dialogue between the two groups has been found to 
increase the extent to which participants think about themselves as members of society and as 
members of the social identity group they are in (Miles & Kivigham, 2012) as they learn from the other. 
Intergroup dialogue has the ability to increase awareness about self, individual differences, group 
identities, and social discrimination (DeTurk, 2006). Studies using intergroup dialogue meetings 



18 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 9 No. 2 September 2020 

helped participants not only to learn more about other groups, but also to speak freely with the other 
group members and help them to feel comfortable spending time with the different groups they are 
in contact with (Tauriac et al., 2013). However, communication between different sexual and gender 
identity groups can be emotionally difficult for participants. DeTurk (2006), in a study with groups of 
diverse sexual orientations, found that participants were encouraged to talk with and support others 
whom they would never engage with under normal circumstances. Similarly, Dessel et al. (2011), in 
researching bisexual identities, shared a reflection of a student who perceived intergroup dialogue as 
“an opportunity for personal growth in terms of accepting your own sexuality and having a sense of 
self value” (p. 1140). 

Nagda et al. (1999) identified three goals when using intergroup dialogue as pedagogical tool: (a) 
developing intergroup understanding by helping participants discover their own and other social 
identities, (b) promoting positive intergroup relationships by developing participants’ sympathy and 
motivation to overcome differences of identity, and (c) promoting intergroup teamwork for personal 
and social responsibility for better social justice. Dessel et al. (2011) showed how intergroup dialogue 
(a) develops participants’ skills in constant communication despite differences, (b) develops 
understanding the dynamic of differences and dominance, and (c) encourages commitment in 
individual and group alliance building and social justice action. Intergroup dialogue may, nonetheless, 
pose a few challenges. For example, in such dialogue, students share their very personal experiences 
and feelings. Dessel et al. (2011) suggested that participating in this dialogue involves a fear of being 
outed to people beyond the group although there are ground rules set at the beginning of the 
meetings. Students may be concerned that their sexuality will be shared with people who do not know 
their preferred sexual identity. It is critical to point out that participants should only share information 
that they feel comfortable with in the event that it ends up in the public domain. Certain participants 
in groups might have strong opinions about others, and it is important that very clear ground rules of 
participation are laid down at the outset.  

Queer Theory 

Queer theory critically interrogates and analyses the meaning of identity, focusing on interactions 
between groups of people and resisting oppressive social constructions, orthodoxies, and dualism of 
dominant sexual orientation and gender identities (Abes & Kasch, 2007). Above all, queer theory 
disrupts what is perceived to be “normal” and celebrates the differences in society (Kumashiro, 2003). 
This ideology that perpetuates the belief that a heterosexual gender and sexual identity is valued more 
than sexual minority identities and expression enforces hierarchies marked by rigid beliefs, rules about 
gender expressions, and roles (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009). Queer theory ultimately questions the 
presumptions, values, and viewpoints from marginal and central positions, be they ethnic, racial, 
sexual, or gender identities (Dilley, 1999). Queer theory is not to make being queer normal but to 
interrogate existing unjust principles that uphold rigid structures of conformity and ideas about 
heterosexuality that constrain people’s identification and life choices (Plummer, 2015). Msibi (2012) 
chose the term “identification” because the term “identity” creates the perception of a fixed form of 
being. The expression a person has of their gender and sexuality can be fluid and changeable as the 
individual affects society, and as society affects the individual (Abes & Kasch, 2007). Therefore, the 
ways in which an individual identifies could vary. In this article, I avoid northern hemisphere 
identification labels such lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex because these terminologies are 
not always recognised in African ecologies (Francis & Reygan, 2016), particularly in rural communities 
in South Africa (Msibi, 2012). Here, terminologies were found to reinforce perceptions of 
nonheterosexual identification as a Western import and sexual diversity as unAfrican (Brown, 2019). 
The phrase, “sexual and gender diversity” is more suitable because it engages with issues of gender, 
power, and community in Southern Africa (Reygan & Francis, 2015). 
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Schools are microcosms of the broader society (Rothmann & Simmonds, 2015), with the values of such 
a society being transferred, reinforced, and perpetuated in the school community. If schools are 
located in homophobic societies, such beliefs regulate how sexuality and gender diversity are 
perceived. Consequently, teachers and learners are more likely to discriminate against people who do 
not conform to the compulsory heteronormative culture because it is not allowed in the societies they 
come from (Brown, 2019a). However, if schools start to affirm and embrace a learning environment 
that accommodates diversity, teachers and learners will have a chance to gather information and 
knowledge about same-sex sexualities to help society understand and accept difference. To help 
learners understand and accept sexual diversity, teachers need to be empowered with tools that will 
resist different forms of oppression (Francis & Msibi, 2011). This requires teachers to facilitate 
discussions on sexual and gender diversity (Francis, 2012). Therefore, queer theory is seen as a 
method to disrupt and challenge the traditional styles of thought we have around gender and sexual 
identity that view heterosexuality and homosexuality not as an identity or social status, but as 
categories of knowledge, desire, sexualities, or identities (Meyer, 2010). Including queer theory in 
teacher education could help to deconstruct the idea that homosexuality is the opposite of 
heterosexuality—because there is a spectrum of sexualities that shows that people are diverse and 
fluid in their sexual identities. Teachers must learn to see schools as a place to question, explore, and 
seek alternative explanations rather than a place where knowledge means certainty, authority, and 
stability (Meyer, 2010). Schools should not be institutions that police and regulate human agency 
when it comes to sexuality but an environment that fosters, encourages, embraces, and celebrates 
human agency in a diverse society such as South Africa. Teachers need skills to facilitate a learning 
environment of continuous negotiation and mutual influence. As Francis (2017a) explained, teachers 
should provide young people with opportunities for agency or the choice to resist, contest, or select 
existing discourses and exercise power. The use of intergroup dialogue in sexuality education 
(research) takes into consideration the process of knowledge production and identity construction 
(Pattman & Bhana, 2017). It deconstructs the power dynamics found between the adult (researcher) 
and the youth (participants) and acceptable discourses that mark sexuality as a topic for adulthood. 
More so, an understanding of diverse (sexual) identities will empower individuals and institutions to 
question systems of oppression, how they work, how they are sustained, and how they can be 
contested (Muthukrishna, 2008). 

Data Collection Strategies 

Students from my institution constitute a diverse cohort predominantly from rural geographies. In 
one of the comprehensive sexuality education12 sessions, a few students shared that they had never 
spoken to, and were not likely to engage with, individuals’ nonheterosexual expressions. This reality 
motivated me to introduce an intergroup dialogue session. My student teachers who assumed a 
privileged heterosexual identity were put into dialogue with others with often-oppressed 
nonheterosexual identities. This process was facilitated over two weeks and in three phases. Phase 1 
had two groups: The first group were the fourth-year life orientation (LO) student teachers, and the 
second group consisted of nonheteronormative students from the same institution. In trying to 
disrupt student teachers’ perspectives and assumptions through transformative learning, the second 
group consisting of six speakers with diverse sexual orientations came to share stories of their school 
experiences. Tauriac et al. (2013) found that intergroup dialogue between heteronormative and 
nonheteronormative groups was an ideal strategy to disrupt deep-seated prejudices and promote 
critical consciousness (Kumashiro, 2001; Miles & Kivlighan, 2012). I met separately with the two 
groups and explained the focus of the engagement. These experiences could date back to their school 
years (on average, about three years earlier) and depict recent and possibly present practices in 
schools. During Phase 1, students in Group 2 (i.e., with self-identified nonheterosexual identities) 

 
12Comprehensive sex education (CSE) is a sex education instruction method based on a curriculum that aims to give students the 

knowledge, attitudes, skills, and values to make appropriate and healthy choices in their sexual lives. It forms part of the LO curriculum. 
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shared with each other what they experienced and decided on different focus areas that they wanted 
to present to the fourth-year LO student teachers. Tauriac et al. (2013) suggested that participants 
test ideas or previously unarticulated feelings about other groups before raising them directly in the 
dialogue.  

During this phase, student teachers in Group 1 were also coached on simple strategies to engage in a 
discussion that was of an empowerment nature. I asked students to share how society talks about 
individuals who do not conform to the normative genders. By phrasing the question from a societal 
angle, I hoped to avoid politically correct responses that might reflect students’ personal views and 
shield their own image from being seen as negative (Larrabee & Morehead, 2008). They nevertheless 
presented their own views. Student teachers were also requested to express their levels of comfort 
should they be asked to teach about and attend to the needs of learners with diverse sexual 
orientations and gender expressions. In both groups, we established rules of engagement that would 
be respectful of others and would not cause harm. 

The two groups met in Phase 2. This phase commenced a week after the first phase. Participants were 
given the opportunity to explore issues that related to personal and social identities and 
commonalities and differences between the two groups (Miles & Kivlighan, 2012). Students with 
nonheterosexual identities presented their school experiences to student teachers. The purpose of 
Phase 2 was for student teachers to be sensitised to the everyday realities of learners with 
nonheterosexual sexualities in schools. It was also to illustrate to student teachers how prejudice and 
discriminatory beliefs and behaviour impact the school experiences of nonheterosexual learners. The 
group engaged in a discussion guided by the presentations prepared in Phase 1. Student teachers had 
to write a short reflection of their experiences during the session. 

Phase 3 was conducted during a tutorial session in the same week. Student teachers reflected on their 
perceptions about nonheterosexual students before and after the dialogue. The initial reflections on 
social talk about sexuality and gender diversity from Phase 1, the reflections from the intergroup 
dialogue from Phase 2, and reflections on personal perceptions on sexuality diversity before and after 
the talk were thematically analysed to explore changes in perceptions. 

A total of six volunteer self-identified nonheterosexual students were recruited from the sexual and 
gender diversity student support organisation. All participants were above the age of 18 years and 
signed a consent form to participate. The students with diverse sexuality and gender identities as well 
as the LO student teachers had to consent that all information could be used in a publication. They 
were assured that all identities would be protected and that they could withdraw at any time should 
they feel uncomfortable. Both groups remained active throughout the dialogue and other activities.  

Finding and Discussions 

The three themes generated during the analysis process are as follows: 

 Homophobic society: Shaping young minds 

 Discomforting heteronormativity 

 Shifting perceptions: From homophobia to social cohesion. 
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Homophobic Society: Shaping Young Minds—Phases 1 and 2 

Families in South Africa have predominantly grown up in a heteronormative society where 
heterosexuality is the only acceptable relationship (Brown, 2019b; Wells & Polders, 2006). As a result, 
these heterosexual households possess innumerable misconceptions about diverse sexual and gender 
expressions (Kowen & Davis, 2006; Sutherland et al., 2016). This belief in a heterosexual society is 
reinforced by the media, religion, legal discourses, and education (Wells & Polders, 2006). Narratives 
from student teachers depicted similar notions of compulsory heterosexual perceptions of sexual 
orientations. 

Phase 1 

As explained, in Phase 1, I explored the perceptions of student teachers towards people with 
nonheterosexual orientations. In my initial planning, we started the conversation with a simple 
question on how people in society perceive and talk about nonnormative sexuality. One of the biggest 
gatekeepers of sexual diversity and social cohesion in South Africa is religion (Eslen-Ziya et al., 2015). 
Thus, in Phase 1, I drew attention to a homophobic incident that elicited wide public attention when 
a pastor equated people with a same-sex sexual orientation to being lower than animals. A self-
disclosed popular television icon known to most South Africans, Somizi Mhlongo, attended the service 
in which homosexual identities were dehumanised and staged a walkout as a result. This was widely 
reported by means of a video clip in the media. It should be noted that in South Africa, entertainment 
education has been hailed as a tool that enables transformation and social cohesion (Brown, 2019b). 
The video clip that expressed Somizi’s complaints about the disparaged sermon was presented only 
to the LO student teachers in Phase 1. Student teachers were asked to write short reviews of the clip 
and the discussions that followed. This was beneficial to the dialogue because all the students were 
aware of the incident, which had sparked a national debate. Students were also asked how 
comfortable they would be to teach a child with a nonheterosexual sexuality. Below, are selected 
views of my student teachers about sexual diversity: 

In my Zulu culture, we were never taught about gay people. If boys don’t act like men, 
then they must be beaten to be made strong. There is no such thing as a homosexuality 
in my culture. (Male student teacher) 

Homosexual people should understand nature. How can two men or two women 
reproduce? It is against the natural order of the universe. So, homosexuality must be 
abnormal. (Female student teacher) 

I don’t have a problem with homosexuals. They must just live their lives in private. (Male 
student teacher) 

Homosexuals are abused and neglected people. They just need counselling; then they will 
be all fine. (Female student teacher) 

Since homosexuality was legalised by the constitution, they have become so many. It is 
like a fashion; everyone wants to be homosexual. Even young children. I think it is just a 
bad example. (Male student teacher) 

On the question of how comfortable they would be to teach learners who disclosed and 
embraced their nonheterosexual orientations, the following views were captured: 
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I see gay people on campus all the time, but I have never spoken to them. I never engaged 
with a homosexual person before. I am not sure if I will be comfortable. (Male student 
teacher) 

I don’t have a problem with teaching them as long as they don’t disrupt my class. They 
are always loud and seek attention. (Female student teacher) 

These people always make moves on us straight guys on campus. What if a learner wants 
a relationship with me? I am not sure whether I could handle that. (Male student teacher) 

How do you group the class with homosexuals there? Let’s say you want to split the class 
in male and female groups, what do I do? (Female student teacher) 

In LO, you talk about safe sex education. Will I be expected to talk about gay sex? I think 
I will have problems with other parents and, besides, my religion does not allow it. (Male 
student teacher) 

I am an African man. There is no way I can accept that. I will ignore his or her 
homosexuality and treat them like all the other normal learners. (Male student teacher) 

The above narratives from participants represent the overall responses from LO student teachers. 
Student teachers’ constructions of diverse sexual orientations and gender expressions demonstrate 
similar dissonance found in the survey by Sutherland et al. (2016) with 5,000 participants who 
expressed strong elements of homonegativity. This is despite that fact that issues of diverse sexual 
orientations fall into the domain of LO (Francis & DePalma, 2014). The student teachers’ perceptions 
of diverse sexual orientations and gender expressions were framed by religion, culture, social 
misconceptions, and objectification. Francis (2017b) and Ngabaza and Shefer (2019) found that these 
influenced teachers’ and learners’ homophobic responses to sexual diversity in schools. Without the 
necessary intervention, many of these student teachers would have reproduced and sustained the 
homophobic violence that is prevalent in schools (Mayeza & Vincent, 2019). From the responses, I 
also identified that silencing and invisibilising of homosexuality, bisexuality, and transgender 
expressions is still the most common approach among teachers (Brown, 2019b; Francis, 2017b). 
Francis (2017b) found that discussion on bisexuality is almost nonexistent or often confused with 
understandings of intersex developments. Transgender learners are constantly subjected to violence 
and harassment for not adhering to the compulsory gender binary school practices (Sanger, 2014). 
Student responses to sexual orientations and gender expressions in this study too, pressed for 
heterosexuality as the only valid sexual orientation (Rothmann & Simmonds, 2015), hence, South 
African schools have been found to be unsafe for (young) people with diverse sexual orientations 
(Brown, 2019b; Butler et al., 2003; Francis, 2017a; Kowen & Davis, 2006; Msibi, 2012). Perceptions 
about diverse sexual orientations and gender expressions held by student teachers show the 
wellbeing risks that young people with nonheterosexual orientations might face when in the care of 
these future teachers. In response to the first research question—“How do student teachers view 
learners with sexual orientations and gender expressions other than heterosexuality?”—Phase 1 
clearly demonstrates that perceptions and constructions of diverse sexual orientations and gender 
expressions are still repressive. It is concerning that over almost 20 years, South African research 
publications on sexual diversity in schools (Butler et al., 2003; Mayeza & Vincent, 2019) show that very 
little transformation has taken place in teacher education. It does not appear that universities where 
teachers are prepared have aligned themselves with the constitutional ideals of a diverse and socially 
cohesive society. It is concerning to find that student teachers in their fourth and final year of initial 
teacher education still exhibit such dissonant views. Ironically, LO teachers are on the frontline in 
schools to instil a socially just education through the curriculum that they are to teach (Francis & 
DePalma, 2014). I argue that the lack of training around sexual diversity in the LO teacher education 
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programme reflects negative views as the official view about people with diverse sexual orientations 
and gender expressions. 

Phase 2 

In Phase 2, LO student teachers and young people with nonheterosexual orientations joined for one 
session that enabled them to engage in dialogue about sexual orientation and gender diversity. I had 
separate conversations with the two groups about their conduct during Phase 2. Much of the 
discussion was about ethical behaviour. An educational psychologist was present in the event that the 
discussion inflicted any form of harm or discomfort. I introduced the six students with the self-
disclosed diverse sexual orientations to the LO student teacher cohort. I reminded the two groups of 
the focus of the activity. The six self-disclosed same-sex sexual orientation students shared their 
individual experiences of everyday life at school. Below are excerpts from the discussion on how 
homosexuality was perceived at school, and how these young people were treated as a result. Many 
of the findings aligned with the perceptions that student teachers held in Phase 1. 

Heteronormative societies imprint gendered dressing as distinctive markers of sexuality (Vaccaro et 
al., 2012). For instance, when young boys might want to wear a skirt or nail polish, they are lectured 
or disliked by parents, neighbours, teachers, and strangers, while those who dressed gender 
appropriately were viewed as “normal” (Vaccaro et al., 2012).  

Guest Speaker 3, who identified as a female with a same-sex sexual orientation, explained that she 
had had a similar incident at school: 

So, they told me, “No, you are not allowed to wear these pants; they are for the guys only. 
So as a girl, you need to wear a skirt.” So yeah, I got used to them. 

Choosing what is normal, mainstream, or acceptable is determined by the hegemonic groups in our 
society; they have the power to choose what is tolerable and what would not be tolerated (Francis & 
Msibi, 2011). If groups are seen as “abnormal” by the dominant group, their culture and language are 
misrepresented, discounted, or eradicated (Francis & Msibi, 2011). By rejecting and labelling 
nonheterosexuality as “abnormal,” people with diverse sexual orientations are forced by their desire 
to be normal to the social scripts (Gutmann Kahn & Lindstrom, 2015). Other guest speakers in the 
study who defined themselves as persons with diverse sexual orientations supported this statement: 

I felt a pressure at my student residence, and I changed for a couple of months because I 
wanted to impress them. I tried to fit in because they are only guys. At the initiation, I felt 
I had no choice. (Guest Speaker 1: Male with a same-sex sexual orientation) 

At school, they asked me why I wanted to be a man. I tried to do female stuff like wearing 
skirts and the sport they played, but I was so uncomfortable. It is not nice to be rejected, 
so you end up doing what they want. (Guest Speaker 3: Female with a same-sex sexual 
orientation) 

In the beginning, I was teased. I never had a girlfriend. I would sometimes report it to the 
teachers and nothing would happen. I decided to date girls just to end the teasing. It was 
very depressing. (Guest Speaker 2: Male with a same-sex sexual orientation) 

The narratives are indicative of a deep-seated heteronormative culture that is sustained in learning 
institutions, be they basic or higher education. These participants reflected on how they had to self-
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regulate in order to have a sense of belonging. They denied the self in order to be accepted in the 
hegemonic collective. The systemic heteronormative culture is in total contravention of the values 
and fundamentals of inclusive education that bars any form of discrimination. My intention was to 
explore how these revelations would translate into the discussion session to follow. The student 
teachers were confronted with dominant powers and privileges that were often taken for granted. I 
was not sure if these students could comprehend that the privilege of the hegemonic group had the 
potential to other and to oppress. The narratives of the same-sex sexual orientation participants 
highlight the need to queer schools. Not only should diverse sexualities become a topic of teaching 
and learning in the LO curriculum, but there is also a need to disrupt the regimented heteronormative 
school culture. Using a transformative learning approach allows individuals to create their own 
personal knowledge, values, and beliefs without the influence of society (Quinn & Sinclair, 2016). 

Discomforting Heteronormativity 

The notion of “discomfort” refers to a feeling of anxiety or embarrassment. The term, “discomforting 
heteronormativity” as a theme, is explained on the basis that not only society but specifically LO 
teachers feel uncomfortable talking to or teaching learners about gender and sexualities apart from 
heterosexuality. Recent research by Francis (2017b) and Mayeza and Vincent (2019) found that LO 
teachers are embarrassed and ill prepared to talk about sexuality with learners, let alone 
nonheterosexuality. The visibility of nonheterosexual learners in schools through nonnormative 
gender expressions creates a feeling of discomfort for teachers who assume that their class or the 
school is a heteronormative environment. Although all discussions of sexuality create discomfort for 
teachers (Ngabaza & Shefer, 2019), they consciously distance themselves from a topic they feel 
uncomfortable with (Francis, 2019). The LO student teachers expressed similar discomfort narratives 
when asked how they would feel about teaching learners with diverse sexual orientations. 

No, I would not want to make myself [part] of something I don’t even understand. As I 
said, it is a private matter, and I prefer to stay away from personal issues. (Male student 
teacher) 

No, I would not be comfortable to deal with issues of homosexuality because I would not 
know how to deal with such situations, firstly. Secondly, I would not know how to 
approach such a situation and I would not know what to say to these learners and I would 
not feel comfortable talking to them about it. (Female student teacher) 

Taylor and Hill (2016) stated that a person’s perspectives are predominantly derived from experience, 
and these perspectives further influence their understanding of new experiences. Because these 
student teachers’ perspectives and anxiety about the inclusion of diverse gender and sexuality 
identities needed to change, transformative learning was incorporated into the data-gathering 
process. These school realities troubled the fixed, repressive perceptions of the student teachers’ 
views and beliefs about homosexuality. They could personally see the speakers and their emotions 
while they shared their stories. The stories were marked with injustice, discrimination, 
dehumanisation, ostracism, and violence. Guest speakers shared that: 

I was nominated to be the head boy in Grade 12. The principal said they had never had a 
gay head boy, and that they couldn’t allow me to be the first. This is despite the fact that 
I was elected by the majority of the learners. I was very hurt because my sexuality was 
used to discriminate against me. I decided to fight for it. (Guest Speaker 1: Male with a 
same-sex sexual orientation) 
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In Grade 10, I was accompanied by a girlfriend to the school games. On our way there, we 
started kissing . . . two guys approached us and confronted us kissing. When we told them 
we are kissing, they responded, “Ooh, that thing is not normal.” The one guy grabbed me, 
and the other grabbed her. The one said “Ja, we are going to teach you guys.” He wanted 
to whip us. (Guest Speaker 3: Female with a same-sex sexual orientation) 

Secondary school was a very difficult time for me. The boys did not want me to go to the 
male toilets. They would always chase me from it. Although girls tolerated it and allowed 
me to share a bathroom, some teachers didn’t approve. I had to wait till after school so I 
could go to the toilet. (Guest Speaker 2: Male with a same-sex sexual orientation) 

The experiences of these speakers explained to the student teachers their realities while in school. 
The idea was to explore how these realities could create an awareness about perceptions and 
responses in schools and the need for a safe and inclusive learning environment. Student teachers’ 
facial reactions were those of shock, sadness, and horror. Many of them expressed their 
disappointment about the schools’ direct acts of discrimination: 

I can’t believe that those things still happen in this day and age! I am shocked. Why are 
people not left alone to live their lives? (Female student teacher) 

Schools are places where learners should be protected from violence. But the teachers not 
allowing you to go into the female bathrooms gives power to the boys to bully you. (Male 
student teacher) 

I didn’t even think that toilets would be a problem. I don’t even think of problems; if I have 
a need, I just go to the toilet and do my thing. It is sad that someone must hold his needs 
till they go home. I cannot imagine that. (Male student teacher) 

From the responses of the student teachers, I noticed a shift towards values that are included in the 
LO curriculum. I sensed compassion, disappointment on how school youth with same-sex sexualities 
were treated, and disgust with teachers’ unwillingness to support and affirm. Moore (2005) 
highlighted that shifting a person’s perspectives on a matter often requires dialogues of a 
discomforting nature. Participants in the study showed a change in attitude towards the subject. 

Cranton (2001) explained that using an unexpected action, in this case speakers telling their stories, 
can potentially transform the dissonant feelings held by individuals. Transformative learning is 
extremely difficult and fraught with emotional upheavals (Moore, 2005). Mezirow, as cited by Taylor 
and Hill (2016, p. 256), purported that “transformation can be sudden and dramatic, even epic or more 
incremental where slow and steady changes in meaning schemes result in eventual change in meaning 
perspective.” Using intergroup dialogue as a transformative learning tool in a gradual process resulted 
in student teachers examining and changing their perspectives more easily than in one dramatic 
moment. This is why I not only had a discussion with individuals with diverse sexual orientations, but 
also did a pre-evaluation with the LO student teachers, arranged an intergroup dialogue, and asked 
for reflections after the dialogue to facilitate a process of change. Making transformative learning a 
process, although it is time consuming, would have a major impact on the student teacher’s worldview 
(Hoggan, 2016). 

Student teachers in this study had more questions than views when guest speakers shared their daily 
realities at school. A few of the questions the student teachers asked the speakers were as follows: 
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My question is, do you feel any pressure to fit into a certain sex due to societal pressure? 
Do you like how you feel about yourself? Didn’t you, at any time, feel that you should 
deviate a bit to a certain sex just to fit in or be appreciated as a human being? (Male 
student teacher) 

Having gone through whatever your school experiences were, what advice would you give 
to teachers to deal with these homosexual learners? How can I take your experiences you 
shared with us to make it easier to include them in our classrooms, and change the conflict 
between those who are homophobic or those who want to make fun of homosexuals? 
(Female student teacher) 

My concern is that the curriculum does not cater for people with gender diversity. My 
question is, what can be done to educate teachers, school managements, and learners? 
(Male student teacher) 

By using intergroup dialogue in transformative learning, student teachers started to question and 
examine their perspectives and views around sexual diversity. The student teachers started to explore 
ways that could enable practising teachers to approach learners with diverse sexual orientations. 
Mezirow (1997, p. 61) was of the view that “we can become critically reflective of the assumptions we 
or others make when we learn to solve problems instrumentally or when we are involved in 
communicative learning.” After giving the student teachers a chance to reflect and offer comments 
about the dialogue after the speakers’ interviews, the following comments were made: 

I think as a teacher, change is something you should get used to. I think there should be a 
workshop where teachers learn about different sexual orientations. This is the first time 
we learned about it in university. I hated homosexuals and I don’t even know why? (Male 
student teacher) 

It is important to remember that there should not be a definition on what a man or a 
woman is, or what is normal or abnormal because we, as a society, grew up knowing that 
a man should be with a woman. We should not label that as normal. People should realise 
that what you see as normal, someone else may not see as normal. (Male student teacher) 

I wanted to say that having these talks with you guys will drive out the misconceptions or 
stereotypes people have in our community. If you are gay or lesbian, they consider you as 
abnormal. People should understand that what is normal to you may be abnormal to me. 
So, if you have such talks in the media, this will help other people like yourself to spread 
the word that being gay is not abnormal. (Female student teacher) 

There seemed to be a shift in the perceptions expressed from Phase 1 to Phase 2. Student teachers 
started questioning their knowledge about sexuality and gender diversity. Hoggan (2016) stated that 
after questioning one’s own knowledge, an overall change will occur in the way people relate to other 
people or, identification can begin to shift. 

Comparing the research question in Phase 1 with discomforting heteronormativity, it was clear that 
student teachers had a feeling of discomfort towards nonheteronormative sexualities. The 
participants experienced different emotions and views about diverse sexual orientations, for instance, 
anger, rejection, fear, and discomfort. The silence on sexual diversity at university denies student 
teachers the opportunity to affirm and create an inclusive learning environment for all learners. It also 
enables an environment where hegemonic views on heteronormativity are reproduced and 
perpetuated. Queer theory posits that sexuality is fluid, but if teacher education programmes silence 
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such knowledge, then it is difficult to queer teacher education. While at university, student teachers 
are not prepared or willing to teach learners about different sexualities. Intergroup dialogue between 
the nonheterosexual speakers and student teachers not only allowed them to examine their own 
perspectives and beliefs towards diverse sexual orientations but also brought about an awareness of 
discrimination. Through the intergroup dialogue sessions, participants started to gain and acquire 
knowledge they felt they needed to start supporting nonheterosexual learners. 

Shifting Perceptions: From Homophobia to Social Cohesion 

A third theme that came to light was the shifting perceptions. This theme examines how the 
participants’ beliefs and views shifted from being dissonant about sexual diversity towards being 
considerate of sexual diversity. After the dialogue between guest speakers and student teachers, the 
student teachers were given a chance to reflect on their engagement with people with diverse sexual 
orientations. They commented: 

I was always angry at gay people. I thought they just looked for attention. I didn’t want 
anything to do with them. I was even scared they would make moves on me. Listening to 
these six people made me realise it’s not a choice. Who will choose to be abused like that? 
We still need to learn a lot. (Male student teacher) 

I had seen homosexual youth before at school. I just ignored them. I saw them like any 
other learners. I think I will now be more aware of the challenges that homosexual 
learners experience. (Female student teacher) 

My culture is very strict. But I also have to take care of all learners in the school. It will be 
a difficult one. (Male student teacher) 

The above comments show a shift from the student teacher sexual diversity dissonance, found in 
Phase 1, to a more considerate and supportive positioning towards school youth with same-sex 
sexuality. Transformation can only happen through critical reflection in which the adult learner 
questions assumptions and beliefs that have been used to interpret the meaning of past experiences 
(Taylor & Hill, 2016). 

On examining these views, it becomes apparent that the participants engaged in deep thinking about 
their beliefs and values and how these perspectives affect individuals with nonheterosexual 
orientations. Cranton (2001) explained that when individuals critically reflect on their views, they 
become receptive to alternative views and questions. Reflections enabled student teachers to work 
through beliefs and assumptions, assessing their validity in the light of new experiences or knowledge. 
Using critical reflection enabled participants to transform their single-lensed dimension of sexuality to 
that of considering different forms of sexual expressions as posited by queer theory perspectives. 
Student teachers were asked to write a short summary of what their needs were in order to respond 
to school youth with diverse sexual orientations in an affirming and inclusive manner. This is how they 
responded: 

I need to know how to deal with the bullying of homosexual learners. I don’t think the 
bullying is the same. Sometimes teachers bully them. How do we deal with this as LO 
teachers? (Female student teacher) 

I still need to learn more about homosexuality. As a Christian and a Zulu man, I am not 
sure if I am comfortable. Maybe if I learn more about what causes this. (Male student 
teacher) 



28 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 9 No. 2 September 2020 

I don’t have a problem teaching it. But I am worried about the parents who will have a 
problem with it. I need knowledge and skills to deal with such parents. (Male student 
teacher) 

These comments show that the LO student teachers moved beyond an awareness of negativity 
towards diverse sexual orientations and gender expressions. They are concerned with skills and 
knowledge on how to address the inequities. Kumashiro (2001) advocated for an education about the 
other, education for the other, an education that is critical of privilege and othering, and education 
that brings about change. To facilitate an inclusive environment for school youth with diverse sexual 
orientations and gender expressions, teachers need specific strategies and pedagogies that would 
facilitate change. 

Conclusion 

Through a three-phase intergroup dialogue process, this article explored strategies to disrupt 
conceptions of compulsory heteronormativity and the repression of sexual diversity. Although Phase 
1 proposed the questioning of perceptions in society around sexual diversity, a slight change was 
introduced. I focused on an event at the time that had sparked wide public discussion on 
nonnormative sexualities. I am of the opinion that this slight change allowed for richer and more 
engaging debate. The three themes identified show a transformative journey from rigid compulsory 
heteronormative perceptions to support for sexual diversity, and care for those who are othered. 
Critical self-reflexivity became central in the journey of undoing oppressive tendencies towards the 
other and difference. The LO student teachers showed a desire to serve as agents of change and 
expressed the need to accommodate inclusive learning for all learners in schools. This article shows 
that intergroup dialogue between people with diverse sexual orientations and hegemonic 
communities has the potential to queer environments. Queered environments create respect for, and 
humanise, those who are othered. 
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Introduction 

This paper reports on the process of implementing an educational action research (EAR; Altricher et 
al., 2000; Noffke & Somekh, 2009; Zuber-Skerritt, 2015) project focused on the establishment of an 
English academic support programme for preservice primary school teachers using peer tutors at a 
newly established rural university. The choice of focus emanated firstly from a recognition that many 
of the incoming students were entering university with English as a second or third language and were 
struggling with university-level studies conducted in English. We were acutely aware of the research 
that showed the struggles of second- or third-language speakers in making sense of their academic 
content (Nel, 2011; Nel et al., 2012). We also took cognisance of the general low level of academic 
language proficiency of first-year students (Elder & Paul, 2004; Grosser & Nel, 2013; Higher Education 
South Africa, 2009; Makura et al., 2011; Schoer et al., 2015), and how this impacts the development 
of graduate outcomes. Poor academic literacy is also associated with a high dropout rate (Cloete, 
2016; van Wyk, 2014) or extended time to completion. Secondly, for student teachers, the 
consequences of not being able to master subject content knowledge (see Petersen, 2014) and not 
learning to teach in English competently (Petersen, 2014; Seligmann, 2008) are disastrous for 
improving educational outcomes in a country that already struggles (Hoadley, 2012).  

The main claim of this paper is that a newly developed English academic support programme for 
preservice teachers needed to be implemented and assessed systematically, taking cognisance of 
what worked and what did not. Secondly, we were of the view that any programme that aims to 
develop skills like academic argumentation and the analysis and evaluation of a variety of texts would 
require disciplinary experts to work collaboratively to agree on, and foster such skills in different 
content subjects. In this project, the authors were interested in investigating the process of working 
with a student and staff community to design and implement an academic support programme for 
the improvement of students’ English proficiency, taking heed of areas of challenge and tension to 
improve on the programme. 

Review of the Literature  

In South Africa, it is widely recognised that higher education students need proficiency in the language 
of instruction in order to progress academically (Pienaar, 2001; van Dyk, 2005). In most institutions, 
the language of instruction is English. Adequate academic proficiency provides “the link between 
students’ entry into disciplinary communities and their acquisition of the formal conventions 
associated with the academy” (Leibowitz et al., 1997, p. 5) as well as other skills required for success 
in higher education (Kane, 2008; Nel & Nel, 2008). These include the ability to be able to communicate 
argumentatively (Grosser & Nel, 2013), to draw conclusions, and to critically evaluate opinions or 
other points of view (Halpern, 2007).  
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One of the biggest problems for higher education institutions, however, is that the South African high 
school system does not prepare all students equally well for tertiary studies. Taylor (2014, p. 17) 
contended that “little or no attention” is given to teaching reading in the school system, while van der 
Merwe (2018) showed that, in particular, the teaching of core academic language skills is neglected. 
Accordingly, students, particularly first-years, struggle to read and understand academic texts—and 
the underpreparedness of many restricts their epistemological access (Morrow, 1992). It also often 
results in failure or drop out with low academic language proficiency being cited as the major obstacle 
(Hay & Sebolai, 2007), particularly for students of colour (in South Africa, for black, Indian, and 
coloured students). For instance, there is a 40% rate of attrition with the 2006 cohort, of which African 
students had a dropout at one and a half times higher than white students (Council on Higher 
Education, 2013, p. 51). Numerous studies (Howie, 2007, in Grosser & Nel, 2013, p. 1) also pointed to 
the shortfalls in South African learners’ critical thinking skills and their ability to use the language of 
teaching and learning. For instance, Sebolai and Dzanzi (2015) found that students who perform 
poorly at university usually have “low levels” of academic literacy and/or struggle with English. This is 
similar for international undergraduate students (Garfield & Levi, 2004, p. 1). Bettinger et al. (2013, p. 
107) were of the view that such “underprepared” students face more challenges at university and 
therefore need help to improve their academic success. Students who are academically proficient are 
able to read critically, know how to analyse structures of arguments, contextualise claims, provide 
reasons why they agree or disagree with authors, participate in academic conversations 
(Schleppegrell, 2009, p. 4), process information, and are able to differentiate between important and 
less important information (Weideman, 2014, p. iv). Finding ways to help students to improve their 
language skills is both essential and necessary at university.  

One solution has been to offer students ongoing, targeted language support (Bettinger et al., 2013; 
Briguglio & Watson, 2014). There is ample research on how higher institutions scaffold students’ 
academic English proficiency (Huff & Sebolai, 2015) and enculturate them into the discourse of the 
academic community (Singh, 2017) through, for instance, language development courses (Bettinger 
et al., 2013, p. 103). Academic development support programmes also show promise. Studies at South 
African universities with disadvantaged students from resource-poor environments (Makura et al., 
2011, p. 2) and who were considered under prepared (Archer, 2010; Brussow & Wilkinson, 2010), 
gained significantly from attending such programmes. Fouché (2015), for instance, showed that 
students improved in three dimensions between their pre- and post-test essays, namely, academic 
writing style, source material, and structure and development.  

There are, however, reservations about the limits of such enrichment programmes. Fouché (2015, p. 
25) found that students’ editing skills did not improve. Van der Merwe (2018), comparing the 
acquisition of core academic language skills of a cross section of teacher education students, 
concluded that support in Year 1 only had limited effects. And, in an extended degree programme, 
McKay (2016), who used a structured academic literacy module in the first year, showed that although 
the most disadvantaged students did benefit from the intervention, this did not translate into 
academic success in the long term. In that study, almost 42% of the students were either academically 
excluded or switched qualifications. McKay concluded that support beyond the first year was needed.  

The research also outlined the challenges with refining programmes such as these for particular 
student cohorts and contexts (Darwin & Barahona, 2018; Huff & Sebolai, 2015). For one, the varying 
writing expectations across qualifications and degree programmes are compounding factors. In a 
study of one programme, Scholtz (2016) argued that different lecturers had varying writing 
expectations that directly impacted on students’ writing development. These also impacted how 
students articulated their knowledge through the duration of their degree, and were responsible for 
compromising student success over the longer term. Ultimately, academic support programmes 
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require all disciplinary specialists to contribute to the development of academic literacy and the 
commitment to core writing practices that will promote critical thinking and challenge students to 
think and reason (Tessema, 2011). This is however not so easy in practice. It requires rethinking at 
institutional level “about how to convince subject lecturers of the expanded instructional role they 
need to play in students’ literacy development” (Snow, 1997, p. 301; Snow, 2005; see also, Cenoz, 
2015; Crandall, 2012). 

Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical framework for this paper is cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) derived from 
sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) with its focus on semiotic mediation and the development of 
signs and symbols. In this study, we made use of Engeström’s (1987, 2001) version of CHAT as a lens 
to explore the process of using educational action research (EAR) to design and implement an English 
academic support programme using peer tutors. Engeström (2001) outlined the roles of the 
community, the division of labour, and the rules and conventions that impact on shared activity 
towards an object in an activity system. The activity system is portrayed in Figure 1. The subject in an 
activity system is the person or group whose actions are the object of study. The object is that which 
motivates the actions of the subject and upon which the action is lodged, using particular tools/ 
artefacts, and resulting in a particular outcome. Such tools can be physical, and they can also be 
symbolic. The participants in an activity system are guided by both implicit and explicit rules in the 
community of which they are a part. The division of labour specifies who executes particular tasks and 
reflects the power differentials in the community. An activity theory perspective draws from an 
understanding that learning and teaching are culturally based social efforts. There is also focus on the 
communicative aspects of teaching and learning, where knowledge is shared and co-constructed 
(Hardman, 2008). CHAT stresses that in a system, communal activity inevitably leads to conflict and 
tension in order to generate change (Henning & de Beer, 2011). CHAT was useful as heuristic for 
viewing the various activities of role players and their interactions. Here, we were able to focus our 
attention on the interactions between students and tutors, between tutors and their lecturers, and 
between the academic support coordinator and others. We were also able to identify where shared 
activities led to discomfort and unease and created tensions that could either stimulate or inhibit 
progress and change.  

 
 

Figure 1: The Structure of a Human Activity System (Engeström, 1987, p. 78) 
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Using Educational Action Research to Design and Implement an English 
Academic Support Programme  

This study intended to use collaborative methods in the design and implementation of an educational 
action research (EAR) project over the period 2015 to 2018. The project team, led by the first author, 
aimed at using methods that prefaced “collaboration,” “incorporation of local knowledge,” and 
“diversity” in an “emergent process” of “linking scientific understanding to social action” (Greenwood 
et al., 1993, pp. 178–180). The second author, as academic support coordinator appointed with 
international donor funding, was tasked with leading the conceptualisation and implementation of an 
academic support programme using peer tutors. As researchers, we were keen to adopt a self-
reflective process of “inquiry directly linked to action, influenced by understanding of history, culture, 
and local context, embedded in social relationships” (Baum et al., 2006, p. 854).  

We understand the purpose of action research is to enable action, reflection, and learning in 
successive cycles, and we aimed to do so primarily with the full participation of the people who were 
also the object of the action. In other words, the participants, namely, the students, tutors, and 
academic staff were both subject and object of action simultaneously. And, in keeping with the 
centrality of reflection in the various cycles, this requires reflexivity by the different partners, during 
which data is gathered and analysed and a new course of action is decided on. The action that results 
is then, in turn, subjected to further cycles of research and reflection. Educational change through 
participation, reflection, and action within specific contexts is the ultimate goal of this type of research 
(McGarvey, 2007; Prior, 2017; Fernie & Smith, in Stringer, 2008, p. 97).  

In many educational settings, action research has traditionally been used to bring about change and 
social transformation. In professional contexts with teachers, it has enabled critical reflection on 
practice (Prior, 2017) and transformation of practice to incorporate new ideas of learners and 
teachers’ assumptions about education (Cranton, 1996). It has also been used by teacher educators 
for self-study (Loughran & Russell, 2002), by student teachers investigating their curriculum in practice 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2005), as part of lesson studies, and to build a scholarship of teaching 
(Cochran-Smith & Donnell, 2006). We deemed EAR to be most suitable for an inquiry that required 
collaboration between participants in tracking change in a higher education programme (Greenwood, 
et al., 1993, p. 178).  

The following methods of data collection were used in different combinations in each cycle: 
questionnaires, observations, structured interviews, document analysis, video-recordings, and the 
personal research journal of the second author. Participants included up to 100 first-year students 
every year over a four-year period (2015–2018) who participated in the academic support 
programme, the peer tutors (n = 181) employed during this period, and academic teaching staff (n = 
9) in the primary school teacher education programme.  

Data were analysed during each cycle, using procedures associated with grounded theory content 
analysis (Charmaz, 2011) to identify areas requiring attention and improvement and where challenges 
and tensions were emerging (Engeström, 1987). Working in this cyclical manner enabled the authors 
to reflect on the results of the project implementation and to plan new actions in the subsequent 
cycles. Using a CHAT lens to examine the full set of data over a four-year period enabled the 
identification of overarching tensions (Willocks et al., 2018). The team submitted an application to the 
ethics committee at the first author’s institution. Particular care was taken to promote voluntary 
participation and to obtain informed consent from all research participants and, keeping in mind the 
multi-stage nature of the project, we regularly checked with participants if they were still willing to be 
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involved. Part of conducting an ethical study was also assuring participants of confidentiality when 
reporting on the results. 

Cycle 1 (February 2015–October 2015): Getting Started 

In preparation for the design of the academic language programme, the second author visited a 
number of metropolitan universities to get first-hand experience of existing English academic support 
programmes and tutor systems. Together with exemplar guides (i.e., “Language for Science” and 
“Mastering Academic and Professional Skills”) and other texts (Henning et al., 2005; Seligmann, 2013) 
from the first author’s institution, she designed an initial language support programme for 
implementation at a newly established rural university. Timelines were short because the first-year 
academic programme had already started and it was not possible to design the course fully and 
consult extensively before implementation. The programme was thus designed as it was implemented 
(see Herr & Anderson, 2005), and focused primarily on the areas academic teaching staff identified 
for attention such as plagiarism, summarising, paraphrasing, referencing, and general academic 
writing conventions. The peer tutor programme was developed and implemented at the same time. 
Senior students who met particular criteria (e.g., attaining a 70% aggregate) were recruited through 
an open application and interview process. Once appointed, they had initial basic training that 
included conduct when working with student peers, and preparation for tutorials—with the 
expectation that academic lecturers would provide subject-specific additional training. In this cycle, 
data were generated that focused on the usefulness of the academic English programme and the 
student and tutor experiences of the programme activities.  

Reflections on Cycle 1, and New Action Plans  

Student feedback about the value of the support programme was positive. They reported that it 
assisted them with improving “fluency and comprehension,” “in the construction of better 
sentences,” and “assisted with grammar and use of verbs.” However, based on student feedback and 
observation of tutor sessions, it was clear that some activities such as the paired reading and creative 
writing exercises were unsuitable. Students complained about the use of fairy tales and generic 
newspaper articles as the basis of exercises in tutorials. They felt that it was not aiding them in the 
development of the academic discourse practices of their teacher education programme. On 
reflection, the second author came to the realisation that while she was aiming for “the holistic 
development of students, it was misguided.” She noted the following in her notes: “I was using my 
own white cultural lenses in choosing fairy tales familiar to me, without understanding that it meant 
very little to young, rural African students.” These were then replaced with texts used in academic 
modules as suggested by Seligmann (2008, p. III; 1998, p. 5).  

However, staff involvement in the design of the academic language programme and in the support of 
tutors was limited. For the former, it was restricted to indicating areas of student struggle and 
providing text materials from their academic courses. The enormity of the task of building and 
implementing both the academic English and tutor programmes at the same time were becoming too 
much for the second author, henceforth, practitioner researcher (PR). In discussion with the academic 
liaison between the university and the donor, the PR was advised to employ a tutor coordinator. 
Together with the other authors, the PR also began to explore strategies to drive more student 
autonomy and tutor accountability.  
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Cycle 2 (February 2016—October 2016): Building on the Emerging Learnings 

The PR, after consulting with the other authors, designed an academic activity folder to give structure 
to the exercises and to enable students to self-judge progress. The folder also provided structure for 
the PR’s presentations to students, followed by a series of themes for tutors to focus on for targeted 
intervention. Leading on from the success of Cycle 1, aspects such as grammar and extended 
vocabulary, including the identification and use of linking and signally words in argumentative writing, 
were strengthened. Further practical examples for students to improve on their academic writing 
were also included. However, more than one data source pointed to the dominance of a transmission 
mode of the student and tutor engagements and signalled the inadequacy of the initial tutor training. 
For instance, Duduzile, one of the tutors, indicated her struggles in this respect: “When you have to 
get people to participate that is the worst.” The appointment of the tutor coordinator however 
brought much needed structure to the system as is evidenced in the following remarks:  

When I was doing my second year . . . many tutors never show up for our tutoring classes 
and what I notice that this year tutors they are dedicated and full of energy, and we can 
all enjoy the class.  

There is an improvement. Last year and previous year, some of the tutors would just come 
to class, lecture, then after class they promise emails, slides, maybe 2 days, 3 days, then 
they will send on the 4th day . . . now they send directly. 

The PR’s struggles to get the academic staff involved continued, with most holding views similar to 
that expressed by one lecturer: “It is not my job, it is the job of Mrs X [the PR] to do this work.” Her 
struggles were similar to those experienced by the first author. As an experienced researcher from a 
neighbouring university who had led the implementation of the teacher education programmes at 
both institutions and was expected to conduct staff development, she offered to work with the rural 
university on a shared research project to build capacity. Despite her overtures to the head of the 
academic department (HOD) to plan for staff engagement in the project, she was unsuccessful in 
getting the buy-in of the HOD and thus unable to work with staff. Not wanting to derail the 
establishment of the academic support programme or the tutor programme she stepped back and 
worked solely through the PR.  

During this period, the first of two donor-appointed evaluations took place and the appropriate 
sections of the evaluator report were considered. These confirmed the value of the English academic 
development programme and the growing effectiveness of the peer tutor support system: 

The figures provide an illustration of the difference that mediation can make to the 
readability of different types of academic course materials used by second-language 
speakers. It is difficult to think of a better illustration of the need to continue the language 
programme along with the work of lecturers and peer tutors in improving the English 
academic proficiency of the students if they are to become independent readers. (Schollar, 
2016, p. 54)  

Reflections on Cycle 2, and New Action Plans  

The need for more student-centred pedagogies in the tutor sessions and the incorporation of more 
subject-specific training for tutors were the catalysts for staff involvement. Two volunteered. The 
appointment of a tutor coordinator also enabled greater accountability, control, and coordination, 
with the added benefit of identifying at-risk students for lecturers. For instance, one tutor reported: 
“We’re better prepared for tutorials and keep more accurate records of student attendance for 
follow-up with the lecturer.” More communication with lecturers was enabled and became the start 
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of more collaboration. The PR’s observation notes prompted a revision of the length of the academic 
articles for student activities to allow tutoring to focus on the development of targeted skills. The 
independent audit report served as external validation of the work and the value of the improvements 
in the first two years, which helped generate greater staff interest in the project.  

Cycles 3 and 4 (February 2017—October 2018): Moving Towards Programme Maturity 

In Cycles 3 and 4, activities were beginning to stabilise. The PR was also gaining confidence in running 
both the academic English programme and overseeing the peer tutor system. There was greater 
collaboration with academic staff. The majority of staff identified student exemplars of plagiarism and 
incoherent argumentation to drive the learning activities during tutorials. This was well received by 
students and the tutors. Staff also expressed their appreciation of efforts of the PR and the tutors and 
the value of the programmes:  

Students are participating in the programme and I also see it in the students’ results. (Dr 
A)  

Without a tutor programme, lecturers would have to try and solve challenges that they 
do not always have enough time for. (Dr E) 

The value of the tutor programme was also evident in the report from the independent evaluator: 
“The academic staff is supportive of the researcher who evidently and visibly has a positive 
relationship with her tutors and students.”  

As the peer tutor system began maturing, tutors started designing their own PowerPoint slides under 
the supervision of the tutor coordinator and the PR. Student developmental needs obtained through 
surveys were beginning to drive activities and included reading strategies, dealing with examination 
and motivational stress, and constructing an examination study timetable. These were integrated with 
the focus of the academic English programme and not only increased students’ attendance but also 
their involvement and attention to developing other skills. The tutor programme itself was also 
generating much interest with more students expressing the desire to become tutors.  

Reflections on Cycles 3 and 4, and New Action Plans  

The growing confidence of the PR and the maturation of the English language support activities had a 
positive effect on the programme and staff’s acceptance of its importance. The stabilisation of the 
tutor programme under the direction of a tutor coordinator freed-up the PR to focus on bedding down 
the activities that were working well and concentrating on elements still requiring attention. The main 
issue was the involvement of staff. By this point, many had made significant progress with their own 
academic studies. The involvement of two senior academics was useful in convincing other academic 
staff of the value of the tutor programme. In particular, the assistance of tutors in working with at-risk 
students and helping to consolidate learnings from lectures seemed to ameliorate the vestiges of staff 
reservations—they could see how the tutor programme was of benefit to them and to their students.  

By this time, the first HOD had departed and another senior academic, who actively supported the 
work of the PR and the peer tutor programme, had taken on the academic leadership role. His 
developmental stance with the staff and his cooperation with the academic department led by the 
first author enabled more sharing between the institutions, including workshops at the first author’s 
institution. Like the PR, after two years of successfully managing the academic programme of teacher 
education, staff were developing confidence in their academic roles and this seems to have 
encouraged a sense of agency and an openness to embracing the full range of tasks expected of them, 
including supervising and developing their subject-specific tutors.  
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A Retrospective Forward-Looking Stance  

EAR is understood to be aimed at improving learning, teaching, curriculum, and administration in 
educational settings (see Zuber-Skerrit, 2015). It is particularly appropriate for improving student 
learning in preservice teacher education settings (Altricher et al., 2000; Noffke & Somekh, 2009) 
where, in a process of shared discovery, participants operate in collaboration to build useable 
knowledge (Snow et al., 2005). In the case of this study, the team began with the intention that 
collaboration would be a starting point for any decision-making and implementation. However, when 
looking over the various cycles and studying the data in situ, we realised that in Cycles 1 and 2, the 
implementation activities associated with the student support programmes were largely driven by the 
second author with minimal input from other stakeholders. This was due to a number of factors best 
understood through the heuristic of CHAT.  

In the activity system of higher education, competing tensions were evident in many nodes. At the 
beginning of the project, the academic teaching staff were very new to a higher education teaching 
environment, in some cases, having come to academia from jobs as district education officials and 
schoolteachers. The academic staff, although supportive of the programmes, were unfamiliar with 
their place in the academic community with its mediating artefacts, rules, and the division of labour. 
They simply did not understand how to operate as teacher educators working in collaboration with 
others to create support systems for students. Their primary focus was on coming to terms with their 
academic and administrative responsibilities. Also, none of them had any experience of university-
level tutor programmes. It was thus a natural reaction to devolve this responsibility to the PR. The 
HOD too, was constrained by her lack of academic leadership experience. As a middle manager in a 
new academic entity, she had no real idea of how to create rules to guide engagement and a division 
of labour in the community she headed. She could thus not provide academic leadership for the 
project, or guide staff collaboration. 

The research component of the project was even less collaborative. Despite numerous attempts by 
the second author to get buy-in from the HOD, and to get the staff involved in the project, this was 
met with little success. The HOD was inexperienced in educational research and a scholarship of 
teaching and learning and remained unconvinced of its value for academic staff. She did not thus 
enable access to staff for training or for their involvement. From an insider perspective, the staff, 
taking their lead from the HOD, largely ignored the programmes and the research, and attempts to 
involve academics did not yield much success at the beginning. It would seem that the HOD took on a 
role of knowledge gatekeeping (Politis, 2002) by stymieing the creation of conditions in which 
knowledge development within the department could be enabled. In the process, opportunities for 
staff to build academic trust and to share knowledge in a developmental process were lost 
(Castiglione, 2006). Once a new HOD was in place, who understood and supported the work of the PR 
and the tutors, there was more cooperation and endorsement of the tutor programme.  

A second factor impacting the research was the demands of staff’s own postgraduate studies. With 
the exception of two, all were engaged in either master’s or doctoral studies and were reluctant to 
take on other research activities. In the language of CHAT, the object of their research activities was 
not the academic language support programme or tutor development—it was their individual 
research foci. Reflecting on this at the end of Cycles 1 and 2, we recognised that it was unfair to have 
asked for more involvement from staff—we, perhaps, did not clearly understand the full demands on 
academic staff. In addition, the researchers should have made a greater effort to help them to 
contribute without adding to their workloads or to emerging tensions. This was, however, not easy to 
achieve and it was only by Cycle 3 that there was evidence of some shifts in achieving more 
participation and collaboration.  
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These tensions were also evident in the peer tutor programme. Peer tutoring facilitates the 
development of supportive and helping relationships (Jawitz, 2009, p. 613) comprising a horizontal 
component (same-level tutoring) and a vertical component (from lecturers to tutors). A tutor system 
in an academic context can only succeed if academic lecturers support such a programme (Button et 
al., 1990, p. 119). Our analysis reveals that at the beginning, the lecturers seemingly bought into the 
idea of a tutor programme—they listened, participated in a question-and-answer session on the 
programme, then agreed that it was a good idea and pledged their support. While some held weekly 
information sessions with their tutors and offered some initial guidance, this was where their 
engagement largely stopped. There was little further development of their subject-specific guidance 
to tutors and almost no investment in helping to establish the tutor system. Once again, the confusion 
about the division of labour and rules in the community seemed to have tripped up efforts at 
collaboration, which can only be described as weak and fragmented. It is possible that tensions arose 
because the lecturers were unable to link how the object of the activity system would influence the 
modules they taught. They did not see the link between the development of skills in the academic 
support programme and their own modules. This is not uncommon in higher education (see, for 
example, Tessema, 2011). The input of the PR in Cycle 2—using mediating artefacts from different 
disciplinary modules as the basis of student and tutor activities—seems to have brought about more 
lecturer involvement. Following this with the use of student-specific writing texts, sourced via the 
academic staff as practical examples for activities on plagiarism and incoherent writing, eased the 
tensions in the activity system and generated more collaboration. By Cycles 3 and 4, the division of 
labour and the rules governing activities in an academic environment were crystallising and more staff 
began to get involved.  

Perhaps the area of most significant growth was for the authors and in particular for the PR. As a 
newcomer to higher education, the PR’s own unfamiliarity with the rules and division of labour in an 
academic community led to her neglecting student, tutor, and staff input to the content of the English 
academic proficiency (language) programme in the first two cycles. Her insecurity about her expertise 
and position in the new institution led to her searching for structure first, and then inviting feedback. 
She, like many other PRs, had read extensively on how to conduct an educational action research 
project with others but its implementation was more complex (Robinson et al., 2018). A consequence 
hereof was the unsuitability of the first set of texts she chose, which did not reflect the life worlds of 
the students. These early tensions between the students and their engagement with the mediating 
artefacts—the texts—(Mok, 2006) prompted reflexive praxis on the part of the PR. Once she 
addressed the tensions by using students’ academic texts and examples of their own writing artefacts 
as resources in the support programme, it led to a change in students’ attention and participation in 
the tutorial sessions. The other authors, although experienced at educational action research, and in 
a leadership role in supervising the project, were also to blame; they were not proactive enough in 
highlighting potential pitfalls to the PR. From Cycle 2, there was a sense of real collaboration and 
cooperation from the students. Despite these successes, the tutors themselves took up to the end of 
Cycle 3 to develop the kind of accountability that was expected. In a similar way as the academic staff, 
tutors too were initially unsure of their roles and responsibilities. Without any student experts or old-
timers (Lave & Wenger, 1998) in the community of practice (CoP) to show them the way, the rules of 
the activity system were unclear. In addition, given the PR’s inexperience in managing such a 
programme, it is unsurprising that the collaboration of tutors and academic staff in the initial cycles 
was minimal. Cycles 3 and 4, viewed through the lens of CHAT, shows greater movement of all 
stakeholders towards a shared object. This was due to a number of factors. First, staff’s growing 
understanding of the value of the tutor programme for strengthening students’ academic proficiency 
was beginning to become evident in their course passes. The identification of at-risk students by tutors 
also allowed for targeted follow-up by lecturers. Third, the shared workshops at the first author’s 
institution helped consolidate staff’s learning to operate as teacher educators.  
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These areas of growth were also evident in the area of research. As the literature (Rauch et al., 2014, 
p. vi) reminds us, action research is participatory, situation-based, about improvement, useful in 
actual problem solving, and expects participants to learn from the experience (Koshy, 2015). What 
this research and the theoretical lens of CHAT has shown the authors is that it takes time, and many 
mistakes, to overcome assumptions about a shared object, the legitimacy of mediating tools, how the 
division of labour should be organised, and what the most effective rules comprise in a higher 
education community. As McNiff (2002) pointed out, in action research, constant dialogue was 
required with others in the community in order to bring about new knowledge that contributes to the 
process of learning and development. In the context of this research, the cyclical nature of the EAR 
process enabled a reflection on specific issues in order to make “informed decisions,” change, and 
improved “educational practice” (Koshy, 2015, p. 8).  

Conclusion  

This EAR project at a newly established rural university aimed at a collaborative and participatory 
process of designing and implementing a peer tutoring system for developing and supporting 
students’ academic English. With data generated over a four-year period, the findings reveal how 
tensions in one cycle gave rise to reflection and new action in subsequent ones. While we aimed at 
working collaboratively with multiple role players in order to develop student support programmes, 
competing tensions between various nodes of the activity system initially delayed the process of 
shared learning and knowledge production. However, the tensions also promoted growth and 
development, particularly for the practitioner researcher who learned how to leverage a shared object 
in the activity system to encourage more collaboration. In turn, this led to a lessening of areas of 
tension and greater dialogue which EAR scholars remind us is needed to bring about lasting change 
and improved educational practices. There is great value in this type of collaborative work. However, 
we would recommend that researchers learn from our mistakes and spend additional time exploring 
participants’ understandings of their role, place, and needs in such projects before moving to action. 
In complex academic environments, time spent on negotiating rules and division of labour in a 
community is well spent in order to minimise the kinds of tensions that arose in this project.  
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Abstract 

Within the South African context, a great deal has been written regarding the anticipated 
career aspirations of youth, with special reference to the non-marginalised. Consequently, 
there appears to be a paucity of information related to the aspirations of marginalised 
secondary school youths, especially rural youth. Furthermore, it seems that the majority of 
aspiration-related research has been quantitative. This qualitative and exploratory study, 
underpinned by a critical paradigm, is aimed at filling this gap using photovoice, participant-
designed PowerPoint text, video presentation, as well as a focus group interview as data 
generation tools. The findings are presented in two themes, namely, “Hoped for Future That 
Transcends Current Lived Experiences of the Self, Family, School, and Community” and 
“Serving as Agents of Hope to Enable Social Change.” This paper contributes to the existing 
body of knowledge regarding the aspirations of secondary school rural youths from a 
qualitative perspective and is an attempt to sensitise schools, the Department of Basic 
Education, and greater South African society to the importance of providing a platform for 
learners to share their aspirations.  
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Background and Problem Statement 

Black South Africans have experienced structural disadvantage and discrimination for decades, and 
parents of marginalised youth perceive tertiary education as a means of realising economic 
advancement (Theron, 2016). The first democratic elections in 1994 brought about political change; 
however, Theron (2016) posited that black youths are still exposed to inferior schooling in many 
instances. Despite this, it appears that parents have hope for their children’s future and that this hope 
seems to be an important shaper of their aspirations (Theron, 2016). Notwithstanding all the 
structural adversities experienced by these learners, they are encouraged by parents to transcend the 
difficulties and to show courage by imagining a brighter future because “imagination makes it possible 
. . . to see alternative possibilities and to generate opportunities for action in spaces that are 
structurally limiting” (Joorst, 2015, p. 63). The aspirations of youth are influenced not only by parents 
but also by their schooling (Watson et al., 2011), culture (Albien & Naidoo, 2016), social relationships, 
and economic circumstances (Sullivan & Baruch, 2009). 

The Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (Department of Basic Education, 2011) highlighted that 
the South African curriculum has, at its core, the promotion of social justice and social transformation. 
Career development is an important aspect of the promotion of social justice in the unequal South 
African society (Watson, 2010). Learners’ career aspirations are catered for in life orientation as a 
subject in the South African curriculum that is compulsory for Grades 10 to 12 (Department of Basic 
Education, 2011). Ansell et al. (2018) highlighted that career development and aspirations in the rural 
context require interventions because it appears that these learners have a limited perspective related 
to their career possibilities. The need for exploring career aspirations became evident in deliberations 
with the educators and the school governing body members of a rural secondary school during a 
community-based university engagement when one of the concerns raised was that rural youths 
seemed to have lost hope for the future. Consequently, the authors were asked to engage with Grade 
10 and 11 learners regarding their career aspirations in order to ascertain whether they had 
aspirations that transcend their status quo, categorised by inequality. From a research perspective, it 
appears that career-related research in the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa has been mostly 
quantitative (Watson, 2010) and that there is indeed a need for qualitative research in this area. The 
purpose of the qualitative visual participatory research presented in this article was thus to explore 
the career aspirations of youth in a rural secondary school in order to ascertain whether they aspired 
to overcome their current social inequality conditions.  

Rurality 

The concept, rurality, refers to sparsely populated areas situated away from urban areas, and 
associated with poverty and lack of infrastructure (Mohangi et al., 2016). Balfour et al. (2008) viewed 
rurality as a construct, rather than a context, consisting of three interrelated variables, namely, forces, 
agency, and resources. Within the variable of forces, three aspects were highlighted: space, place, and 
time. The space dimension refers to the living or inhabited space in which individuals reside (Balfour 
et al., 2008). The rural space is characterised by connectivity and interdependence with their context, 
“interdependence with the land, spirituality, ideology and politics, and activism and engagement” 
(Balfour et al., 2008, p. 104, citing Budge, 2004, p. 5). The second variable, agency, refers to 
“compliance and disruption, activism and entropy” (Balfour et al., 2008, p. 101). Rurality thus has a 
positive dimension given that agents (the individual and community) in the rural context are regarded 
as having the ability to transform current practices and beliefs (Balfour et al., 2008). Resources, as the 
third variable, refers to external material resources—situated resources that reside within the rural 
community and to psychosocial resources (Balfour et al., 2008). During difficult times people can 
choose to “fight or flight” (2012, p. 29), however, South Africans seem to flock (pool resources) instead 
(Ebersöhn, 2012, 2019).  
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Unpacking Career Aspirations 

The term “aspirations” lacks a universal definition (see Harrison & Waller, 2018; Quaglia & Cobb, 1996; 
Sirin et al., 2004). With reference to marginalised learners, “aspirations offer an explanation and 
understanding of the complex ways through which people in poor circumstances construct viable 
lives, and in the process accumulate agency” (Joorst, 2015, p. 61). Careers thus have a hope dimension 
or, as Yosso (2005) posited, assist to keep personal dreams and hope alive, despite challenges. Hope 
is a positive motivational state, that is, sensing potential to be successful by goal setting, which 
provides anchoring or direction (Snyder, 2002; Snyder et al., 1991). Snyder’s (2002) hope theory 
consists of goal setting, pathways (directional thinking) linked to realising one’s goals, agency as 
action, and constraints or barriers that one has to circumnavigate in order to realise one’s goals.  

This study is underpinned by Gottfredson’s (2002, 2004) career theory based on the four main 
elements of cognitive growth, self-creation, circumscription, and compromise. Cognitive growth is 
age-related, implying that abstraction develops with age. Each individual creates his or her own 
individualised self-concept; however, individuals could construct similar cognitive maps of 
occupations (Gottfredson, 2002, 2004). Circumscription (restriction or containment) denotes a 
process during which certain career choices are eliminated or rejected due to factors such as social 
prestige and gender (Gottfredson, 2002, 2004). Gottfredson (2002, 2004) posited that the adolescent 
has the ability to obviate career options that are deemed to be socially unacceptable or incompatible, 
in some instances without even being aware that these decisions are being made. Equally important, 
she stated that the adolescent also eliminates incompatible careers due to interests and abilities. The 
adolescent thus thinks more consciously whether a career is compatible with the personal and 
psychological self (Gottfredson, 2002, 2004). The individual also has an ideal or like-to-be career in 
mind, however, this ideal might not be available, which then results in contemplating a realistic 
alternative that is still acceptable because it forms part of the cognitive map of acceptable career 
options (Gottfredson, 1996, 2002).  

Compromise refers to adjustment and accommodation of choice due to reality checking (Gottfredson, 
2002, 2004). This implies recognition of the role that external constraints could have on a career 
choice and hence, preferred alternatives are abandoned in order to pursue more accessible yet less 
compatible options (Gottfredson, 1996, 2002, 2004). The conundrum related to aspirations and career 
choices is that the social system reproduces social class in several ways (Gottfredson, 2004), for 
example, gender stereotyping of careers and a possible tendency that adolescents from a lower class 
aspire to lower-level jobs or careers in comparison to higher-level social class adolescents 
(Gottfredson, 2004). In addition, the different social systems in which the individual resides result in 
many youths not being aware of what career options are available (Gottfredson, 2004). They have 
“limited horizons for action” (Hodkinson, 2008, p. 5), especially in marginalised contexts. Furthermore, 
many youths are not aware of what a specific career really entails and, often, they are forced into a 
career that they did not choose due to contextual circumstances or parental influence (Gottfredson, 
2004). From an African perspective, Nsamenang’s (2015) socio-ontogenesis theory posited that the 
individual’s surroundings, that is, the lived social context and culture, play a pivotal role in human 
development, which by implication concurs with Gottfredson’s position above. Nsamenang (2015) 
cautioned that culture is context-bound and that Western theories of human development are not 
able to convey the African perspective. He indicated certain differences between the Western and 
African perspectives, for example, whereas the Western perspective seems to have an individualistic 
nature of the development of the individual, the African perspective is collectivist because the 
community is central to development of the individual; hence the possibility that family and 
community could have an influence on the adolescent’s decision making (Nsamenang, 2015). He also 
posited that children and youth have enduring lifespan responsibilities to family and consequently, 
children in the African context have to undertake assigned roles and responsibilities from a young age 
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(Nsamenang, 2006). From this perspective, the collectivist roles and responsibilities required from the 
young from an early age could have a dispositional nature to career choice. With reference to 
Gottfredson (2002, 2004) and Nsamenang (2006, 2015), the authors of this paper argue that the 
aspirations of adolescents are related to achieving certain future-related goals or needs of society or 
community (Nsamenang, 2016; also see Markus & Nurius, 1986), and are needs that can be linked to 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. We posit that these Maslow needs (McLeod, 2017) are indeed aspects 
that the adolescent could take into cognisance when making aspirational choices (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Revised Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Redrawn, Based on the Images of McLeod, 2017) 

Methodology 

This qualitative study was guided by a visual participatory methodology (Mitchell et al., 2017) and 
underpinned by a critical paradigm with a focus on promoting social change for the participants 
(Cherrington, 2015) by providing opportunities to reflect on, critique, and transform current 
structures, beliefs, or practices that constrain social justice (Wood, 2012). Mitchell et al. (2017) argued 
for research located in the critical paradigm because it affords opportunities for mutual participation 
between the researcher and participants that could result in making a difference in people’s lives. The 
participatory dimension enabled us to explore the issue at hand collaboratively while encouraging 
deliberate involvement from all participants (Reilly, 2010). The focus was on constructing meaningful 
relationships in order to assist in addressing and exploring the local, identified issue (Reilly, 2010). 
Although the initial focus was not that the participants engage directly in action, they presented their 
aspirational intentions to teachers, learners, and their community based on the data generated by 
means of photovoice, the creation of PowerPoint personalised videos, and focus group discussions. It 
is important to note that the findings discussed in this paper stem from data generated in Phases 1, 
2, and 6—with special reference to the research question: “What are the career aspirations of youths 
in a rural secondary school?”  
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To recruit the participants, the principal researcher informed all the Grade 10 and 11 learners about 
the aspirations project and provided those who showed interest with a one-page information sheet 
explaining the project in more detail and consent forms to take home to their parents or guardians 
for signature. Nine learners came forward to participate (five females and four males) ranging from 
17 to 19 years in age, all residing in a context of poverty. The dates for the various planned visits to 
engage with the learners (see Table 1) were negotiated with the school principal and participants, 
utilising WhatsApp. 

Table 1: Phases and Interactions of the Aspirations Project 

 

Photovoice as data collection procedure was selected because it allows for the portrayal of the 
participants’ lived experiences by means of photographs (Capous-Desyllas & Bromfield, 2018), which 
in this instance, was what the participants envisioned they could become. As a data generation tool, 
photovoice affords persons from challenging backgrounds, and residing in difficult circumstances, an 
opportunity to share their plight and living experiences with others—namely, the public and policy 
makers—through a display of their visual artefacts (Community Tool Box, 2020). Given that the 
participants resided in a rural poverty-stricken context, this approach enabled these secondary school 
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youths to attach visual meaning to their context and aspirations by means of a camera and printed 
photographs (Mitchell et al., 2017), which could then be presented to their community and teachers 
who fulfilled the role of the public (Community Tool Box, 2020). In addition, the digital dimension of 
photovoice was aligned with the node, “Digital Spaces Using ICT Enabling Learning” that formed part 
of the larger project in which we were working. 

The photovoice method produced visual, textual, and oral data sets: photovoice captions (PVPC) and 
photovoice feedback presentation (PVFP). Prior to the photovoice sessions, participants were 
provided with 9-inch tablets that also had a camera and video recording function. Participants shared 
ideas about how to take photographs, and a discussion was held regarding the ethical considerations 
related to taking photos of people. The prompt provided to the participants was: “Take six to eight 
photos of what you want to be one day.” It was also translated into isiXhosa to the group to ensure 
the best possible understanding of the task at hand. This prompted further discussion, and the 
learners decided to rephrase the prompt to: “Take six to eight photographs to respond to the prompt, 
‘I want to become a . . . because . . .’”  

The participants received 90 minutes to engage in the activity and, upon their return, their photos 
were printed with a colour inkjet printer. The next step required participants to paste each of their 
photographs onto separate A4-size papers and to write a caption for each photo. Thereafter, 
participants were video recorded as they presented their photos, captions, and reasons why they had 
selected their chosen career to the rest of the group (Image Group 1).  

 

Image Group 1: Presenting Their Photovoice Captions to Their Peers 

In the second phase of the engagement—creating the PowerPoint slides text and voice (PPV)—each 
participant was provided with a laptop with internet connectivity. The session began with some basic 
PowerPoint training skills. Focus group interviews were also conducted during the project in Phases 2 
and 6. Phase 2 questions focused on their ICT skills and ICT experiences (Image Group 2) when they 
engaged with their PowerPoint creations.  

 

Image Group 2: Designing and Creating Their PowerPoint Slides and Voice Movie (PPSVM) 

In Phase 6, two focus group interviews were conducted when the participants visited the university. 
Because the researcher and participants had not met for some time, it was decided to orientate the 
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participants’ thinking by providing them with poster paper, magazines, and scissors. Participants were 
requested to cut out and paste any picture that related to their aspirations. This set the scene for the 
focus group with these questions: “What are you thinking about while you are busy here?” “We’ve 
worked on your aspirations, what are aspirations again?” “What are we working about [on] in this 
group or this project?” The questions posed resulted in participants providing answers, and the 
researcher probed further with questions such as “Anything else that you want to add?” The second 
part of the focus group interview required that participants write down any questions that they would 
like to pose to their peers. The questions posed when we met in September included “What did this 
project mean to you?” and “What did you gain from this project?” 

The data generated from all the phases were analysed according to the suggestions of Creswell (2009, 
with reference to Tesch, 1990), Wang and Burris (1997), and Capous-Desyllas and Bromfield (2018). 
The focus of the data analysis was on identifying concerns—to identify key critical aspects presented 
by the participants during their sharing and presentations of their photos with a view to letting the 
community become aware of these pleas (Wang & Burris, 1997). Therefore, “the analysis was 
concerned with trying to understand what their world is like, from their point of view” (Capous-
Desyllas & Bromfield, 2018, p. 4). Each participant’s presentation of photos and captions was read 
individually and coded individually and compared afterwards to ascertain whether similar codes were 
present (Capous-Desyllas & Bromfield, 2018). Wang and Burris’ (1997) process was adapted as 
follows: participants selected which photos to present; they then shared their stories based on these 
photos, which the researcher then transcribed to enable deeper engagement from the researcher’s 
side. This deeper engagement entailed the following, based on Creswell (2009) with reference to 
Tesch (1990). Analysis started by reading each typed paragraph line by line several times while making 
pencil notes in the margins per transcript. The question constantly asked was “What does this line or 
paragraph try to convey?” This was done for each transcript and after all transcripts were read, they 
were reread twice. The main ideas were then transferred from the transcripts to a notebook for each 
participant. Similar ideas were coded and re-coded until there was redundancy. Similar codes were 
grouped together, as well as groups of codes that appeared to link. The various groups of codes were 
categorised while, lastly, categories that seemed to link were grouped under an overall theme 
(Creswell, 2009, with reference to Tesch, 1990). In order to protect the anonymity of the participants, 
pseudonyms were used. 

Permission to engage with the school was obtained from both the district office of the Department of 
Basic Education and the Nelson Mandela University’s ethics committee. The ethical clearance number 
for the aforementioned project was H15-EDU-ERE-014.  

Presentation of Findings 

The findings related to the research question are presented as two themes, each consisting of 
categories. The two main themes and the categories associated with each are summarised in Table 2 
and then discussed below. The specific aspirations of the participants are presented in Table 3.  
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Table 2: Summary of the Findings  

 

Table 3: Aspirations of Rural Youth 

 

An example of a female’s photovoice is presented as Image Group 3, and excerpts from the male’s 
photovoice are presented in Image Group 4. 

 

Image Group 3: Aspirations of Female Participants From Photovoice 
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Image Group 4: Aspirations of Male Participants From Photovoice 

Theme 1: Hoped for Future That Transcends Current Lived Experiences of the Self, Family, School, 
and Community 

It became evident from the findings that the participants’ future career aspirations surpassed their 
present lived experiences with special reference to the self (individual), the family, community, and 
school.  

Rising Above My Current Circumstances to Realise Dreams, Hope, and Vision 

Transcending their current contextual rural circumstances was a priority for the learners given that 
they shared that they had dreams, hope, and vision. For example, John stated, “I know what my 
dreams are, and I have plans for myself. And I have been motivated by my background” (FGI). The 
participants believed therefore that it is necessary to start with yourself in order to surmount your 
circumstances. Individuals who are able to empower themselves could then play a role in assisting 
others to bring about change. This was evident in John’s comment, “I want to bring change to myself 
first and also to my family and then to my community” (FGI).  

Mandla, however, indicated that a person should be humble and not show off his or her progress. It 
appeared that he wanted to blend in, not offend anyone who was struggling. He wrote: “When I have 
a money, I will not show everyone I am a rich man or successful man, the things I will do I will not act 
the same as I don’t have money am struggling like them” (PVPC). He was expressing that becoming 
rich might be a challenge in his community and that he would have to deal with this. However, he did 
not elaborate on what it would mean to be rich or successful. It was also interesting to note that 
whereas Mandla was quite reserved about not showing his possible wealth, Elihle was adamant that 
he intended to leave a mark in his community as a rapper if he became financially well off: 

I want to drive fancy cars . . . that will leave a mark in every place I go. I want to be well-
known here in my community as a successful. . . . I want to have a lot of money so I can 
afford everything that I want for myself, e.g., buying fancy clothes. . . . I want to do parties 
whenever I feel like doing a party. (PVPC) 

Elihle’s intention of establishing his mark in the community by hosting parties can probably be 
understood in the context of his aspiration and hope linked to bolstering needs associated with 
belonging and esteem (see Figure 1). 

Transforming My Own Current Lifestyle and Ensuring Financial Stability 

Ensuring financial stability was at the core of the participants’ aspirations because they indicated that 
they needed to overcome their current poverty-stricken conditions. Mivuyo believed that the 
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information technology (IT) sector would afford such an opportunity to become financially sound: “Ok 
my dream is to become an IT guy . . . that’s where the money is” (PVFP). Similarly, Asanda alluded to 
the financial opportunities of accountancy as a career: “I want to become an accountant because I like 
looking forward to the future . . . and for me I wanted a good career option for those who only want 
to earn money” (PVPC). It seems that for the learners, being well-established financially could bring 
about social transformation to their current social conditions because it could offer them a lifestyle 
including owning a large house and new car, as Elihle indicated: “I want to have money so that I can 
buy a very big house for me and my family because I just want to leave [live] a very nice life” (PVPC). 
Elihle was suggesting that changing his family’s current social conditions could also positively influence 
his own, which also implies that transforming his own conditions could directly benefit his family.  

Two participants highlighted that they had made alternative plans should their initial plans not 
materialise. This was apparent when Nomsa mentioned that her option was to become a chef if she 
could not become a doctor: “If I want to become a doctor and I don’t get selected . . . my dream is to 
become a doctor but I can cook so I can use my talent to become; so that I can be a chef” (FGI). John 
concurred, mentioning that he too, had another possibility: “Also have a Plan B and C to look at 
different angles, use different angles, use different strategies and be creative, chase after my dream” 
(FGI).  

Improving My Family’s Living Conditions 

Participants were not only concerned about themselves; they also wanted to assist family members 
by transmuting their existing living conditions. They indicated that financial security could enable them 
to make an impact on alleviating poverty in their families. Elihle expressed that financial support to 
his family was important to him because he would like to assist them to transcend their current 
financial dilemmas: “I also want to help even at home wherever there is a financial problem. Also 
extending my home and making sure that they are having a very nice life before I can even do anything 
for myself” (PVPC). It was evident that his family was more important to him than himself, hence, the 
family before the self.  

Similarly, Mandla reported that he wanted to improve his family’s current housing and provide them 
with a car as a means of transportation and wrote: “I want to have a lot of money to support my 
family, buy for them a big house and cars” (PVPC). During a report-back session after the captions 
were written, he reiterated this dream, stating: “I want a lot of money to support my family, because 
my family is proud of me and they are very proud of me because I’m the one who still at school and 
what is this, a high school yah” (PVFP). As in the previous category, Mandla was suggesting that if the 
individual’s well-being is improved, it could indirectly also improve the living conditions of family 
members. Mivuyo highlighted the importance of assisting his family by providing a safe haven to live 
in when he wrote, “This house, it’s not for me, it’s not for me. I would like to buy this house for my 
parents, because the house they are living in now is very small and they have also a dream” (PVFP). 
John also emphasised the social change that he envisaged family-wise, but the self was before the 
family given that he intended to first bring about personal self-transformation and that the next step 
would be family and community assistance. 

Aiding the Community to Transcend Their Current Circumstances 

The community was perceived as being part and parcel of the road to social transformation given that 
the participants disclosed great concern for their community with a view to “pay it forward” in order 
to ensure a brighter future. It was evident from the participants that they intended to assist with 
eradicating the challenges their community faced daily. Nomsa indicated that she desired to pay it 
forward by becoming a doctor (Image Group 5): “I want to become a doctor, because I want a better 
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future for myself, not only myself, but also my community” (FGI). This was affirmed by Kwantu and 
Zodwa who remarked that they would like to contribute to the community in which they resided by 
providing the necessary healthcare that was currently lacking. Kwantu stated: “I want to work in [my 
rural town] for my home town, because you can visit [the] clinic, [the clinic] does not replace [the] 
need for [a] local doctor” (FGI).  

  

Image Group 5: Screen Capture Images Of Examples of Their PowerPoint Slides and Voice Movie 
(PPSVM) 

Similarly, Zodwa wrote about the health resource issue: 

This clinic is too small for all [in my rural town] people and there is no doctor and there 
are two nurses but there must be more of them. I want to become a doctor so people they 
can get more help so that everyone can get help the way he/she must be helped (PVPC).  

She further highlighted that there was a lack of medical resources, which according to her, played a 
role in her mother’s passing away and consequently influenced her aspiration towards the health 
sector (Image Group 5): 

I want to be a doctor. . . . I have this dream because of in [my rural town] my mother died 
in 2012 and then there was no doctor and then you can come maybe Monday and then 
they will say you must come Friday . . . and then the days you are coming and then the 
disease will be too much. You see that’s why I want to be a doctor so that I can be a doctor 
in [my rural town]. (PVPC, Zodwa) 

Furthermore, the participants were concerned about numerous challenges in their environment. For 
example, Zodwa was concerned about the lack of safe and clean open spaces in which children of the 
community could play:  

And then we need to have community work programme because you see there are those kids that 
play in the dirty place so while they are playing in the dirty place they cannot play another place 
because all of the place is dirty so they can get. (PVFP, Zodwa) 
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Liyema was concerned about children’s exposure to alcohol at the local tavern and as a prospective 
police officer, she highlighted her concern related to underage alcohol consumption: “We should go 
to the tavern, maybe every weekend to stay there so that we guide the children under age of 18 so 
that they cannot go there, because they are not allowed there” (PVFB). She wanted to play an active 
role to end this.  

The participants described how they would like to combat crime in the community by addressing 
corruption and other crime issues: “There is a lot of crime in my community and there’s no police” 
(PVFB, Liyema) and “End the criminal and corruption” (FGI, Liyema). Liyema was disappointed with 
the security service provided by the police and articulated it as follows: “When there is an accident or 
a fight or something like that and you call the police . . . they won’t come immediately when you call 
them, they will come at their time” (PVFP). She was adamant that she could make a difference (Image 
Group 6):  

This is a police station . . . I want to stop crime, rape and murder etc. Because if I am not 
be a cop the crime will not stop from my community. . . . I will be doing my work right. 
(PVFP, Liyema)  

She was suggesting that all was not well within the police service in her community. Mandla concurred 
that ensuring a safe environment was paramount, because place was of great importance to him, and 
that he would like to win back the trust of the community as a police officer by attending to crimes 
and making arrests so “that everyone see Mandla as a police or constable police and drive the car to 
look after them” (PVFP). He added “the reason I want to be a police service is to save our community 
. . . to have no gangsters and doing my job to arrest them so that they can see how life is for them” 
(PVFP).  

The above portrays the caring nature of the participants while at the same time it shows that the 
community expected their action. They showed a willingness to become part of the solution in the 
community by playing a pivotal role. It is evident that they wanted to remain part of their community, 
and would, once they had reached their aspirations related to their intended occupation, return to 
their community.  

Assisting Our School With Infrastructure 

The secondary school in the rural community, like many rural schools, lacks basic infrastructure such 
as ablution facilities. In addition, a boarding hostel located on the school premises burned down 
several years ago and was never rebuilt. These problems were highlighted by the learners who 
explained that they wanted to become agents of change by assisting the school with resources. 
Mivuyo presented his concern related to the poor sanitation at the school (Image Group 6):  

This is a picture of the problem [toilets] my school is in seeing the school in this matter its 
is in I’ll really want to help it so it will be the first thing in my mind if I achieve my dream. 
(PPV)  

And he highlighted that his reason for wanting to assist was “to give back to my school who give so 
much to me, they give everything to me, the school” (PVFP). He added to this, the need for a school 
hostel:  

This is the hostel on the school, as you can see this condition is very bad condition of this 
hostel. Way back it was, way in nineteen-something it was a great hostel. . . . So I would 
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like to rebuild this hostel when I achieve my dream. To rebuild it to give back to the school 
yet again and provide for the children from far places who really want to come to this 
school but they don’t have the place to stay. (PVFP)  

 

Image Group 6: Screen Capture Images Of Examples of Their PowerPoint Slides and Voice Movie 
(PPSVM) 

Theme 2: Serving as Agents of Hope to Enable Social Change 

This theme presents the participants’ purpose and action related to why and how they intended to 
make a difference in their community once they had achieved their intended aspirations. While Theme 
1 focused on the physical dimension or direct needs, Theme 2 is focused on the emotional or 
psychosocial dimension. 

Creating Hope Within the Community 

It is evident from the presented data in Theme 2 that the participants were adamant that they wanted 
to enable themselves, but also intended to make a difference beyond themselves. The participants 
shared their aspirations to create hope where hope had been lost. For example, John mentioned: 

The thing that I want to change the most is to revive and restore the lost dreams is to take 
back the dreamers, the young dreamers out there, is to make them believe again, is to 
put the hope in their hearts again and to put the spirit of willingness into their minds. 
(PVFP)  

For John it was imperative to restore hope because there were community members who were 
without hope and he wanted to become a shining light, a beacon of hope, to the community. He 
added: 

I’ve seen so many people, sick people actually, helpless people, young people who are 
dreamless, young people who have lost hope . . . some people who actually lost their 
dreams right. . . . So my dream or my aim actually is to become someone that other people 
may look up to them. It is to become someone that will make a huge different in my 
hometown. (PVFP) 
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John’s feedback was emotional and highlighted his concern for his community. He elaborated that 
change can begin with the individual doing small things to become an agent of change: 

I believe that change can actually start at where you are and you can make change. You 
don’t have to make a huge difference at the start but to make change with what you have 
and what you want to achieve. (PVFP, John)  

For John, it was apparent that the creation of social change and the promotion of hope in the 
community could be an outcome that emanated from an individual’s actions; this resonated with him 
because he wanted to be such a person. 

Nomsa affirmed the importance of being a beacon of hope for other people with her comment: “It 
doesn’t mean that if you are poor you have to be poor forever” (PVFP), indicating that if she was 
successful in realising her aspirations, her example could serve as an inspiration to others. Similarly, 
Zodwa commented that being beacons or agents of hope meant not only paying forward but also that 
one could stand up and be counted:  

I always want to give other people the hope, and to me to give to others is more important 
than to get from others. In the hospitals, that’s where I want people to know that they 
can rely on us. (PPV) 

Change Is Possible Through Role Modelling as Action 

The learners’ ideas about becoming role models for others link to their aspirations of being agents of 
hope. They shared that serving as role models could bring about change in their communities and 
among their peers. Nomsa stated: 

I want to be a role model of the youngsters so that . . . I have to work hard, I have to follow 
my dreams . . . I want to be a doctor and I will work for [in my rural town] for my 
community, so I’m going to be role model like that. (FGI)  

For John, being a role model in his community was close to his heart because he wanted to show that 
a person’s background or context should not be a restriction to success: 

I can actually achieve what I want no matter where I’m from. I can be a role model rise 
from where there is no[t] actually much or where there is no hope, you know, to make it 
to be the person that I want to become. (FGI)  

Likewise, Nomsa highlighted that her vision was to transcend her current poverty-stricken context and 
provide hope by attending a university in the near future: “It doesn’t mean that if you are poor you 
have to be poor forever, you must be the one in a family to go to university” (PVFP). Being an active 
role model was also important for Mivuyo because he highlighted that he should serve as an example 
among his peers and provide them with hope when he realised his dream: 

This picture show some of my friends like my friends they don’t have a life goal planned 
for their future and if I can show them there are more than sitting at some shop doing 
nothing with their lifes. I will give them hope. (PVPC) 

Nomsa affirmed that by attending university, she would be a role model for her peers and community: 
“You must be the one in the family to go to university. So I think I will be the first person to go to 
university in my family and I want to make them proud” (PVPC). Her vision was to play an active role 
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to ensure that young adolescents could deal with peer pressure: “So I want to tell young people to 
not try to fit in the group” (PVFP).  

The findings portray enthusiasm to be positive citizens who are keen to promote social change 
through role modelling. 

Discussion 

The participants aspired to a wide range of careers ranging from the police force, entertainment 
industry, and information technology to the health sector, and did not portray narrow career 
aspirations related to governmental positions as presented by Ansell et al. (2018). In spite of indicating 
various career options, it is possible that their aspirational horizons (Hodkinson, 2008) were still 
limited due to a structural context that did not provide them with a wide range of alternatives 
(Gottfredson, 1996, 2002, 2004). Two of the participants had already started to compromise their 
career aspirations because of possible barriers (Gottfredson, 1996). This change in aspirational 
thinking can be explained by Snyder’s (2002) theory when he discussed how the pathways to goal 
achievement are influenced by structural or systemic barriers; the individual then cognitively adjusts 
the hope (goal) expectation. This is supported by Yosso (2005) who contended that such discrepancies 
could be attributed to the harsh realities that marginalised youth experience, and which they perceive 
will derail their intended pathways to reaching their goal-directed aspirations (Snyder, 2002; Snyder 
et al., 1991). Or, put differently, they struggle to realise their potential in a field because of a lack of 
different forms of capital to survive outside their communities in those unknown areas or fields. While 
the remaining participants did not allude to compromise, it is possible that they have done so without 
stating it, as often occurs (Gottfredson, 1996, 2002). 

It is evident from the data that their current rural space is not offering certain resources associated 
with personal and family well-being in addition to school-related aspects; thus, their reference to 
safety emanates from a needs perspective (McLeod, 2017, citing Maslow). The school’s ablution 
facilities and dilapidated hostel were concerns, as well as health issues in the community. Alcohol 
abuse and safety were additional concerns for them. It appears from the data that all the participants 
intended to make a difference, that is, they wanted to become agents of future change (Balfour et al., 
2008) given that the careers they envisaged would imply prestige (Gottfredson, 2002) for them if they 
were able to assist their community. This prestige might enable them to be regarded as persons to 
whom the community were willing to listen and work together with to solve issues in a collaborative 
manner. It is clear that the participants’ intentions were not to leave the rural space permanently, but 
to study and then return to their rural community in order to address structural issues of inequality, 
thereby resonating with the promotion of social justice—career choice is a social justice issue 
(Watson, 2010). They did not want to flight but, rather, to flock back (Ebersöhn, 2012), which suggests 
that they had a strong connection with the land, their community, and their context (Balfour et al., 
2008). The references to assisting their families, the school, and community also resonates well with 
esteem needs and belongingness needs (McLeod, 2017, citing Maslow) given that the participants 
wanted to pay it forward. The strong yearning to return also resonates with Nsamenang’s (2006, 2015) 
view that collectivism plays an important role in the African context. Also, their return probably points 
to roles and responsibilities instilled in them that their family, community, and school are important 
(Nsamenang, 2006, 2015).  

Their desire to instil hope in the community highlights that they were clinging to their hopes and 
dreams despite possible barriers they might encounter (Yosso, 2005) because their aspirations “offer 
an explanation and understanding of the complex ways through which people in poor circumstances 
construct viable lives, and in the process, accumulate agency” (Joorst, 2015, p. 61). Aspiring in 
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conjunction with imagination assists youths to recreate the future while making their current 
experiences endurable, in spite of the challenges and limitations in the current context (Joorst, 2015). 
It appears that the perception of educators during deliberations with them prior to the 
commencement of the project—that the learners seemed not to aspire and had lost hope—was not 
the case. On the contrary, the participating youths had aspirations and hopes for a better future.  

Conclusion 

The participants’ rationale for their career choices seemed to be profoundly influenced by personal, 
school, community, and family experiences. It is evident that the current space as a place in which 
they are entangled deprives them of basic needs to support their aspirations. The participants’ strong 
emphasis on needs to transcend their current personal space in which they are deprived of health 
care facilities, financial and safety capital to sustain a life of well-being for themselves and their 
parents, highlights the fact that the societal structuring of their space is constraining rather than 
emancipatory. Consequently, the participants seemed to indicate that their current conditions were 
limiting their future aspirations. It appears that the rural space is not offering opportunity for 
economic prosperity to their community.  

Our study regarding the future career aspirations of secondary school rural youth has shown that 
utilising a visual participatory methodology approach afforded the participants the opportunity to 
express their inner feelings and hopes. We believe that the participants became the voice of honest 
appeals, not only for themselves, but also for those close to them and for the greater community. We 
base our position on the fact that the categories associated with the themes refer to their concerns 
about self, family, community, and school.  

It appears that the participants intended to become active agents and not merely passively accept the 
status quo (Balfour et al., 2008) because they desired to engage in future activities to promote social 
transformation. The findings suggest that a key aspiration for the youth who participated in this study 
was to bring about personal growth, social change, and equality in their community. 

In spite of the unjust social structure, the participants indicated that they had positive aspirations 
career-wise, and were not deterred by the rural space as structure or field in which they resided. It 
appears that all the participants had high anticipations related to the future. The importance of hope, 
a form of capital (Yosso, 2005) to which they held, seemed to be a key stepping-stone to realising their 
dreams. We contend that the sharing of the participants’ aspirations through photovoice and 
PowerPoint Slides and Voice Movie (PPSVM) provided an opportunity for them to share their 
aspirations related to their personal, family, and community needs, thereby highlighting to those 
concerned about these learners that they do have career aspirations. We conclude that what these 
learners need is assistance, guidance, and conversations about their needs and future. 
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Abstract 

The paper explores how collages can be used to change school governing body (SGB) 
members’ perceptions of male teachers in the foundation phase (FP) in the Nelson Mandela 
Metropole, South Africa. The involvement of men in FP teaching forms part of initiatives to 
diversify and do away with the underrepresentation of men in the early years of learning. 
SGBs play an integral role in the recruitment and retaining of teachers in schools, but not 
much is known on how SGBs perceive male teachers and their willingness to employ them in 
FP. This study involved parent members of SGBs as participants because they represent the 
majority membership in primary school governance. This qualitative study was underpinned 
by feminist post-structural theory as a lens to analyse data generated using collages and a 
group discussion, both of which were later thematically analysed to generate the themes 
discussed in this paper. Findings indicate that participants’ socialisation and lived experiences 
play a major role in the employment of teachers in FP. The findings also show that engaging 
in participatory visual methodologies such as collages can provide a platform for 
transformation of deeply embedded discourses towards equitable and socially just societies. 
In understanding that change is a process, the study recommends that participatory visual 
methodologies be used in courageous conversations with communities about constructions 
of caring masculinities and the involvement of men in care professions such as FP teaching.  
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Background and Introduction  

The effort to recruit and retain male foundation phase (FP) teachers is a global phenomenon 
(Brownhill, 2016; Moosa & Bhana, 2018; Skelton, 2012; Warin, 2019). The aim of recruiting men in FP 
is to counteract the underrepresentation of men in this educational phase, and to work towards 
gender balance in FP teaching and learning. The effort also aims to disrupt the normalised patriarchal 
division of labour that positions FP teaching as women’s work (Bhana, 2016; Cushman, 2008; Msiza, 
2019). According to Brownhill (2016), recruiting men in FP teaching can contribute to the development 
of fair and equal gender order in society and the labour market. Cushman (2005, 2008) further 
asserted that employing both female and male teachers in FP may shift the perception of FP being 
women’s work and thus not a commendable profession for men. Warin (2019) explained that having 
both male and female teachers enables children to experience the different approaches to teaching 
and interpersonal relations that the different genders bring, and enables them to explore both their 
feminine and masculine sides. This experience provides them with a frame of reference about the 
different ways of being boys and girls. According to Moosa and Bhana (2018), Ratele (2015), and Xu 
and Waniganayake (2018), the involvement of men in care professions including FP teaching helps to 
deconstruct patriarchal, normative, and toxic masculinities characterised by aggression. It creates 
opportunities for reconstructing masculinities that are grounded in caring and nurturing behaviour.  

The inclusion of men in FP teaching is a positive move towards equitable social practices to diversify 
this educational phase and disrupt the gendered perception of FP teaching (Moosa & Bhana, 2018; 
Msiza, 2019). It further encourages conversations with communities and stakeholders involved in 
school governance about the need for involving men in care professions such as FP teaching. This 
study aims to contribute to the ongoing conversation of constructing different forms of masculinity 
that are caring and possibly pro-feminism (Ratele, 2015).  

School governing bodies (SGBs) in South Africa have the responsibility of recommending the 
employment of teachers and administrative staff in schools (Republic of South Africa, 2011a). This 
responsibility contributes to the recruitment, retention, and diversification of teachers in all 
educational phases. It therefore becomes imperative to understand the power that SGBs possess, and 
how they perceive employing male teachers in FP. By examining the power relations in schools in the 
Eastern Cape province of South Africa, we gained an understanding of how the gendered social order 
is regulated, structured, and sustained in FP teaching as a discourse (Blaise, 2005; Weedon, 2004). 
Such an understanding is a starting point for positive change. 

In South Africa, equal distribution of labour has been a priority since the dawn of democratic rule in 
1994 (Republic of South Africa, 2011b). The purpose was to redress injustices of the past in all 
government departments, including education. The redistribution was done in the form of policy 
implementation in the Department of Education (DoE) where the South African Schools Act (SASA) of 
1996 was adopted (Republic of South Africa, 2011a). The creation of multi-stakeholder involvement 
through the implementation of SGBs was aimed at decentralising school governance. The multi-
stakeholder participation in the governance of schools includes school principals, teachers, 
administrative staff members, parents, and learners in the case of secondary schools (Republic of 
South Africa, 2011a). In primary schools, parents of learners form the majority in the governance 
committee (Republic of South Africa, 2011a). The SASA provides SGBs with powers to recommend the 
employment of teachers and administrative staff in schools and to oversee financial management and 
disciplinary action against staff members and learners (Mncube, 2009; Republic of South Africa, 
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2011a). SGBs are further obligated to advance social justice and promote democratic values in schools 
through the employment of staff in a nondiscriminatory way (Mncube & Mafora, 2013; Republic of 
South Africa, 2011a).  

Yet, two decades after implementation of the SASA, and initiatives to recruit men to teach in the FP, 
there has not been a significant improvement in South Africa. FP teaching remains dominated by 
female teachers. Statistics indicate that only 22.7 % of teachers in FP are male (SNAP, 2015 as cited in 
Bhana, 2016). Researchers have investigated why this is the case by exploring the views of teachers 
and students enrolled in teacher education programmes (Bhana, 2016; Mashiya et al., 2015; Moosa 
& Bhana 2018; Msiza, 2019). However, not much is known about how SGBs perceive men teaching in 
FP.  

The Eastern Cape, in particular, has been underresearched regarding the phenomenon of male FP 
teachers, and how those in school governance perceive them. Working with SGBs to redress the 
gendered distribution of labour in the Eastern Cape is a positive move towards the employment of 
more men in FP. Furthermore, the findings could help SGBs, teachers, and, ultimately, learners to 
rethink and construct a different form of masculinity—one that positions men as caring and nurturing. 
This participatory study contributes to the conscientisation of SGBs with respect to their responsibility 
to promote diversity and equitable work opportunities for all in the professionalisation of FP teaching. 

Foundation Phase Teaching as a Gendered Space  

According to Mashiya et al. (2015), Skelton (2012), as well as Unterhalter and North (2011), social 
values, norms, and cultural stereotypes associated with gender roles in different contexts perpetuate 
gender bias towards men interested in teaching young children or in any profession categorised as 
care work. Gender continues to be the determining factor in the division and valuing of labour (Moosa 
& Bhana, 2018; Connell, 2012). Work that incorporates nurturing and care is devalued and regarded 
as work that undermines men’s intelligence and their social standing in society. While it is socially 
acceptable for women to cross the gender border and pursue previously male professions such as 
engineering and construction work, it is difficult for men to access and fully participate in care 
professions without being policed by those in authority (Bhana & Moosa, 2016; Msiza, 2019). Bhana 
and Moosa (2016, p. 1) suggested that the rationale behind the encouragement of women to pursue 
previously male professions is premised on creating “gender-sensitive policies.”  

The Eastern Cape is known for the rich culture of the amaXhosa, which has certain practices and norms 
(Mfecane, 2016; Ntombana, 2011; Tenge, 2006). These include taking boy children through the 
traditional initiation rite of passage (ulwaluko) and instruction on gendered roles associated with 
being a man such as choosing hard labour and not care work. For men in patriarchal societies such as 
the amaXhosa, the work they do is a major contributor to their construction of masculinity and 
positioning in the societal ranks of the community (Mashiya et al., 2015; Ratele, 2015). Men working 
in caring professions are normally positioned in the subordinate masculinities because of the low value 
and remuneration of the work. In the amaXhosa culture, these men are perceived as being weak and 
incapable of providing for their families and therefore, not able to fulfil the role of provider and head 
of the family (Mfecane, 2016; Msiza, 2019). The DoE is one government department that has not 
changed much regarding the employment of more men in the gendered care work of teaching young 
children (Bhana, 2016; Petersen, 2014). This is evident particularly in areas that still have a patriarchal 
and hegemonic conceptualisation of what a man should be, look like, and how he should act. The 
underrepresentation of men leads to the assumption that when SGBs recommend employment in this 
educational phase, their decision is based on gender roles—care work is women's work (Bhana, 2009; 
Mashiya et al., 2015). 
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In a bid to address the gender divide in care work generally and FP teaching specifically, it is important 
to reconstruct masculinities in communities (Moosa & Bhana, 2020; Msiza, 2020). Therefore, involving 
men to teach in FP or in any other care work creates a space to reconstruct a different form of 
masculinity that is softer, gentler, and more caring rather than perpetuating stereotypic gender roles 
(Moosa & Bhana, 2018). According to Bhana (2016), hegemonic ways of thinking have constructed FP 
teachers to be caring and nurturing mothers. The discourse of FP teachers as mothers resonates with 
gender roles that have conceptualised what constitutes women's work. This conceptualisation has 
been a powerful tool in restricting and justifying FP teaching as a female territory (Moosa & Bhana, 
2018). SGB members need to be conscientised about the gendered practices that perpetuate binaries 
that marginalise women and men in opportunities of employment in schools.  

Karlsson (2002) recommended that measures to prevent a reenactment of traditional stereotypes of 
race, class, and gender inequalities are needed for transformation and the realisation of equality in 
education. SGBs are members of the broader community in which they live. Thus, there are social 
values, norms, and cultural stereotypes that these members represent in their task of governing 
schools. Moreover, SGBs may be unaware of the gendered school practice that exists regarding 
differentiated opportunities in employment and the implementation of policies in education (Blee & 
Tickamyer, 1995, cited in Mashiya et al., 2015). 

Theoretical Perspectives: A Feminist Post-structural Lens 

The feminist post-structural theory was adopted to understand the perceptions of SGB members in 
relation to male FP teachers in the context of Eastern Cape schools (Osgood, 2012; Pitsoe & Letseka, 
2013; Weedon, 2004). This theory was adopted because it acknowledges that shared discourses or 
cultural histories are socially constructed, and that dominant discourses can trap us in conventional 
meanings and modes of being (Davies, 1999; Gough & Whitehouse, 2003). Furthermore, feminist post-
structuralism works towards gaining an understanding of the ways we understand ourselves. It 
questions the legitimacy of our perceptions and it brings previously marginalised discourses to the 
forefront (Burr, 1995). This means one needs to recognise that research participants may be from a 
Xhosa patriarchal discourse that still regards care work as women's work, despite the evolving and 
changing society.  

Gough and Whitehouse (2003) argued that discourse intersects with language. Through language 
practices, discourses, shared cultural practices, and cultural narratives are produced (Carabine, 2001; 
Osgood, 2012) that are socially, historically, and institutionally specific structures of categories, 
beliefs, statements, and terms (Carabine, 2001; Osgood, 2012; Scott, 1988). For example, Moosa and 
Bhana (2018) argued that these beliefs and institutional categorisations have continually been used 
to justify perceptions and to keep men away from teaching in the FP. And, Pitsoe and Letseka (2013, 
p. 23) suggested that "discourse, as a social construct, is created and perpetuated by those who have 
the power and means of communication." So, using the present research focus, those who are in 
control decide that women should teach in the FP because of an associated assumption that women 
are better at caring and are more nurturing than men. Yet, FP teaching is a profession like any other 
and should be recognised as such—just as in other educational bands.  

In a social context, people have different subjectivities towards a discourse that allows individuals to 
position themselves in different ways (Barrett, 2005). Weedon (1997) agreed with Foucault (1978) 
that knowledge is constructed through discourses, which, together with social practices, form power 
relations and subjectivity. Using this theoretical underpinning helped with the interpretation and 
critical analysis of the data generated with SGB members. Adopting feminist post-structural theory 
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enabled us to understand how language is used to categorise people and marginalise those who do 
not fit the stereotype of the FP teacher. 

Participatory Methodologies: Encouraging Conversations Through Collages 

The study is located in the qualitative research approach that allows the participants to share their 
viewpoints and lived experiences (Creswell, 2013a). Merriam (2009) posited that qualitative research 
is about exploring people's perceptions, interpretations, and meanings in a context. This study aimed 
to explore how SGB members perceive FP male teachers in the context of the Nelson Mandela Bay 
Metropolitan district of the Eastern Cape. The Eastern Cape is a diverse province dominated by rural 
communities and contains a range of South African cultural and tribal groups, including those of the 
Xhosa, English, Afrikaners, Zulus, Basotho, and Batswana people. However, the dominant cultural 
group is that of the amaXhosa, which has its own values, norms, and practices.  

The critical paradigm was selected for the study because it aligns with the aims of the methodology, 
which is to raise consciousness as well as disrupt unjust norms in societies (Taylor & Medina, 2013). 
Moreover, researchers from the critical paradigm consider the research process to be an intervention 
whereby participants identify a problem and view themselves as part of the solution (Ponterotto, 
2005; Taylor & Medina, 2013). A participatory visual research methodology (PVRM) was adopted as 
the design and a participatory visual strategy of collage making was adopted as the method of data 
generation. According to de Lange et al. (2013) and Mitchell and de Lange (2013), PVRM enables 
participants to make visible what is known to them and, in the process, reflect on their knowledge and 
experience, enabling them to de- and reconstruct their understanding of the phenomenon in 
question. Ostby (2017), in her description of what a collage means, posits that it is the process of using 
fragments of paper images or any other materials and pasting them onto a flat surface to portray a 
phenomenon. The results of this study were generated from collages and their meanings in the 
participants’ view. Furthermore, we led a collage exhibition and conversations with the participants 
where participants explained to each other, and assessed each collage and its meaning. 

Therefore, the PVRM and the critical paradigm created a space for us to engage in the research process 
and to actively converse about how the participants perceived male teachers in FP teaching. The study 
was approved by the Nelson Mandela University ethics committee and permission was obtained from 
the Eastern Cape provincial DoE. Five primary schools around the area of Missionvale and Zwide in 
the Nelson Mandela metropole were invited to participate in the study; only two schools accepted 
the invitation—the others were unable to participate because of reasons beyond their control. 
Permission was sought from the two school principals to approach the parent members of the SGB. 
The parent members were purposively selected because they comprise the majority and hold 
influential positions in the committee such as chairperson and treasurer. Written consent forms were 
read and explained to the participants. Permission to record the collage making conversations was 
obtained from participants in writing. Pseudonyms were used throughout the study to ensure 
anonymity. To allow the generation of rich data, participants were given the freedom to use the 
language of their choice in the presentations and discussions. All participants used isiXhosa. We gave 
the participants the following collage prompt: “Create a collage showing your ideal foundation phase 
teacher.” 

One strength of PVRM is that because participants present and engage with each other's collages and 
what they mean, they are already involved in the first layer of analysing the data (de Lange et al., 
2006). We made notes of the common issues raised by the participants as they engaged with each 
other's collage presentations. Before the presentations, we gave them the following questions to think 
about as others presented their collages: 
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 What do we see? 

 What does it mean? 

 What is missing from the collages? 

The above questions helped participants to critically reflect on their understanding of what positive 
attributes an FP teacher should have, irrespective of their gender and sexuality. We later thematically 
analysed the data generated through collage making, guided by Tesch's steps, as mentioned by 
Creswell (2013b). These steps included transcribing and translating isiXhosa conversations to English. 
After transcription and translation, we took note of the first layer of data analysis, which participants 
were involved in given that they were engaging with the above questions. We further repeatedly read 
the transcribed data in search of common themes. The themes were then coded and codes were 
written next to the relevant paragraphs of the text. The most descriptive categories were identified, 
and all related themes were condensed into these categories. To ensure the accuracy and quality of 
the findings, we went back to the original data generated in isiXhosa and regularly checked consistency 
in data and themes. We also did member checking with the participants where we did not understand, 
or needed clarity on, the data to make sure that the integrity and trustworthiness of the study was 
maintained.  

Findings and Discussions 

We begin our findings by presenting collages made by the SGB parent component member 
participants. These are followed by extracts from the conversations participants had during the collage 
making process and exhibition. In Table 1, are the collages with, next to each, the participants’ views 
on what they mean. During the exhibition of collages, participants shared their reflections on what 
they saw in each collage, what it meant, and what was missing from the collages.  
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Table 1  
SGB Member Collages and Their Meanings 

Collage What do the collages mean? 

 

My ideal foundation phase teacher is a woman because it is their 
responsibility and it is in their nature to take care of children. Today 
in schools, we are worried about the safety of the learners, certain 
male teachers molest children and they do not have the patience to 
deal with them, and this is a current problem, so men cannot teach in 
foundation phase. (Msondezi, male, 45 years) 

 

For me, I prefer a woman to be my ideal foundation phase teacher 
because growing up we were socialised that men provide for the 
family and women take care of children. In our culture, women take 
care of children and men work. Conversely, since democracy, there is 
gender equality and men can work with children maybe as positive 
role models; but I do not see men teaching in foundation phase now—
maybe in the future. (Siyanda, male, 59 years) 
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Collage What do the collages mean? 

 

I believe that my ideal foundation phase teacher should provide an 
environment that is positive and healthy for children, everyone can 
teach in foundation phase, male and female, so that children who do 
not have fathers or mothers could have role models. (Thembeka, 
female, 49 years) 

 

My ideal foundation phase teacher should be a male teacher to teach 
sports (soccer and swimming), be a role model to the boy child and a 
disciplinarian to our children. (Zikhona, female, 45 years) 

 

My ideal foundation phase teacher [she] should be friendly, loving, 
communicate, honest, hands-on and to be open to children. Mainly 
women are generally good at caring for children; she is soft and 
caring. (Bongiwe, female, 37 years) 
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Theme One: “Male FP teachers in My School? No, No, No!” 

Each participant in this study presented their collage to the rest of the group as outlined in Table 1. In 
this section, we start with participants’ conversation on what they saw and how they constructed 
meaning from their conversation. Bongiwe, Msondezi, and Siyanda aligned themselves with the 
feminised notion of FP teaching as rationalised in their captions: 

Bongiwe:     My ideal foundation phase teacher [she] should be friendly, loving, communicate, 
honest, hands-on and to be open to children. Mainly women are generally good at 
caring for children; she is soft and caring. 

Msondezi: It is their responsibility and it is in their nature to take care of children. Men manage 
schools because they are disciplinarians. 

Siyanda: That’s why I say, this is a history issue because in our culture before, a woman was 
not supposed to work; she was supposed to look after the children, so the men go 
to work . . . in our culture women take care of children and men work. 

This discussion shows how these SGB members constructed their ideal FP teacher as feminine and 
nurturing, while arguing that men are not disposed towards a caring nature (Bhana, 2016; Ratele, 
2015). However, during the discussion Thembeka presented a different view to the other three 
participants. She pointed out:  

As you can see this is not a parent, this is a male teacher. This teacher, he reminds me of 
my father, I used to play with him so much and I really learned a lot from him. . . . I 
sometimes use the conversations we had to advise my own sons. 

Thembeka’s different viewpoint to FP teaching was not taken well by Siyanda and Msondezi. They 
argued: 

Siyanda: Sorry, what were you saying? A male teacher in a foundation phase class? . . . No, 
foundation phase is good for the mamas [women]. For sports and coaching, that I 
see, but not to teach! Men are abusive and impatient. Male foundation phase 
teachers, in my school? No, no, no, my friend. Not in the school while I am still SGB 
chairperson; even principal will never allow this. 

Msondezi: I really do not see men being teachers of foundation phase, first thing is that the 
latches [lashes/punishment] of a woman is lesser than the latches or the harshness. 
Let’s talk about the harshness. Men are too harsh than a woman, let’s face the facts. 
Even in the pictures, we have more women than men. . . . That’s why I say, this is a 
history issue because in our culture before, a woman was not supposed to work; 
she was supposed to look after the children, so the men go to work . . . in our culture 
women take care of children and men work. 

Siyanda and Msondezi’s positioning of teachers in the context of FP teaching constructs men to be 
abusive, impatient, and harsh disciplinarians. This kind of positioning promotes hegemonic patriarchal 
forms of masculinities that subject women to subordinate forms of being and gender roles. Moosa and 
Bhana (2018), Ratele (2015), and Msiza (2019) argued in their studies that we need to encourage 
conversations and research initiatives on how to deconstruct the current hegemonic forms of 
masculinity among South African men. As the discussion by the participants ventured into what was 
missing in the collages made, the following ensued: 
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Bongiwe:  I see women as suitable for teaching the young ones. There are many women in our 
collages because they are soft . . . they can take care of children. 

Zikhona:  For me, a well-behaved teacher can be someone who knows how to do his job and 
is qualified for it, man or woman. 

Thembeka:  Mmm . . . flexible and accessible to the children . . . also loving. FP has many women 
and no men. I prefer men . . . they are very flexible with children. 

Siyanda:  A teacher for young children should show motherly love, be respectful and nice 
with children. That is why we see many women teaching the young ones.  

Msondezi: Men manage schools because they are disciplinarians . . . they cannot teach young 
children. 

The participants were aware that most of their depictions were of female teachers. Despite this, some 
of them were still arguing that men were not suitable for teaching young children. Only Zikhona and 
Thembeka were positive about men teaching in the foundation phase. The argument raised by the 
three participants is in line with dominant discourses surrounding FP teaching. As argued by Osgood 
(2012), people in positions of power in a discourse create rules and regulations to maintain a specific 
order in a community and, eventually, these become norms or cultural practices. Thus, the legitimation 
of FP teaching as a feminine space has been passed on through rules and regulations in South Africa.  

Bongiwe, Msondezi, and Siyanda naturalised care work as a normal duty for women and not as a 
reputable profession for both women and men. They ascribed the “manager and disciplinarian” roles 
to men, thereby positioning them as dominant in the hierarchy of employment. In support of his 
subordinate positioning of women, Msondezi stated: “A woman is the neck. So, in our minds we still 
have that perception and, we put that into practice, and culture gives more powers on that practice.” 
Msondezi’s statement portrays the patriarchal construction of womanhood that still exists in societies, 
including that of the amaXhosa. Therefore, the notion of women being the neck and men being the 
head has shaped how these participants view men as managers and disciplinarians, and women as 
caregivers to children. This form of subordination is also reflected in Msiza’s (2019) findings where 
men were appointed for managerial positions because of their maleness and not their ability to 
manage and lead. Therefore, Moosa and Bhana, (2018) believed, men interested in teaching in FP 
should not be employed only to become managers and disciplinarians because this re-emasculates FP 
teaching; they believed that male teachers should be employed for their ability to teach and care for 
young children.  

When Zikhona and Thembeka continued their conversation regarding their choice of men in FP 
teaching, the other three SGB members began to see things differently.  

Zikhona:  There are many children growing up without fathers. How about them? The male 
teacher can be a role model for the boys in school . . . not all men are harsh too. 

Thembeka: My father was very strict, but he was also very good for us. . . . he loved his children 
very much. Male teachers can also love children while being also strict . . . uhm . . . 
like discipline them. 

Siyanda: Maybe in future when there will be a vacancy or post occurred at school, we won’t 
only be blinded looking only for a female teacher. Because of this discussion today, 
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of this workshop, of this training today, it opened our eyes, you see? And then, take 
that thing out of female dominancy in the foundation phase. 

Bongiwe: I was going to say, yes, if there could be one male with the required qualifications 
for foundation phase, he can be hired. Since he is trained to be a foundation phase 
teacher, he can work for the learners, but he must be friendly to the kids. He must 
be able to communicate with them and have a love for kids. 

While Siyanda and Bongiwe were warming to the idea of men teaching in FP, Msondezi still had a 
negative view: 

Msondezi:  Excuse me . . . teaching is not simple. Our kids are quite naughty, more especially 
these small ones my brother. Let’s say the women have patience but men are 
usually hungover on Monday. . . . Because a male teacher, even the parents won’t 
be happy. You can talk about other schools, but not my school. As the chairman of 
the SGB of School X, I say “No, no, no . . . I don’t want you.”  

Pitsoe and Letseka (2013) argued that people use their experiences to construct and imagine the 
future. Thembeka did not have any experience of being taught by a male teacher in her primary school 
days but she relied on her lived experiences with her father. Zikhona’s views on the need for male FP 
teachers was also based on her positive experiences with her father and on the absence of fathers in 
many children’s lives. Pitsoe and Letseka (2013) posited that in conversations that tend to shift, 
deconstruct, or reimagine what is societally or historically regarded as normal, a different kind of 
thinking emerges and creates space for a changing discourse. From the conversation above, it is visible 
that a move towards a shifting of minds and the construction of a different discourse is possible. 
Bongiwe and Siyanda became open to possibilities of rethinking their approach to employment of men 
in FP. However, there is need to acknowledge that change is unsettling, and it takes time for people to 
adjust—as in the case of Msondezi. 

Theme Two: Male Teachers Are More Playful and Explorative 

Despite the normative construction of how the other three SGB members perceived FP male teachers, 
Zikhona and Thembeka were the only ones who were positive about male teachers in FP from the 
beginning. Thembeka and Zikhona referred to the FP male teachers as “accessible, flexible, and 
explorative in their teaching practice” during the sharing of their collages. Their views are like those of 
Warin and Adriany (2017) who found that FP male teachers tended to incorporate additional ideas 
about the available resources, and encouraged children to explore activities themselves—with an 
emphasis on playfulness and experimentation.  

Thembeka: The girl children become very attached to their fathers, that is natural, that is what 
we mustn’t push away. I know it by myself, because I was too attached to my father 
. . . I still say male teachers are accessible to the children . . . you see this one on my 
collage he is accessible to the children . . . he is flexible, this one.  

Zikhona: The teacher should be a male teacher to teach sports (soccer and swimming), be a 
role model to the boy child and a disciplinarian to our children . . . especially those 
growing up without fathers. 

Even though Zikhona and Thembeka were positive about male teachers in FP teaching, they were still 
using the hegemonic construction of masculinity as an asset to FP. They talked about men teaching 
sports and being disciplinarians for children. However, as they tried to convince the other three about 
the suitability of men in FP they also transformed their own thinking. 
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Siyanda: But the mamas can also teach sport . . . maybe if they share teaching then they can 
also share the responsibilities . . . like some mamas teaching sports and some men 
teaching the young ones? 

Thembeka: Mmm . . . maybe! Bhuti, you could be right! If they share the work, then our children 
can benefit more . . . like in a real family with a father and mother. 

Zikhona: Yes! That is what I was saying . . . like, if the children have no fathers at home, they 
can have a father and mother at school!  

Msondezi: My brother, I hear what you say but, hai! It is difficult to accept a man teaching 
young children . . . but, jah! The children can benefit . . . I see that . . . I understand. 

Bongiwe: Yah! When I look at it like that, I think it can work . . . like men and women sharing 
the work of teaching in FP. The young ones need a lot of love and discipline when 
they are young. Maybe men learn from women and women learn from men . . . 
yah! 

In this discussion, Msondezi voiced a positive outlook on men teaching in the foundation phase while 
also acknowledging that it is not easy to change long-held beliefs about masculinity, an encouraging 
indication of how the discussion had mellowed his opinions. All the participants agreed on shared 
responsibility of teaching FP to create a homelike school environment for children who needed such 
an environment. However, their belief in the traditional family of male and female parents left out 
other forms of families that abound in South Africa. This could be a result of their personal socialisation 
into hetero-patriarchal communities (Bhana, 2016). Another key issue that drove participants’ 
agreement was the missing fathers in many children’s lives. Some of the participants believed that 
men in FP could be positive role models to boys growing up without fathers.  

Thembeka: You see, like the children growing up without fathers. . . . Who is their role model? 
They copy negative behaviours like being in gangs . . . male teachers can become 
role models for them. 

Siyanda: Jah! My sister, you see, some men are not good! But if we get good ones in the 
school . . . they can be the role models . . . I agree with that . . . mmm! 

Bongiwe: Yes! Girls also need fathers. Sis Zikhona and Thembeka had good fathers who 
helped them become the women they are today . . . jah! The young girls need male 
role models too I think. 

However, Martino and Rezai Rashti (2012) posited that the involvement of men in FP teaching should 
not be premised on the concept of providing “male role models” but should rather be embedded in 
the de-gendering of FP to provide learners with teachers who complement one another in their 
pedagogical practices, thereby exposing learners to the best possible learning experience irrespective 
of their gender, race, and social background. Bhana (2016) and Ratele (2015) believed that working 
with men and boys is important in changing the normalised perception that men are not caring and 
are violent towards women and children. The transformation in the views of the participants of this 
study towards acceptance of men in FP teaching and shared responsibility aligns with Bhana and 
Ratele’s arguments for male involvement.  
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Theme Three: “It Is Doable” 

When participants reflected on what was missing in their collages, they realised that deep-seated 
beliefs about different phenomena could be changed through dialogue. Their collages had depictions 
of either women or men as the ideal FP teacher—with none showing both in one collage. However, 
during the discussions, they realised that what they had always believed to be a fact about FP teaching 
could change for the betterment of the phase and its learners. 

Msondezi: Having agreed and disagreed in this workshop . . . I had my own old ways thinking 
about the jobs people do. In the many years I have been in the SGB, I have not 
attended a workshop that addresses issues of gender equality and the involvement 
of men in foundation phase teaching. . . . I think my way of making decision will 
change from now moving forward. 

Bongiwe:     I agree with Msondezi. . . . Government should have more workshops like this that 
  encourage us to think out of the box . . . our children need different things these 
days. We also need to change how we do things . . . it is not easy . . . but, jah! 

Zikhona: I wish my other SGB members from my school could have attended this workshop 
or meeting. . . . I enjoyed making the collages and it really made us think out of the 
box like Bongiwe said . . . to think about bringing men to teach young children and 
be involved in their lives . . . but I wish we can have more of them and invite other 
parents in my community. 

Siyanda: Yes, I have learned a few things . . . like this thing is new to us . . . men teaching in 
foundation phase . . . I think we need more of these meetings and our government 
should workshop us on such issues so that we can take out our discomfort and help 
each other in building safe schools.  

Thembeka: Yhoo . . . what a fun way to discuss and learn new things that we were not aware 
of! I always thought that men and women can teach in foundation phase . . . I did 
not know that it is my responsibility as the SGB member to bring about diversity 
and human right in the school. . . . Bongiwe you are right, at that SGB workshop we 
did not discuss such information. 

These participants realised that they needed training on how to best carry out their duties as SGB 
members. They valued the freedom and fun provided by participatory and visual methodologies. As 
highlighted by Karlsson (2002), there is need for measures that prevent the reenactment of traditional 
stereotypes of race, class, and gender inequalities in order to bring about transformation and equality 
in education. SGBs as members of the broader community have social values, norms, and cultural 
stereotypes that they represent in their task of governing schools. The engagement of SGBs in 
participatory methodologies in this study proved to be one effective measure of addressing the issues 
raised by Karlsson (2002). 

Mapping a Way Forward  

This article focused on how SGB members’ perceptions of male FP teachers could be changed in the 
context of the Eastern Cape province. The study focused on SGBs because they are given the task of 
promoting social justice and diversity in schools, despite their own historical or sociocultural 
backgrounds and lived experiences (Bush & Glover, 2016; Republic of South Africa, 2011a). However, 
Barrett (2005) argued that people’s lived experiences do have an influence on which discourse to 
promote within a context. To change people’s views requires a different view to research. Having 
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engaged with SGB participants, we realised the power of participatory methodologies to promote 
social change and to raise awareness. Mayaba and Wood (2015), as well as Mitchell et al. (2017), stated 
that participatory methodologies work as a tool for social change by empowering people from all walks 
of life to mobilise for social change. Participants in this study also asserted that collage making helped 
them to rethink their practices and how they support old ways of thinking and making decisions.  

Gough and Whitehouse (2003) argued that discourses, shared cultural practices, and cultural 
narratives are produced through language practices. In agreement, Moosa and Bhana (2018) argued 
that such beliefs and institutional categorisations have continually been used to justify perceptions 
and to keep men away from teaching in the FP. Participants in this study were socialised through 
language to feminise FP teaching. However, engaging in a different discourse allowed for 
transformation in their thinking about employing men in FP teaching. As argued by Foucault (1978), 
knowledge is constructed through discourses, which, together with social practices, form power 
relations and subjectivity. Thus, these SGB members have constructed different discourses that will 
possibly affect their social practice in schools. Having done this study, we believe that engaging other 
education stakeholders in participatory and visual methods such as collages can help to transform 
oppressive practices and discourses.  
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Abstract 

Craft- and arts-based procedures, as examples of aesthetic communication, have the 
potential to inspire new ways of being and doing in the context of student support activities 
in higher education environments. In this article, we share our experiences of using craftwork 
and arts-infused activities to examine our practice. In our research undertaking, we 
collaborated creatively in order to scrutinise and question our taken-for-granted and usual 
student support practices. The purpose of our inquiry was to engage with specific craft- and 
arts-based procedures in order to discover how transformation of practice, prompted by 
creative activism, could be realised. To achieve this, we developed an innovative, Crafting 
Connections, procedure. This hands-on technique adds to the creative repertoire available to 
scholars and practitioners. Material sense making employing this craftwork process and arts-
based activities facilitated the exploration of student support practices. Using visual activism 
and a transformative activist stance as theoretical perspectives, images, crafted artefacts, and 
collage work were scrutinised. This positioned us to make an argument for the coalescing of 
understanding and prompting of transformed practice informed by creative action and 
insight. Through craft- and arts-based practitioner inquiry activities, we gained insights 
regarding ways of creating a transformative learning space for students and staff to grow 
towards their goals and realise their intentions in a mutually beneficial manner. Our 
reflections further revealed that it is essential for staff to balance nurturing with respect for 
agency as a key action in the student support process.  
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Introduction 

This paper presents a reflection on a collaborative visual conversation undertaken at a South African 
university. We surface the craft- and arts-based procedures used in the study and consider how 
transformation of practice, prompted by creative activism, can be realised. Rethinking and 
repositioning are stimulated by creative activism. Aesthetic messages, as a form of creative activism, 
have the potential to communicate with an audience beyond the usual and mundane and, potentially, 
bring about change (Morrow, 2007). In this text, we argue that craft- and arts-based procedures, as 
examples of aesthetic communication, have the potential to inspire new ways of being and doing in 
the context of student support activities in higher education environments.  

Niedderer and Townsend (2014) claimed that using craft- and arts-based activities holds significant 
promise for promoting material sense making and for surfacing profound understandings of practice. 
Tactile knowing or “thinking through one’s hands” (Groth et al., 2013, p. 1) is an embodied way of 
fathoming that can be used to come to creative understanding. Inspired action and improvement of 
practice, sometimes in unexpected ways, is possible (Rolling, 2010; Weber, 2014). Rolling reminded us 
that arts-based inquiry “informs by eroding predeterminations, un-naming categories, and swamping 
the pretense of objectivity” (2010, p. 108). When creative work takes place collaboratively, new 
understandings of selves and situations are possible (Masinga et al., 2016). Colleagues who take on 
the role of critical friends are able to offer novel viewpoints, assistance, and critique (Samaras, 2010). 
A creatively orientated examination of practice seemed to be a useful way to look with new eyes at 
student support initiatives and associated understandings of staff. In the next sections, we provide a 
context to our work then we outline our methodology and engagement with emerging insights. We 
coalesce our meaning making using a collage process. 

Background 

We had collaborated for many years to integrate the learning of academic and information literacies 
in a major module of our first-year Bachelor of Education curriculum. Our team comprised an 
education specialist, an academic literacies practitioner, and a teaching, learning, and research support 
librarian. We referred to ourselves as the Open the Book of Learning (OBL) team because our practices 
were intended to help first-year students open and start turning the pages of the “book” of university 
learning. A curriculum revision process had resulted in the phasing out of the module where our 
collaboration started. The cusp of phasing out one module and ushering in a new module seemed an 
ideal opportunity for introspection and reflection on our practice.  

After the final delivery of the old module, we set up a display of documents, pictures, and artefacts 
linked to the module and our joint efforts to support students. The display was framed using the See, 
Think, Wonder (STW) visual-thinking process (Ritchhart & Perkins, 2008; Tishman & Palmer, 2005). 
Staff members were invited to view the display and engage with us as a team. Viewers could peer 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2020/v9i2a6
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through a large window and watch as the display took shape (Image 1). Later, critical friends visited 
the display room, considered what they saw, and asked questions to prompt our thinking and 
wondering. 

 
 

Image 1: Explore the Display: See, Think, and Wonder 

Guided by the insights and critique of colleagues from the faculty and library as critical friends, we 
continued to deliberate, think, and write about our practice (details about recruitment of these 
colleagues are given in the methodology section). In order to deepen reflection, it was important to 
make the familiar strange (Mannay, 2010). We elicited evocative photographs to continue the arts-
based interrogation of our practice because we wanted to look anew at our usual student support 
roles. Thereafter, critical friends were again invited into the process in order to extend learning and 
understanding (Berry & Russell, 2014). They had the opportunity to think with their hands and use an 
innovative tactile process, Crafting Connections, to communicate insights about promoting student 
success.  

The various creative processes enabled us (critical friends and OBL team members) to enter a visual 
conversation about student support. A gallery walk and viewing of the crafted constructions of critical 
friends was used as a means of speaking back to the insights of colleagues (Mitchell et al., 2017). In 
order to interpret and sharpen understandings of the messages contained in the craftwork, as the OBL 
team we jointly pieced together a collage (Butler-Kisber & Poldma, 2010). This served as a powerful 
visual tool that made our ideas explicit. It was a way to make new insights possible for both the 
researchers and the research audience. The use of collage as a group, rather than an individual, process 
provided important communication, insight building, and meaning making for us as a team (Williams, 
2002). Our work intentionally blurs the boundaries between craft and art and searches out collective 
ways to make sense of practice.  
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At times, art and craft are considered integral parts of a particular practice and, in other instances, 
craft and art are held separate and valued differently. Eisner (1984) gifted us with a seminal text, The 
Art and Craft of Teaching. More recently, we have been offered The Art and Craft of Case Writing 
(Naumes & Naumes, 2014), and even policy analysis has an art and craft aspect (Wildavsky, 2017). 
However, some practitioners advocate a clear distinction between art and craft. Thus, McLennan 
(2010) made a strong case for visual art in early childhood curricula, and indicated that this is a process 
as opposed to craft, which is product-orientated. Markowitz (1994) explained that art is often accorded 
higher status than craft. Understandings of blurred boundaries (Wallace, 2016) and creative blending 
(Knobel & Lankshear, 2008) may be helpful in considering art and craft together rather than making a 
sharp distinction between them (Steele, 2009). For the purposes of this study, art and craft are 
conceived of as in a whole or continuum. Both forms of expression are used for creative 
communication and as prompts for generating visual data that can be analysed by means of 
interpretive engagement (Drew & Guillemin, 2014). The Crafting Connections activity and 
accompanying freewriting may tend toward a craft positioning, while the visual results of the photo 
elicitation and collage processes may tend toward an art positioning in a gamut of creative expression. 
Creative activities offer something beyond the written text (Barone & Eisner, 2011; Cahnmann-Taylor, 
2017). Arts-based research “is uniquely suited to draw complex attention to an issue” (Cahnmann-
Taylor, 2017, p. 249).  

Conceptual Lenses: Visual Activism and a Transformative Activist Stance 

Visual work has the potential to arrest attention and provoke thinking and action. Mitchell (2008) 
indicated that visual inquiry approaches are a powerful means of fostering reflexivity and, conceivably, 
of bringing about change. Art has been used for decades as a means of protest and way of advocating 
for particular issues (Chalabi, 2016; Morrow, 2007). Visual activism, or protesting through and with art, 
can include a rebellious element that stirs and percolates solidarity (Demos, 2016). Challenging 
authority or the status quo is possible with creative activism and an artfully designed aesthetic missive 
(Morrow, 2007). Moving from visual arts to the arena of psychology, Stetsenko (2011) uttered a 
strident call for action. Taking up a transformative activist stance provides a means of collaboratively 
altering present circumstances (Stetsenko, 2013). Bringing about change is essentially a creative 
process (Stetsenko, 2019), and we are assured that:  

The core of creativity, like freedom, is about dissent, resistance, discord, challenge, 
critique, and ultimately, about acts of moving beyond what is given, a process that 
transcends (or deconstructs) the status quo and its entrenched structures, phenomena, 
and elements. (p. 2) 

Importantly, the myth that only certain special individuals are endowed with creative propensity is 
dispelled—the seemingly ordinary and everyday action and interaction are indeed unique (Stetsenko, 
2019) yet,  

no human action is possible without a degree of creativity, innovation, authorship, and 
ingenuity, even when solving what appears to be everyday problems and common tasks 
in ordinary life, because no everyday task is ever completely common and no life is ever 
completely ordinary. (Stetsenko, 2018, p. 42) 

Given the possibility that creative work can emerge from the ordinary and every day, attention now 
shifts to the methodological decisions that were taken in order to elicit data from our OBL team and 
critical friends. The data were envisaged as accounts of our usual and routine practices and the 
perceptions and intuitions linked to our practices.  
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Methodological positioning 

As the OBL team, we were keen to make sense of our student support activities and the insights of 
colleagues and thus worked from an interpretive perspective (Krauss, 2005). A creatively orientated 
practitioner inquiry seemed to be a useful way to look with new eyes at our student support initiatives 
and understandings. A common practice in practitioner-orientated research is the use of multiple 
methods (Mena & Russell, 2017) and the triangulation of data elicited from several sources (Hamilton, 
2013). Our improvement-focused inquiry included a range of methods (LaBoskey, 2004). An exhibition 
of artefacts, images, and documents was used to set the scene for the reflection on practice (see 
Images 2 and 3).  

 

Image 2: An Exhibition of Artefacts: Paper Bag Artefacts to Prompt Reflection 

 

 

Image 3: An Exhibition of Artefacts: Displaying the Hats We Wore 
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In addition, it was an opportunity to present our work for others to study and scrutinise (Hamilton & 
Pinnegar, 1998). Photo elicitation, craftwork, and collage work followed the exhibition process so that 
creative activities could produce layers of meaning that might crystallise understanding. 

In our engagement with first-year education students, we took on the roles of providing 
epistemological access, supporting acquisition of academic literacies, and training students in 
information literacy skills. Our different roles were characterised as hats we wore (Image 3). These 
roles coalesced as students were assisted with preparing a major assignment for the education 
module. In order to look critically at our work of integrating academic and information literacies into 
the content and assessment of a module, it was important to find colleagues similarly placed in the 
faculty of education and in library and information services because they would have substantial 
contextual understanding (Kosnik et al., 2006). Purposive sampling was envisaged in order to select 
colleagues willing to act as critical friends. Each team member was tasked with inviting two staff 
members. Colleagues with experience in presenting education modules and language work, and two 
trainers from the library tasked with supporting engagement with information literacy practices, were 
identified as well-placed to participate in the study. Ethics permission was sought and granted.  

Ultimately, five colleagues, three from the faculty and two from the library, agreed to participate. 
These colleagues were invited to choose pseudonyms to position themselves in the study. Self-naming 
proved to be a significant aspect of the inquiry. As Allen and Wiles posited: “The care and thought with 
which many participants chose their names, and the meanings or links associated with those names, 
illuminated the importance of the process of naming” (2016, p. 149). Each critical friend had the 
opportunity to choose and explain the significance of their name as part of their contribution; self-
naming, as opposed to the imposition of pseudonyms, appeared to be valued by participants. “Lizzy” 
and “Phoeb” chose new names they enjoyed, while “Nta” and “Annie” chose derivatives of their own 
names. “Nesty” chose a name that closely represented the structure she wanted to craft. 

Another means of allowing the self-positioning of participants was asking them to take photographs 
of their own craftwork as a record of the construction produced by each participant. The ubiquitous 
use of camera phones to document personal experience appears to be a hallmark of our times; 
personal photography use has evolved as a result of digital technologies (Van House, 2011). This form 
of visual communication has been described as “multiple, overlapping technologies: of memory; 
relationships; self-representation; and self-expression, all of which are changing in the digital 
environment” (Van House, 2011, p. 125). 

Data, both visual and written, generated by critical friends and OBL team members is considered in 
this paper. Critical friends participated in a tactile-based craftwork activity (Groth et al., 2013) with 
accompanying freewriting (Elbow, 1998). OBL team members undertook various activities to explore 
their practice. The photo elicitation (Harper, 2002) and collective collage work (Pithouse-Morgan et 
al., 2016) of team members form the focus of this paper. In the next section, the creative contribution 
of critical friends will be considered first, and then the aesthetic reflections and representations of OBL 
team members will be represented.  

Insights of Critical Friends 
Inspired by experience of construction activities in early learning settings and their potential for 
collaborative learning, our team investigated areas of haptic perception and embodied knowing 
(Gulliksen, 2017). Understandings of making and learning from the process led to the development of 
Crafting Connections. This tactile, visible thinking strategy seemed to have the potential to assist 
participants to think collectively (Ritchhart & Perkins, 2008). Our purposively selected colleagues were 
willing to participate in our hands-on data generation strategy.  
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Craft, as a way of thinking while using material, can support scholarly undertakings (Nimkulrat, 2012). 
Embodied understanding is a significant aspect of craftwork (Koskinen et al., 2015). A thinking strategy 
such as Crafting Connections offers participants the opportunity to think with their hands (Groth, 2017) 
while manipulating and constructing with materials such as play dough, sucker sticks, pipe cleaners, 
and glass pebbles. The following prompt was provided to participants:  

This activity encourages thinking with your hands.  

Experimenting and sharing your thoughts as you go along is encouraged. 

Use the materials in front of you to show your thinking:  

 We will be considering how we can promote first-year student success.  

 This is a broad topic. Think about an aspect of the topic you would like to portray.  

Frame your response bearing the teaching and learning policy of the university in mind.  

Write a brief accompanying text to assist viewers to interpret your work.  

Share your work with other crafters.  

An A3 laminated white board was used as a workspace for each crafter. The five participants created 
models in response to the prompt. After the construction phase, there was an opportunity for 
participants to provide a clarifying text. Freewriting offered an opportunity for participants to 
communicate their ideas without stopping to edit and correct (Elbow, 1998). This writing opportunity 
allowed crafters to offer an interpretation of their own work given that the visual and written texts 
may offer a harmonised message, may expand understanding, or may have a dissonance (Springgay et 
al., 2005). At the start of the activity, participants were asked to frame their work as mindful of the 
institutional teaching and learning policy. This was not to limit responses, but to add texture to the 
fabric of understanding in the institution regarding student support. Participants had the opportunity 
to craft in resonance with a vision of engagement with students articulated broadly as including a 
humanising pedagogical orientation informed by the institutional values of respect for diversity, 
excellence, ubuntu, integrity, and respect for the natural environment (Nelson Mandela University, 
2019). Once participants had finished their crafted work, they were invited to freewrite about the piece 
that they had constructed (Image 4). 
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Image 4: Freewriting Informed by Crafting 

There was an opportunity for each participant to share their work with the group. This communication 
offered the opportunity to find connections in a web of meaning making linked to the idea of 
promoting student success. After listening to all the presentations, participants were invited to 
formulate a phrase to sum up the message of their work. Participants were able to assert some control 
over the varied meanings emerging from their work (Levy, 2009). Importantly, as the researchers, we 
did not assume sole responsibility for analysing and determining the meaning of the participants’ work. 
We were informed by the crafters’ understandings as expressed in their construction and 
accompanying text.  

At the close of the session, we asked participants to take photographs of their construction. They had 
the freedom to decide how to represent their work in a photograph. The affordances of photography 
such as positioning, framing, and other composition techniques could be considered by our 
participants when capturing an image and conveying a visual message about their work (Peterson, 
2015). 

After the collaborative session, work was returned to participants via email. Each participant received 
a photograph of their construction with the title and accompanying text. This format echoed a display 
at an art gallery with image, caption, and curatorial statement (Reinikainen & Dahlqvist, 2016). 
Participants had the opportunity to revise the written text if need be. Two key areas emerged from 
the Crafting Connections insights of our colleagues. The first dealt with the “how” of student support 
and the second with the “what” of student support.  

Both Annie and Nta emphasised that student support was important. Annie stressed that assistance 
and guidance were necessary while Nta emphasised the nurturing environment within which this 
should take place:  

Annie: Students need significant support and guidance to help them to become successful 
and reach their goals. 

Nta: Creating a conducive environment to nurture all needs is vital. My craft represents 
the Garden of Hope. If it is taken care of, and well nurtured, it will grow beautiful flowers. 
Our students come from different backgrounds and different home environments. If they 
are shown empathy, respect, care, and treated with dignity and given hope, they are likely 
to grow into beautiful human beings. 

 
Lizzy, Nesty, and Phoeb clarified what could be done to provide intentional, careful, and care-filled 
support. Lizzy drew attention to the agency of students as knowers. She disrupted the notion of staff 
being responsible for facilitating all learning. Nesty showed that recognising and appreciating students 
is vital and is a way of enactioning care and expediting learning. Phoeb presented an intricate design 
of student support. She held the view that learning could be facilitated through the connecting 
apparatus of staff and student interaction:  

Lizzy: Aha moments are connecting moments. . . . Students and teachers can learn from 
one another. 
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Nesty: Student recognition and acknowledgement is key to facilitating student learning . . 
. it is necessary to have the attributes of care and support for learners to be sold on what 
you teach them. 

Phoeb: Sharing mechanisms are the key to the success of learners. My craft represents 
knowledge creation from a learner’s perspective.  

The first line is in green representing basic needs that a learner has, according to Maslow.  

In this pyramid, it shows starting to lecture the learner from what she or he knows. 

White dots represent the scattered facts the learner has.  

Blue dots are the combination of two colours—that literally reflect the combination of the 
lecturer’s information and what the learner has.  

This becomes knowledge that is reflected by the diamond, which is the combination of 
learner’s raw facts and the lecturer’s information.  

Knowledge sharing mechanisms are the key to the success of the learners. 

Simple but profound understandings emerged from the work of our critical friends. Accessing and 
managing knowledge in more innovative ways is vital (Ward, 2006). It seems that “a sense of knowing 
through making” (Groth, 2017, p. 14) was possible. Key understandings of student support are 
discernible as a result of critical friends using embodied knowledge (Groth, 2016).  

A distinguished scholar of student support, Vincent Tinto, visited South Africa at the request of the 
Council on Higher Education (Tinto, 2014). Decades of work internationally (Tinto, 2012) assisted Tinto 
in developing three lessons related to student support in higher education (Tinto, 2014). There are 
interesting resonances between these lessons and the meaning making of the critical friends group:  

First lesson: Providing students access without support is not opportunity. . . . It is my view 
that once an institution admits a student, it becomes obligated to provide, as best it can, 
the support needed to translate the opportunity access provides, to success. (Tinto, 2014, 
p. 6) 

All the responses confirmed a need for focused support. A range of assistance was envisaged by critical 
friends—staff members of a faculty or of library information services. In addition to academic support, 
social, emotional, and psychological support were valued as key areas of assistance for students 
(Palmer et al., 2011). Responses by Lizzy and Phoeb had an academic and social orientation to student 
support. Nta’s response alluded to the need for emotional support, while the responses of Annie and 
Nesty referred to the importance of psychological support:  

Second lesson: The classroom experience is central to student success . . . however we think 
about the strategies of promoting success, our efforts must begin, but not end, with 
students’ classroom experiences. (Tinto, 2014, p. 6) 

The classroom, or library training room, was seen as a place where direction is provided (Annie). It is 
also a space of acceptance where who you are and what you bring are welcomed (Lizzy, Nesty, Nta, 
and Phoeb). The institutional teaching and learning policy seemed well represented in these 
understandings of learning places and spaces. There was clear resonance with a humanising approach 
(del Carmen Salazar, 2013): 
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The third and final lesson: Improvement in institutional rates of student success does not 
arise by chance. . . . It requires an intentional, structured and coherent set of policies and 
actions that coordinate the work of many programmes and people across campus; actions 
that are sustained and scaled up over time and to which resources are allocated. There is 
no magic cure to improvement. It simply takes time and sustained effort. (Tinto, 2014, p. 
6) 

The imperative to take action was emphasised in the third lesson. Student support action was 
envisaged as guided (Annie), building on (Phoeb), connecting with (Lizzie), and valuing (Nesty) the 
treasures that students bring (del Carmen Salazar, 2013). These gifts students bring are to be nurtured 
in a conducive space so that all students can grow (Nta). The garden of hope envisaged by Nta fosters 
humanising by “catering for diversity and common growth in changing contexts” (Zinn et al., 2016, p. 
90). So, the classroom, like a healthy garden, is not static. Growth and change are key properties of 
classrooms where student success is promoted.  

Insights of OBL Team Members 

We used photo elicitation as a tool to view and reflect on our practice and thinking about our own 
work and that of the team. Photographs are a powerful visual medium (Rose, 2013). Carefully selected, 
photographs may provide for research participants “a distance from what they are usually immersed 
in” (Rose, 2013, p. 28). Relative detachment can thus be used as a tool in the examination of practice. 
The unique properties of photographs were a key means of prompting collective reflection and 
introspection by us as OBL team members. We agreed with Rydzik et al. that “visuals can provide deep 
and multilayered understandings of the phenomena under examination and can offer a creative way 
to construct knowledge” (2013, p. 284). We set ourselves the task of each eliciting three photographs 
that expressed an aspect of our role in the OBL project. The online repository, Pexels 
(https://www.pexels.com/), was used as a source of copyright-free images. We wrote an 
accompanying text for each photograph. In order to facilitate collaboration and ongoing 
communication, the images and text were shared via email. The conversations we shared electronically 
helped us refine the choice of photographs, and sharpen thinking about the accompanying texts. Our 
engagement was both creative and critical, leading to heightened awareness and reflexivity (Palaganas 
et al., 2017). Evocative photographs chosen by team members served as a creative tool to prompt 
memory, reflection, and critique (Warren, 2002). The insights of our education specialist were 
captured in the notions of inclusive and collaborative learning environments (see Image 5). Diverse 
groups of students were helped to engage with unfamiliar content. The underpinning valuing of all 
participants was a key aspiration of this visual piece. This was expressed as “Umntu ngumntu 
ngabantu,” emphasising the connecting bond of humanity: "I am because we are."  
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Image 5: Creation of Inclusive and Collaborative Learning Spaces 

 
Image 6, created by the academic literacies practitioner, surfaced a reminder of the importance of 
synergy in student support activities. In order to facilitate epistemological access, the collective efforts 
of staff members are necessary. The image boldly asserts that cohesive and interlinking support 
initiatives are vital. 

 

Image 6: Collective Student Support 

The image produced by the teaching, learning, and research support librarian (Image 7) depicts how 
students should be assisted to navigate the sometimes overwhelming whirlpool of information. The 
collaborative support of staff sheds light in dark and uncertain spaces and helps students climb towards 
their goals. 
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Image 7: Finding Your Way in the Maze of Information 

We realised that it was important to interpret the collection of images and text systematically. The 
visual thinking strategy, Connect, Extend, Challenge (CEC) was chosen as a guidepost (Ritchhart & 
Perkins, 2008). We displayed the photographs and clarifying texts in order to make our thinking explicit 
and to develop enhanced understanding (Ritchhart et al., 2011). We worked collectively to annotate 
with sticky tags in response to the following prompts:  

 How are the ideas and information presented connected to what you know? 

(Connect) 

 What new ideas extended or pushed your thinking in new directions? (Extend) 

 What is still challenging or confusing for you? What questions, wonderings, or 

puzzles do you have? (Challenge) (Ritchhart & Perkins, 2008).  

As a follow-up process, the sticky tags were clustered and transcribed to extract key insights. Fifteen 
focus areas emerged. There was an opportunity for team members to check, amend, or augment the 
CEC interpretations and proposed focus areas. In order to achieve a sharper sense of practice, the 
focus areas were distilled and summarised. The focus areas were then arranged and grouped and four 
summary statements were prepared (Image 8). These statements helped the team connect with their 
practice and consider a way forward. 
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Image 8: Surfacing Summary Statements 

 
Summary Statement 1: Our Team 

Operating as a team has advantages—together we can do more! We are challenged to move from 
complacency to extend our work and find new ways to do things. Both our teaching and research need 
to be interrogated and questioned regularly and rigorously. 

Summary Statement 2: Our Team and Students 

Our way of mediating learning and offering scaffolded support has resulted in some student success. 
We have to remember the diverse range of students’ backgrounds and knowledges. We can and must 
learn from what our students bring.  

Summary Statement 3: Our Team and Students 

Our contribution to student success is not uncomplicated—we shine differently. At times, we feel like 
a dimly lit bulb. It is OK to feel discomfort and some despondency. Our grappling and the grappling of 
our students brings rewards—prompting us (staff and students) to shine brighter. Others often help 
us move forward and shine more brightly. 

Summary Statement 4: Students 

Social learning holds much promise. Libraries are great social places to question, communicate, and 
learn. Books can be a place of refuge and provide a safe habitat and habitus to grow in confidence. 
Apples, the fruits of learning at the university, are yours to take and eat. They belong to you. Sharing 
apples (of learning) with others can be beneficial—it is a way of joining a community of practice as a 
university learner.  

We also wanted to consider the insights of colleagues that had emerged from the Crafting Connections 
activity, together with the summary statements that had surfaced. Collage work seemed an ideal 
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means of gluing together fragments of learning produced by critical friends and OBL team members. 
Image 9 depicts emerging understandings of the task of creating a welcoming space for students and 
staff to thrive and share the gifts of learning. Holbrook and Pourchier (2014) offered a thought-
provoking view of collage as a means of analysis in a research study: “Art-making within inquiry 
becomes a rigorous articulation process through which sense (rather than meaning) is tentatively 
fabricated” (p. 754). Instead of the concepts of collecting, analysing, and making meaning, we are 
challenged to consider hoarding, mustering, and folding/unfolding/refolding as means of sharing the 
fruits of an inquiry process (Holbrook & Pourchier, 2014). Collage can be used to negotiate meaning 
(Butler-Kisber, 2008). This mediation takes place between the creator of the collage and the viewer. 
Understood in this way, collage can become an important tool in a repertoire of communication about 
practice. We thought that the collage artefact could be used to disseminate our understandings of 
student support and the improvement of our practice in our university and further afield. We realised 
that the collage could also be used as a stimulus for conversations with students about their needs 
(Jahn, 2018). The purpose of collage as a means of sense making, according to Holbrook and Pourchier 
(2014), is “not to conclude with answers but to pause, gather energy, and invite comments until 
questions spur them on again” (p. 754). The lack of finality, and the imperative to continue pondering 
and questioning seemed to resonate well with our intention to regularly interrogate our practice and 
seek improved ways to offer student support.  

 

Image 9: Collaging a Space of and for Gifts of Learning 

The garden-themed collage that we created collectively was intended as a cooperative and aesthetic 
process. Aspects such as colour, shape, and composition were key considerations for us during the 
collage making process (Fogarty et al., 2001). Juxtaposition of elements arising from the Crafting 
Connections activity and photo elicitation process was an important factor during the collage work 
(Morgaine, 2018). It was a means for us to bring together ideas of colleagues and team members in 
order to discern areas of similarity and dissonance and to make sense of student support in a changing 
higher education environment. In our collage, a humanising approach shines and sparkles—bringing 
warmth to the learning space where the gifts students and staff bring are appreciated and valued. 
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Discerning Seeds of Aesthetic Activism 

South African artist, Zanele Muholi, is acknowledged as having developed the concept of visual 
activism (Bryan-Wilson et al., 2016). This means of aesthetic activism is a way of positioning self 
(Muholi, 2012) and is “meant to focus attention . . . to disrupt business as usual, if only briefly, or even, 
possibly, to effect change” (Bryan-Wilson et al., 2016, p. 6). Carefully crafted images and 
representations can be used to disrupt the usual and the taken-for-granted.  

Through creative activism, reconceptualisation and rethinking are possible (Morrow, 2007). The 
collage sense-making activity we undertook gave rise to an artefact that captures the wisdom of the 
participants. The viewer is presented with a depiction of a space that welcomes the gifts that students 
and staff bring (del Carmen Salazar, 2013). The nurturing garden of hope (Nta) is an enabling 
environment (Nesty) where students and staff are equal (Lizzie) and valued as carefully wrapped 
presents. Mutual respect and collaboration (Annie) produce a healthy, balanced ecosystem. Nestled 
among the foliage are diamonds created by the interaction of learners’ raw facts and the lecturers’ 
information (Phoeb).  

We realised that the summary statements can be read against and with the collage in order to surface 
ideas on how to take our practice forward. This could instigate a shift in the OBL team to find new ways 
to do things as a result of interrogated and questioned facilitation of learning and scholarly practice 
(Statement 1). A refrain of intentional discomfort echoes with calls to leave complacency (Statement 
1), destruct the status quo, and eschew usual practice (Bryan-Wilson et al., 2016; Stetsenko, 2019). 
Although efforts to support students were fairly successful, resulting in some student success 
(Statement 2), many students struggle to meet the requirements of the major education module and 
other first-year modules. This suggested to us that the university and faculty have to rethink the 
support structures and procedures in place, and consider alternative avenues of assistance. 

Another necessary shift is that of acknowledging that staff can learn from students (Statement 2). This 
disrupts the notion of staff as all knowing and students as empty vessels that need to be filled (Freire, 
1996). Students have diverse experience and knowledges (Statement 2) that can and should be 
recognised. Phoeb presented an intricate linking of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 2013) and 
the data–information–knowledge–wisdom (DIKW) hierarchy (Rowley, 2007). The learners’ raw facts 
are combined with the lecturers’ information (Phoeb). The interaction between student and lecturer 
is signified as a sharing one that disturbs traditional power relations in academic settings. Both 
students and staff struggle towards success. This grappling brings rewards, although it might result in 
despair at times (Statement 3).  

The collective struggle, the action of combining data and information to form knowledge and perhaps 
wisdom (Rowley, 2007), holds much promise (Statement 4). There is a call to action—apples, the fruits 
of learning at the university, are yours to take and eat (Statement 4). Knowledge steeped in 
sociocultural contexts can be grasped “through interrogation and active exploration by learners” 
(Vianna & Stetsenko, 2017, p. 252). Importantly, students are seen as having agency. They are 
envisaged as having agentive creativity (Stetsenko, 2018), and not as the passive recipients of student 
support.  
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Image 10: Confronting Baggage Brought to a Garden of Hope 

As a team, we had to acknowledge and examine the baggage we carried along with us. The roles we 
assumed sometimes cast students in deficit ways. During our reflections, metaphors surfaced at 
different stages. Two key ideas came to the fore. The first related to care and the second to navigating 
a difficult space. We described ourselves in ways that showed our care with tags such as “Caring 
supervisor,” providing a comforting touch and “Mother hen,” looking after chicks. Both these 
metaphors resonated with the care academics should show towards first-year students. The “Captain 
of a ship” and “Beacon guiding to a safe harbour” echoed the guidance staff are required to provide. 
However, at a point, students are no longer novices. They gain skills and awarenesses that allow them 
to proceed independently. A hard reality confronted us. There were times that we, instead of the 
students, opened the book of learning and turned the pages. If we were sincere about the idea of a 
garden of hope, we had to allow students to become independent and self-sufficient. Although we 
may have created the garden, the students themselves had to take root. The ecosystem of the garden 
had to become balanced, with transformative learning (Lange, 2012) as key feature. Over helping 
would be as damaging as over watering a garden. We realised, in going forward, that we had to have 
the courage to allow students to make their own way, to grow towards the light, unencumbered by 
ties and supporting stakes. We had to learn to grow with and not grow for our students.  

Conclusion 

The craft- and arts-based procedures used by our team and critical friends surfaced important 
messages and prompts for action. These creative affordances helped colleagues from the faculty of 
education and from library and information services to think in fresh ways about institutional and own 
visions of student support. The image of a garden of hope coalesced understandings and the sense 
making of participants. This verdant metaphor captured the insights of staff, and showed us how 
students can be provided with a safe place and nurturing environment to grow towards their goals and 
aspirations. Allowing students the space to grow and take responsibility is essential. Balancing 
nurturing with respect for agency is a key task in the student support process.  
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Craft- and arts-based activities allow practitioners to venture beyond the taken-for-granted. Creative 
procedures provide an opportunity for introspection and meaning making and may prompt the 
transformation of practice. Our innovative contribution, Crafting Connections, offers practitioners a 
way to think with their hands and, possibly, discover the unexpected. Transformation of self and 
practice is essentially a creative process of slipping beyond entrenched habits of mind and established 
structures to discover new habitats of practice and ways of being.  
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Abstract 

The Zimbabwean curriculum reform journey is shaped by the weight of cultural technologies 
of domination employed in the country during British imperial rule (1890–1980). Moreover, 
these imperial forms of domination that, paradoxically, continue to exist today influence the 
sociocultural and political institutions in the country and delineate what is epistemologically 
feasible. In addition, the inherited education curricula, specifically at primary school level (the 
focus of this study) were theoretically and pedagogically disengaged from the lifeworlds of 
the learners they intended to educate. In this conceptual article, I challenge this colonially 
inherited education and the paradox of superficial interpretation of unhu/ubuntu (ironically, 
a doxa in the postcolonial Zimbabwean education system). Further, I suggest considering 
epistemic depth in pedagogy as an experience that transforms education and society.  
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Context and Background  

Zimbabwe is currently in a phase of curriculum reform that, with its emphasis on heritage, promises 
to contribute to decolonialising an inherited and culturally hegemonic, colonially shaped curriculum 
(Presidential Commission of Inquiry into Education and Training [CIET], 1999; Zimbabwe Ministry of 
Primary and Secondary Education [MoPSE], 2014). Shizha and Kariwo (2011) and Mgqwashu (2016) 
concurred that Zimbabwe, like many African states, coopted imperial educational values that became 
valued as crucial vehicles of development in postcolonial states. The history of colonised peoples all 
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over the world, including Zimbabwe, was shaped through cultural technologies of domination2 that 
continue into the present day (Terreblanche, 2014). In the Zimbabwean case, these continuities exist 
in the form of epistemic and ontological exclusions in curricula despite 40 years of independence from 
98 years of British colonial rule.  

Much has been written about the colonial history of education in Zimbabwe (Chitumba, 2013; Masaka, 
2016; Siyakwazi & Siyakwazi, 2013) but there is inadequate scholarly analysis of the continuity of 
imperial cultural hegemony in curriculum and pedagogy. This continuity is paradoxically making its way 
into the current education reform process with its interest in foregrounding heritage. In reality, British 
colonial education in Zimbabwe created secular hierarchies incompatible with precolonial, heritage 
learning pathways (MoPSE, 2014).  

This paper offers a critical macrohistorical political sociology of the colonial history of curriculum and 
how it has influenced pedagogy. Then, the analysis is deepened in the contemporary context of 
curriculum reform via a critical postcolonial discourse analysis of key policy texts (CIET, 1999 and 
MoPSE, 2014) that emphasise unhu/ubuntu philosophy as the foundation of the educational reform. 
The intention of the two-part analysis is to open up a landscape for curriculum and pedagogical 
development in a way that rigorously engages the potential of the heritage-based commitment of the 
current educational reform process.  

In Part 1 of the analysis (an in-depth literature review to scope the history of curriculum in Zimbabwe 
as influenced by the cultural hegemonies of colonialism), the curriculum as constituted via the histories 
of missionary and colonial education is shown to have produced social abjections that caused a 
decontextual impasse—with curricula and pedagogy being theoretically and practically disconnected 
from the lifeworlds of African children (CIET, 1999). This differs substantively from precolonial forms 
of education Rodney (1983), and it is this disjuncture that has motivated a contemporary focus on 
heritage as the foundation for curriculum reform.  

 In Part 2 of the analysis, I focus on the ubuntu/unhu discourse where I found a paradox of superficial 
interpretation of unhu/ubuntu that has, ironically, become a doxa3 in the postcolonial Zimbabwe 
curriculum. This indicates a need for deeper engagement with the unhu/ubuntu philosophy and 
associated heritage discourse if they are to meet intended aspirations of decoloniality in contemporary 
times. In practice, this has implications for reframing curriculum in ways that can realise epistemic 
depth in pedagogy to avoid the limitations of the doxa. This, in turn, has implications for pedagogy, 
the role of the teacher, and the sociocultural foundations of educational theory and practice. The 
paper does not offer theory or a methodology of practice but, rather, a critical historical sociological 
vantage from which to develop this theory and methodology of practice to inform subsequent 
educational transformation.  

Problem Statement and Methodological Approach 

The brutal histories of colonial education and the paradoxical continuity of coloniality mentioned 
above have influenced an educational reflex that has paved the way for the unhu/ubuntu philosophy 
to become significant in the Zimbabwean education discourse (CIET, 1999; MoPSE, 2014). However, 
the continuity of colonial patronage systems and a deficit of diversity in reason make it difficult to take 

 
2 Cultural technologies of domination represent the synthesis of religion, culture, political economic development, ideology, 
and monolithic epistemic access options into the curriculum in order to suppress the culture, knowledges, religion, and 
ideologies of the colonised people (see, Terreblanche, 2014). 
3 “Doxa” in this article is a commonly believed public opinion that is an unjustifiable ideological doctrine; “episteme” is a more 
justified belief. 
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the unhu/ubuntu decolonial narrative into the methodology and learning processes in classroom 
context. According to Prinsloo (2013), this creates a substantial deficit in methodological examples—
making it a real challenge to develop a coherent position and line of argument in curriculum 
transformation. This problem has influenced a number of methodological approaches such as the 
critical macrohistorical political sociology (Subrt, 2017) and critical postcolonial discourse analysis 
(Sawyer, 2012).  

This paper begins to address this problem via offering, in Part 1, a critical macrohistorical political 
sociology of the colonial history of curriculum and how it has influenced pedagogy. Critical 
macrohistorical political sociology as a methodology implies a multi-paradigmatic approach in research 
with the aim of gathering evidence and communicating ideas about the past (Subrt, 2017). This 
methodology aims to achieve a number of objectives: mapping metaphysical and epistemological 
exclusions in colonially inherited education, tracing those cultural hegemonic exclusions to their 
source, and seeking ways on how heritage education reform intentions could recast new educational 
existentialities for the Zimbabwean learner. Thus, the methodology denotes the collecting and 
synthesising of earlier research with the aim of accessing collective evidence in a particular social 
phenomenon (Tranfield et al., 2003). To this end, critical macrohistorical political sociology has the 
capacity to shed light for researchers in education on the observable gaps that surface when one 
engages with critical issues in education such as curriculum transformation and the embedded 
continuities of coloniality (Sever, 2012). Through this, the intention in this paper was to bring to the 
fore a historically sensitive and yet generally relatable elucidation of the emergence of cultural 
technologies of dominance, epistemic and ontological exclusions in curricula (CIET, 1999) and other 
core features of the Zimbabwean education landscape.  

In Part 2, this analysis is deepened in the contemporary context of the curriculum reform via a critical 
postcolonial discourse analysis of key policy texts that emphasise unhu/ubuntu philosophy as the 
foundation of the educational reform (CIET, 1999; MoPSE, 2014). According to Fairclough and Wodak 
(1997), discourse analysis is a theoretical and methodological approach that helps researchers study 
“how power relations, and ideological standpoints, are exercised and negotiated in discourse” (p. 272). 
In this paper, critical postcolonial discourse analysis was applied to analyse Zimbabwean educational 
discourse in sociopolitical contexts, and helped to unveil underlying discursive educational practices 
such as cultural alienation, creation of social abjection, and continuities of a resilient colonial 
epistemological mechanism.  

I undertake this two-part analysis to give meaning to the point made by Houtondji (1996) and Wiredu 
(1998), who argued that any philosophy of curriculum transformation must aim to be the main 
informant to a process where the theoretical framework of the culture is critically examined and 
enacted. As argued earlier, the postcolonial Zimbabwean education system inherited a culturally 
devoid colonial education (Shizha & Kariwo, 2011). Results from the two-part analysis are presented 
in the next two sections. Of particular attention in the first is how the colonial history of curriculum 
has influenced pedagogy in contemporary Zimbabwe.  

Part 1: Colonial History of Curriculum and how It Influenced Pedagogy 

In Part 1 of this analysis (where I employed an in-depth literature review to scope out the history of 
curriculum in Zimbabwe as influenced by the cultural hegemonies of colonialism [Terreblanche, 2014]), 
I found that the curriculum as constituted via the histories of missionary and colonial education 
produced social abjections4 and a decontextual impasse—with curricula and pedagogy being 

 
4 “Social abjection” in this article is associated with a process where exclusion is elected as a way of constituting power for  
the sole benefit of the elite or ruling class. 
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theoretically and practically disconnected from the lifeworlds of African children (CIET, 1999; MoPSE, 
2014). The history of colonised peoples all over the world, including Zimbabweans, was shaped 
through “cultural technologies of dominance” (Terreblanche, 2014, p. 88) that continue into the 
present day.  

The history of colonised people . . . was shaped through cultural technologies of 
dominance. Colonial and imperial domination operated through mechanisms education, 
religion and political economic development [emphasis added] that resulted in cultural 
imperialism, that is, a debasement and negation of the values of colonial people that 
undermined their cultures. . . . Cultural strategies were more subtle than other forms of 
colonial control, such as policing and the law, and had some success, in that the colonised 
internalised inferiority. (Terreblanche, 2014, p. 88) 

 
One may surmise that British colonialism in Zimbabwe, and other territories where it was enacted, was 
educationally and ontologically oriented through Christian missionary doctrines in ways that would 
deny indigenous people of viable philosophical systems and meaningful and organised learning 
programmes (Masaka, 2016; Shizha & Kariwo, 2011). Imperial British colonial education is viewed here 
as not being meaningful because it was, according to Rodney (1983), not an outgrowth of the values 
and needs of the people it sought to represent. He argued that “under normal circumstances, 
education grows out of the environment; the learning process being directly related to the pattern of 
work in the society” (Rodney, 1983, p. 375). And he cited an example of children from the Bemba 
community of present day Zambia who “by the age of six could name fifty to sixty species of tree plants 
without hesitation, but they knew very little about ornamental flowers” (Rodney, 1983, p. 376); these 
children were able to name the trees because knowledge of trees was a necessity in an agricultural 
community that often employed slash-and-burn techniques. 

In precolonial learning institutions in Africa, Zimbabwe included, education was a process through 
which continuity was maintained between the elder generation and their children because learning 
was largely a means of social integration (Kallaway, 1984; Masaka, 2016; Rodney, 1983). Christian 
missionary institutions and British formal education changed the function of education through their 
use of cultural technologies of domination that created discontinuities by making school knowledge 
accessible only to the neophytes (Kallaway, 1984), and by focusing on literary training, technical 
training, and teaching of crafts and agriculture to provide for the labour needs of the colonial 
administration, with English as medium of instruction for grades above lower primary (Lugard, 1922). 
Rudimentary training in elementary hygiene, religious and moral education, and colloquial English 
constituted part of the African education curriculum in many rural schools (Lugard, 1922). As a result, 
imperial British education in Zimbabwe failed to effect conceivable notions of cultural development. 
Wa Thiong’o (1986) and Achebe (2000) concurred that one of the main objectives of colonialism, 
especially via its Christian missionary institutions of education, was to destroy as much as possible the 
psycho-cultural being of the Africans (Wa Thiong’o, 1986).  

According to Abdi (2012), the discontinuities and annihilation of the psycho-cultural being of Africans 
that resulted in the production of social abjection and a curriculum decontextual impasse during the 
colonial period (1890–1980) were to ensure that schools served as a key means of Christian conversion. 
Hence, the main aim of the colonial education system was to bring “light” and “civility” to “barbaric” 
communities. To this end, Christian missionaries designed an education system that would foster the 
belief that the African learner’s lifeworld was myopic and superstitious (Wa Thiong’o, 1986). Once this 
belief was implanted, the colonial school became an abject space responsible for the social uprooting 
of the African child. Abdi (2009) noted that the process of colonialism saw indigenous ways of learning 
rooted in the cultural history of practice of oral societies being regarded as stagnated in the past and 
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lacking innovative alternatives that would make them attractive and acceptable in the new modalities 
of colonial relationships. The colonial pedagogy was based on objectives of education that were 
premised on othering, cultural dislodgment, epistemological domination, and implanting mediocrity—
rather than stemmed from the interests of the child (Hailey, 1938; Masaka, 2016; Shava, 2008; Shizha 
& Kariwo, 2011). Said (1985) and Masaka (2016) argued that power and dominance were the variables 
used to carve privileges for the colonial masters at the expense of the other citizens.  

Rodney (1983) described the colonial schooling system as an “education for subordination, 
exploitation, the creation of mental confusion and the development of underdevelopment” (p. 380). 
The situation, according to Marechera (1980), was made worse by the fact that the social abjection 
that learners experienced emerged as a manifestation of the overbearing hegemonic relations, 
narratives, and institutions of late modernity that were brought into Zimbabwe by British imperial 
colonial rule—and were decided for the learners in their absence. Marechera (1980) exclaimed, “I was 
hot with resentment and pain. So, this was school. From all sides my head was being jammed with 
facts. With ideas” (p. 17). The African child suffered deficiencies in accessing knowledge to the same 
level as those undertaking a European education curriculum (Lugard, 1922; Rodney, 1983) because 
there was a dual system of education—one for Africans and one for Europeans. Selection of knowledge 
for African learners was set—and there were no choices regarding what was to be taught; the focus 
was on surface learning with memorisation and chorusing as part of the learning process (Hoadley, 
2018). According to Chung (2006), “African education in the country was a frenzied and irrational race 
through a jungle of facts that had to be mastered to pass the Rhodesian Junior Certificate” (p. 50). The 
situation was worsened by the fact that African schools were under the instruction of “native” teachers 
who focused on the 3Rs (reading, writing, and arithmetic) and imparting elementary religion (Lugard, 
1922).  

Part 2: The Contingent Path of the Zimbabwean Curriculum Reform Journey 

Curriculum updating is not principally historically predetermined—the curriculum updates in 
Zimbabwe can be viewed as invaded by contingency, especially given the country’s postcolonial 
education reforms. The social trajectories and realities that surfaced after the colonial period (from 
the 1980s) in Zimbabwe influenced a shift from curriculum abstraction to a more contextualised 
curriculum that spoke to local needs and global germaneness or relevance (MoPSE, 2014). During 
colonial hegemony, cultural technologies of domination were used, but, with the shift in systems of 
governance, a new social order emerged based on a macro social discourse and ensuring the equality 
of humankind (Shizha & Kariwo, 2011). 

Pre-independence (1966 and 1979) education reforms included a two-year junior secondary school 
curriculum (ZJC) and an Education Act that limited access to education for black Zimbabweans (CIET, 
1999). The postcolonial Zimbabwean community had to redefine this segregated system of education 
in a stratified society designed to serve graduates of the colonial education system (Moyana, 1989). 
The first step taken by the Zimbabwean government was to ensure access to education for all its 
citizens by building new schools and reopening schools that had been closed during the war for 
liberation (Gwarinda, 1991). To give traction to the principle of education for all during the years 1980 
to 1986, free primary education was introduced to boost enrolment in schools and teacher training 
was accelerated through programmes such as the Zimbabwe Integrated Teacher Education Course 
(Maravanyika, 1990).  

The early 1990s to mid 2000s marked a shift from reforms that were mainly planning and efficiency 
reforms to a more focused approach to ensuring educational quality and relevance (CIET, 1999; Ndawi 
& Maravanyika, 2011). Talk of revisioning approaches to content, technologies, teaching 
methodologies, and skills provision became prominent. For example, there was more focus on 
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employment-related skills (CIET, 1999), which culminated in the introduction of science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics and the Education 5.0 policy (MoPSE, 2014). Another notable shift 
towards educational quality and relevance was the localisation of all national examinations following 
the establishment of the Zimbabwe School Examination Council as the country drifted away from the 
University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate in the United Kingdom.  

The blind side of the reforms enacted so far is that they seem to exceed the capacity of the education 
system to deliver (Ndawi & Maravanyika, 2011). For instance, the government advocates mass 
education amidst a critical resource deficit and this appears to be having effects on the educational 
output of the current curriculum. Thus, it becomes axiomatic to state that Zimbabwe still needs to 
reform the curriculum so that it becomes anchored in a problem-centred approach to learning in 
pluralistic contexts and, at the same time, is aligned with the system’s capacity to deliver (Ndawi & 
Maravanyika, 2011). Waghid et al. (2018) suggested that the educational decolonisation process 
entails rupturing the dominant ways of meaning making aligned only to a few people, and ensuring 
that education becomes reflective of the diverse knowledges inherent in the society. It is expected 
that new reforms will also need to be designed in such a way that learning enables the development 
of cognitive maturity and opens a hybrid space to recognise contradictions in terms of diversity (Higgs, 
1998; Lipman, 2003). 

The above propositions demand the strengthening of traditional African institutional structures 
through reconnecting the learners to their cultural heritage (Zazu, 2012). According to Zazu (2012), 
precolonial communities in Africa were able to venerate their heritage, a condition that was changed 
by the advent of colonial rule when the colonisers deliberately caused a dislocation between 
indigenous people and their own culture. This resulted in the marginalisation of colonised people’s 
knowledge systems and practices in formal education (Shizha & Kariwo, 2011). This differs 
substantively from precolonial forms of education, and it is this disjuncture that has motivated a 
contemporary focus on heritage as a foundation for curriculum reform.  

The Contemporary Heritage Response  

Colonial education was premeditated to absorb colonised children into British imperial power 
(administration) structures by stripping away their indigenous learning configurations (Gwarinda, 
1991; Hailey, 1938; Lugard, 1922; Masaka, 2016). It is essential therefore to include in the postcolonial 
curriculum, heritage practices such as storytelling, axioms, and songs in tandem with indigenous 
learning lenses that provide start-up capital for curriculum transformation. The next section discusses 
what heritage is, and its possible implications for education.  

What Is To Be Understood as “Heritage”?  

O‘Donoghue et al. (2013) postulated heritage as an amalgam of the “tangible and intangible aspects 
of embodied livelihood practices (some every day and some occasional), is embedded in culture, and 
is located in diverse contexts and carried across time” (p. 9). The contextualisation of heritage by 
O‘Donoghue et al. (2013) is in accordance with Hountondji’s (1996) observation that heritage is never 
univocal and, hence, can be recognised as plurivocal and contradictory—like all embodied livelihood 
practices. Furthermore, it has to be understood that heritage has many facets including social, cultural, 
historical, ethnological, technological, and environmental aspects (Zazu, 2012).  

Implications of a Heritage Response to Education 

Given the reform needs highlighted above, it becomes indispensable for postcolonial education 
systems to embrace heritage education because heritage knowledge and practices form part of 
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people’s daily lives. As noted by Hountondji (1996), heritage offers people the right traction to define 
themselves and acquire an identity. Resonating with Hountondji (1996), Magwa (2019) concurred that 
heritage education has the capacity to develop a sense of ownership, identity, and responsibility in 
communities and consequently ought to be perceived as fundamental to people’s lives. Also, heritage 
education has the potential to promote students’ understanding of themselves and others in relation 
to place, time, belief, identity, and culture (Hountondji, 1996). An educational programme that values 
local heritage knowledges and practices is essential in postcolonial Zimbabwe because these aspects 
were once eclipsed in the “trajectories of colonial and modern expansion” (O‘Donoghue et al., 2013, 
p. 11).  

In recent scholarship, there seems to be an emerging reconfiguration of the relationship between 
heritage knowledge and the communities from which it emerges (Hountondji, 1996; Magwa, 2019; 
MoPSE, 2014). This reconfiguration has seen some education programmes being reimagined, creating 
space for the inclusion of heritage education. In Zimbabwe, the quest for a heritage turn has influenced 
the publication of a book entitled, African Culture and Heritage in Zimbabwe (Magwa, 2019). 
Arguments proffered in the book buttress the perception that a heritage shift in education is a timely 
signification for cultural exorcism, which ought to detoxify Africans and, to a larger extent, 
Zimbabweans and enable them to be more appreciative of their own culture and heritage. Heritage-
based education reinforces the idea of exploiting African learning foundations that are aimed at 
effecting constructive affiliations between educational praxis and theory (rooted in unhu/ubuntu 
philosophy) and other disciplines and other cross-cutting issues in education (Zazu, 2012). Moreover, 
educational institutions can also make use of heritage sites (such as Great Zimbabwe, Matopo Hills), 
which seem to have vibrant educational programmes that could be used as start-up capital in shaping 
and informing schools’ heritage education programmes.  

Centring of Unhu/Ubuntu in Contemporary Curriculum Discourse  

CIET (1999) and MoPSE (2014) emphasised the need to underpin the Zimbabwean education system 
with unhu/ubuntu philosophy as an antithesis to coloniality, and demonstrated the authority of this 
philosophy in strengthening and deepening contemporary Zimbabwean education. Talk, as reasoned 
by Fairclough (1995) in reference to discourse, is never neutral because it is grounded in language and 
text that is socially situated and as such has embodied meanings (Pinar et al., 1995). In Zimbabwe, the 
conversation is based on critical insights from diverse scholars that the postcolonial Zimbabwean 
education system was informed by cultural technologies of dominance that seem to have their 
orientation in Kant’s notion of universal reason5 as contradistinguished from unhu/ubuntu philosophy, 
which is communalistic in outlook (Hountondji, 1996). These cultural technologies of dominance have 
curtailed opportunities in Zimbabwean “civilization” (Gwarinda, 1991; Moyana, 1989).  

Abdi (2005) resonated with this, theorising that the colonial education system had deleterious power 
in that it unsettled “the values of pre-settler and pre-colonial notions of learning [that] were essential 
in reflecting the social and cultural needs and expectations of the community” (p. 29). The cultural 
imperialism described by Abdi (2005) was perceived by Shizha and Kariwo (2011) to be what kept 
Zimbabwean citizenry in perpetuity in a position of inferiority to Europeans and influenced their 
internalisation of the racial stereotypes of the coloniser. Evidently, the discourse foregrounds a shift 
from what Giroux (1988) observed as a macro socio-political level of understanding curriculum. At this 
level, Giroux (1988) reasoned, the aim behind reorienting curriculum towards incorporating local 
heritage knowledge is to link curriculum content to the learners’ reality.  

 
5 According to Marshall (2004), Kant advanced the notion of universal reasoning by arguing that improvement of humanity 
was to be achieved through the critical use of reason in its universal applications. 
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It follows that the postcolonial community found it worthwhile to deconstruct the values entrenched 
by the coloniality (which sought to immortalise colonial hegemony) through centring postcolonial 
learning on the indigenous philosophy of unhu/ubuntu (CIET, 1999; MoPSE, 2014). In line with this 
viewpoint, Shizha and Kariwo (2011) echoed the need for decolonisation, reasoning that “as Africans, 
we need to invent ways of rewriting or changing those dominant narratives and deconstruct ‘White’ 
superiority and the misrepresentation of indigenous people and their cultures” (2011, p. 14). 

Given the viewpoint above, and the supporting literature from CIET (1999) and MoPSE (2014), it 
appears that anchoring the curriculum on an indigenous philosophy could open the channel through 
which Zimbabwe can demythologise (Mbembe, 2015) the colonial history of curriculum, and usher in 
innovative perspectives to teaching and learning. Additionally, underpinning the education system 
with the unhu/ubuntu philosophy is important in order to “explicate, understand and criticize” (Hirst, 
2010, p. 37) preliminary principles of the Zimbabwean education system. Here, unhu/ubuntu can 
become the benchmark for approaching education from a situated local context and can give to the 
education system what Lotz-Sisitka et al. (2017) described as a paradigm of learning as connection, 
which bestows on education a social function that Dewey (1944) anticipated in his ideas on democracy 
and education. 

The significance of unhu/ubuntu in contemporary Zimbabwe was first highlighted by Samkange and 
Samkange (1980) who intimated that the philosophy “inspires, permeates and radiates . . . regulates 
our well-planned social and political organisations” (p. 34). Though Samkange and Samkange (1980) 
did not explicitly advocate for unhu/ubuntu to be the anchor of the Zimbabwean education system, 
they described how, in precolonial indigenous societies, "education of the individual was not only by 
members of the immediate or extended family; it was also by any member of the community” (p. 77). 
Thus, they positioned communalism, a key aspect of unhu/ubuntu philosophy, as the basis of African 
education.  

Samkange and Samkange (1980) therefore can be seen as the precursors of centring unhu/ubuntu in 
curriculum discourse in Zimbabwe. Makuvaza (1996) took this further, advocating that unhu/ubuntu 
become the philosophical foundation of modern Zimbabwean education. Several others joined the 
conversation (CIET, 1999; MoPSE, 2014; Ramose, 1999), with Ramose (1999) reasoning that:  

[Unhu/]Ubuntu is the root of African philosophy. The being of an African in the universe is 
inseparably anchored upon [unhu/]ubuntu. Similarly, the African tree of knowledge stems 
from [unhu/]ubuntu with which it is connected indivisibly. [Unhu/]Ubuntu then is the 
wellspring flowing with African ontology and epistemology. (p. 49) 

It follows that education for the African child should take root from the philosophy that connects and 
speaks to their lifeworld, and this philosophy is the philosophy of unhu/ubuntu—important and well-
known amongst mainstream citizenry. As noted by Prinsloo (2013), referring to South Africa but 
applicable to southern Africa more generally, “it promises to respond to the fragmentation” of the 
sense of southern African place (p. 2). 

Post-Colonial Discourse Analysis of Unhu/Ubuntu Discourse in the Curriculum 

According to Fairclough and Wodak (1997), discourse analysis is a theoretical and methodological 
approach that helps us study “how power relations, and ideological standpoints, are exercised and 
negotiated in discourse” (p. 272). To understand what underlies arguments in support of centring the 
curriculum on unhu/ubuntu, I have used postcolonial discourse analysis. According to Sawyer (2012), 
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postcolonial theories adopt the concept of discourse to examine how modern thought, 
which is understood as “the complex of signs and practices that organize social existence 
and social reproduction within colonial relationships” (Ashcroft et al., 2000, p. 42), resists 
decolonization. (p. 39) 

In this study, the focus was more on the macro elements and politics of discourse than the micro 
linguistic type of discourse analysis. The macro elements in postcolonial discourse analysis are useful 
in revealing how language, power, and ideology are often hidden from people in written text, the 
spoken word, or in other optical signs (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997).  
In light of the above, intertextual analysis was employed to show how texts build on other texts to 
make meaning (Sawyer, 2012). Intertextuality and metaphors are useful in unearthing the ideological 
positions and cultural claims of a text or discussion in education. The current school curriculum made 
extensive use of other texts, especially the CIET (1999), to explore unhu/ubuntu and for reimagining 
the curriculum underpinned by an indigenous philosophy. Given that the updated school curriculum is 
said to be anchored on unhu/ubuntu, this analysis hopes to uncover some of the pitfalls at the level of 
unhu/ubuntu interpretation that may become barriers to the implementation of the curriculum. 
Venter (2004) cautioned that unhu/ubuntu seems to carry a flawed interpretation that results in its 
meaning becoming ambiguous or unclear, an observation that seems useful because it helps to 
unearth the postcolonial paradox of superficial interpretation of unhu/ubuntu that, ironically, can 
become a doxa. Moreover, it mirrors the limitations and successes that have thus far been 
encountered in educational reforms aimed at decolonising the curriculum.  

Evident in CIET (1999) and MoPSE (2014), is the identification of unhu/ubuntu with communalism, 
humanism, and holism or the interpretation of unhu/ubuntu as one of the principles that guide 
educational provision in Zimbabwe. The following quotations from the updated curriculum framework 
The Curriculum Framework for Primary and Secondary Education 2015–2022 (MoPSE, 2014) provide a 
good starting point for exploring how unhu/ubuntu is construed in the curriculum. 

“Respect (ubuntu/unhu/vumunhu)” is the fifth principle underpinning the curriculum (p. 5 
and p. 16).  

In addition, we see “self-respect and respect for others (ubuntu/unhu/vumunhu)” on page 
6 and “the processes of building consciousness and patriotism is possible through drawing 
on ubuntu/ unhu/vumunhu” on page 19.  

On the list of learners’ exit profiles, ubuntu/unhu/vumunhu is listed among values such as 
discipline and honesty (p. 17).  

The updated curriculum framework mentions unhu/ubuntu under the heading: 
“Philosophy underpinning the national curriculum” as follows: “Unhu/Ubuntu/Vumunhu 
epitomises universal human inter-dependence, solidarity, humanness and a sense of 
community common in African societies” (p. 13).  

From the foregoing, there is no doubt that MoPSE (2014) built its understanding of unhu/ubuntu 
through making reference to the CIET (1999) report which included the following recommendations 
and interpretations on unhu/ubuntu:  

“The concept of unhu/ubuntu should be introduced, developed and be the torchlight of our 
moral education” (p. 69). 
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“Unhu/ubuntu then is a concept that denotes a good human being, a well behaved and 
morally upright person, characterized by qualities such as responsibility, honesty, justice, 
trustworthiness, hardworking, integrity, a cooperative spirit, solidarity, hospitality, 
devotion to family and the welfare of the community” (p. 62). 

“The school should promote holistic education and expound the unhu/ubuntu philosophy” 
(p. 79).  

It is evident from the two documents that emphasis is on the development of a morally upright person 
inclined to a communal approach to social and personal problems. While communalism, humanism, 
and holism can be considered aspects of unhu/ubuntu philosophy, Hapanyengwi and Shizha (2012) 
cautioned against mistaking the part for the whole. The principle of holism is rooted in the African 
belief that reality is to be perceived as a whole and not fragmented (Wiredu, 2008), while that of 
humanism emanates from a consideration of human needs, dignity, and welfare (Gyekye, 1987). 
According to Hountondji (1996), there is a dialectical relationship between a philosophy and its 
principles. However, this does not mean that the essence of unhu/ubuntu philosophy can be 
adequately captured by these principles (Chitumba, 2013; Hapanyengwi & Shizha, 2012). Thus, in 
advocating unhu/ubuntu as an educational philosophy centred on holism, CIET (1999) and MoPSE 
(2014) may have masked ethnocentric norms and values. Here, unhu/ubuntu appears to be a 
postcolonial façade popularised to mask ideas from non-indigenous sensitivities.  

Furthermore, in positioning unhu/ubuntu as an epitome of human solidarity, CIET (1999) and MoPSE 
(2014) seem to be committing the fallacy of ad populum in which there is no deep conceptual analysis 
behind a theory or belief but simply reliance on popularity of that belief or theory (Lau, 2011, p. 179). 
Considering the Zimbabwean cultural, religious, and knowledge practice disparities that can be 
equated with those more generally in southern Africa, it could be observed that unhu/ubuntu is not 
the great integrator of all human understanding into a unified view of humans (Hountondji, 1996). One 
may therefore surmise that ideological persuasion may have been used to conceal the idea of cultural 
pluralism in depth. Such a conclusion arises from the fact that ideologies are also regarded to be a form 
of social cognition used to capture the way that people share broader ideas about the way the world 
works (Machin & Mayr, 2012). However, unhu/ubuntu philosophy cannot be equated with an ideology 
if we consider Althusser’s definition of ideology as a process that obscures the fact that dominant 
forces in society are operating in a systematic manner to oppress people (Machin & Mayr, 2012). This 
is contrary to philosophy that aims to analyse sociopolitical issues in depth and uncover the hidden 
reality (Hountondji, 1996; Waghid et al., 2018). Moreover, ideologies have the potential of creating a 
dualistic hybrid co-engagement characterised by the internalisation of oppression by indigenous 
people, which also translates into the oppressed assimilating habits and mannerisms of the oppressor 
(Freire, 1970). The resulting effect of this is creation of the problem of superficial interpretation of 
concepts in education.  

An Emerging Problem of Superficial Interpretation of Unhu/Ubuntu 
Philosophy  

The second part of my analysis focused on the discourse of ubuntu/unhu, and found a contradiction in 
the superficial interpretation of this philosophy in the postcolonial Zimbabwe curriculum. In so doing, 
unhu/ubuntu has plunged into a state of philosophical fragility due to the superficial ascriptions in both 
CIET (1999) and MoPSE (2014), Zimbabwe’s national school curriculum review documents. The 
problem of superficiality seems to have misled other thinkers to believe unhu/ubuntu could be applied 
as a blanket that covers all in solving educational problems in the country (CIET, 1999; MoPSE, 2014)—
particularly those related to decolonising the curriculum and centring issues of indigenous knowledge. 
While superficiality abounds in philosophical discourse with philosophers such as Nietzsche 
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foregrounding it by promoting the absenting of depth/profundity in favour of multiple surfaces (Castle, 
2007), Marxist sociologists tend to disregard superficiality on the grounds that it appears to be a façade 
aimed at concealing the possibility of exploring other critical alternatives (Hardt & Weeks, 2000). The 
superficial positionality of unhu/ubuntu philosophy in the CIET (1999) and MoPSE (2014) curriculum 
review documents has a negative pedagogical influence in the Zimbabwean education system because 
it focuses mainly on the ontological being. This focus on the ontological is paradoxically an emergent 
problem piloted by the locating of African philosophy largely in prehistorical epochs (Higgs, 2012), and 
it presents the need to define a philosophy of the future that could be achieved through offering a 
deepened understanding of unhu/ubuntu as a philosophy for curriculum transformation.  

Discussion 

The question that now arises is how the postcolonial African focus on curriculum transformation can 
avoid the dialectics of opposites Eze (2008), especially those that emerge between a need to maintain 
an African identity (ontological being status) and the need for deep epistemic engagement in pedagogy 
that calls for inclusion into the curriculum of a diverse conception of knowledge heritages from diverse 
geo-epistemic locations. In response, I argue that a deeper engagement with the unhu/ubuntu 
philosophy and associated heritage discourse is essential if we are to meet the intended aspirations of 
decoloniality in contemporary times.  

Curriculum transformation should be grounded on unhu/ubuntu, and it should consider being 
responsive to the African human condition (Waghid et al., 2018). This entails that people exposed to 
unhu/ubuntu as a philosophy of curriculum transformation should be capable of thinking through a 
variety of life’s problems and facing all the facts impartially. Basically, unhu/ubuntu in Zimbabwe 
should take educational graduates through a process of reflecting on and criticising their deeply held 
conceptions and beliefs (Chitumba, 2013)—especially those beliefs that were propagated in them 
through coloniality.  

Furthermore, as argued by Hountondji (1996) and Wiredu (1998), any philosophy of curriculum 
transformation must aim to be the main informant in a critical examination of the conceptual 
framework upon which the thought of a culture is erected. Critical examination here entails that 
unhu/ubuntu pedagogical philosophy is positioned as a critique of the colonial education conceptual 
inheritance, and assessed for its practicability through a nuanced understanding of the inheritance’s 
procedural terminology and paradigms associated with it (Hountondji, 1996; Wiredu, 1998). In 
practice, unhu/ubuntu should foster development of a third space in which colonially designed 
historical narratives are challenged and reshaped, paving the way for new alternatives in educational 
thinking (Bhabha, 1990). In this regard, unhu/ubuntu takes the form of a decolonial philosophy that 
sought to disentangle people who were once colonised from the continuities of coloniality (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2013). Thus, where indigenous people were regarded as primitive with nothing to offer in 
terms of knowledge construction, their heritage knowledge should be seen as part of the broader 
ecology of knowledge commons (Hailey, 1938). In so doing, an Afrophilia learning lens can become a 
space for collaboration and resistance in which indigenous peoples have room to negotiate their 
identities—not based on identity politics but on epistemic depth. The unique aspect of an Afrophilia 
learning lens, an offshoot of unhu/ubuntu philosophy within third space narrative, is that the third 
space, as argued by Bhabha (1990), is not locked in the past but is a channel that has potential to let 
other positions emerge.  

To accomplish the above propositions, unhu/ubuntu has to be the foundation upon which rationality 
and reasonability are enacted because this will give it depth and the analytic tools that are a necessary 
condition for any philosophy of education (Hountondji, 1996). Wiredu (1998) has argued for a move 
beyond surface-level interpretations to deeper levels of understanding that question existing 
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assumptions. Henceforth, in the context of unhu/ubuntu as decolonial philosophy of education, 
analytic tools need to help the philosophy chart deliberations on the question of values and the 
purpose of education.  

Emerging insights on unhu/ubuntu as a decolonial paradigm that surface from a reading of Hountonji 
(1996) and Waghid et al. (2018) are suggestive of the notion of divesting African philosophical thinking 
broadly, and unhu/ubuntu in particular, of all undue influences emanating from the colonial history of 
curriculum. Hence, the proposition that unhu/ubuntu be considered as the missing humanistic 
approach in education theory and praxis. This will allow for an integration of the subject content with 
the feelings, emotions, experiences, and lives of the learners (Wiredu, 1998). The vantage point in 
taking a humanist approach is that instead of letting learning be abstracted, the learners become fully 
engaged in learning processes that draw on content and methods from their heritage knowledge.  

From the above discussion, we note that the aim of schooling under the guidance of the unhu/ubuntu 
philosophy of curriculum transformation should be twofold. It should aim firstly, to extend the 
learner’s knowledge of the data of human experience and secondly, as argued by Higgs (1998) and 
Lipman (2003), to perfect the child’s acquired knowledge by teaching the child what he or she needs 
to know. Unhu/ubuntu should not be superficial. Hountondji (1996) believed that African philosophy 
must be an episteme rather than a doxa. Considering this point of view, I am of the opinion that 
schooling, starting from early childhood education, should take an epistemological and ontological 
shift in which it aims to arrive at a rational and systematic comprehension of reality. According to 
Lipman (2003), inquiry in schooling processes should aim to investigate the nature of knowing itself.  

Need for Curriculum Praxis and Pedagogical Development  

In practice, this has implications for reframing curriculum in ways that can realise epistemic depth in 
pedagogy as a means of avoiding the limitations of doxa. The unhu/ubuntu heritage focus should open 
a hybrid space through which Zimbabwe could avoid a decolonisation process that tends to represent 
teleological curriculum reforms that are linear and unidimensional (Magwa, 2019). A shift from 
unidimensional curriculum reforms has potential to help Zimbabweans move beyond self-location and 
create space for critical reflection that translates into a deeper analysis of the present reality—from 
which the Zimbabwean identity would evolve as a continuation rather than a fixed identity 
(Hountondji, 1996). This, in turn, has implications for pedagogy, the role of the teacher, and the 
sociocultural foundations of educational theory and practice. 

The likely implications invoke a need for an intervention such as a “philosophy for children” (Lipman, 
2003, p. 43), which promotes in learners the habits of critical reflexive thinking. Introducing philosophy 
for children seems useful in that it could help learners and teachers navigate pathways that lead to the 
avoidance of knowledge transmission and the presenting of sanitised and neatly packaged information 
that overlooks diversity and, unwittingly, reinforces a particular worldview (Hountondji, 1996; Lipman, 
2003). The intervention has traction in learning contexts that emphasise a curriculum grounded in local 
heritage because here, learning is perceived as an outgrowth of the learners—hence, encouraging 
learners to be able to think out problems for themselves.  

Conclusion  

This paper provides an opportunity for historical and historical social critique, from which future 
studies can provide an understanding of the advanced theories and methods that translate into later 
educational change. The broader discussion of the paper is that Zimbabwe’s education system should 
not blinker itself by focusing only on the ontological, which leads to superficiality, but should also 
acknowledge diversity in reason. Reasoning in diversity based on unhu/ubuntu values creates space 
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for ethical critical thinking and creativity that takes into account local heritage knowledge in 
educational reform, an experience that is both educational and social. With this in mind, unhu/ubuntu 
as a decolonial philosophy should focus on promoting deeper epistemological participation in 
education, which I have identified in the article as a necessary link to bring about change in education.  
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The book, Action Learning and Action Research: Genres and Approaches, provides space for leading 
scholars of action learning (AL) and action research (AR) to explain and demonstrate their respective 
genres for AL/AR. The authors address the what, why, and how of their specific genres, emphasising 
the importance of AL/AR in the complex global challenges facing humanity in the 21st century. Within 
the learning and research paradigms of social sciences, these authors illustrate how AL/AR approaches 
in this era are ideal for solving the complexity of personal, professional, and organisational problems, 
as well as for community development, sustainability, and learning through experience. Most 
importantly, the book discusses how to circumvent the potential threats and challenges of AL/AR. The 
success of AL/AR is largely rooted in the fact that all participants in the projects are experts of their 
own lives and coresearchers who are actively involved in the creation of knowledge regarding 
sustainable learning outcomes encompassing knowledge and understanding. In the words of Zuber-
Skerritt and Wood, referring to things done in the past that affect our insight today, “action is almost 
an all-embracing term” (p. 3). The knowledge gained enables us to plan so that we can act accordingly 
in the future. 

Research conducted around AL/AR methodologies has gradually progressed over time. This edition 
emits the main AL/AR methods discussed by the participating authors in this book. The chapters are 
neatly grouped together in parts, namely, Part I, which is action learning and Part II, action research—
both imparting knowledge and understanding on values that encourage inclusion and principles of 
social justice. The introduction (Chapter 1) is led by Zuber-Skerritt and Wood. Part 1 of the book 
comprises Chapters 2 to 5 and focuses on action learning. Hurst and Marquardt (Chapter 2) theorise 
AL as a model of problem solving in three stages towards a situation analysis. Richard Teare (Chapter 
3) demonstrates how shared knowledge can lead to emancipation, social transformation, and change. 
Passfield (Chapter 4) links AL with mindfulness for dealing with issues of mental health in the 
workplace. In Chapter 5, Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt integrates action learning with action research (ALAR).  

Part 2 engages the reader in the commonly used action research genres. Coghlan (Chapter 6) 
demystifies action research. Whitehead (Chapter 7) incorporates the principles of AR for self-study and 
living-educational-theories. Rauch, Zehetmeier, and Posch (Chapter 8) present an overview of 
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collaborative action research in education. Burns (Chapter 9) empowers coresearchers in becoming 
the change agents they want to see, endorsing and reproducing anticipated outcomes. Dick (Chapter 
10) presents action science and discusses the latest developments in the AR genre. Whitney, Trosten-
Bloom, and Giovanna Vianello (Chapter 11) present appreciative inquiry to affirm AR for encouraging 
scholarship and innovation. Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (Chapter 12) explicate the principles of a 
critical participatory action research paradigm. Wood (Chapter 13) shares some informative principles 
of the participatory paradigm for community engagement, namely, participatory action learning and 
action research (PALAR). Zuber-Skerritt and Wood conclude by providing valuable reflections in 
Chapter 14.  

The reflection in Chapter 14 provides a tabulated, insightful and informative summary of all the genres 
with definitions and their specialties in the larger context of scholarship procedures, and how they are 
similar or different from each other. Each genre encompasses vital components that distinguish it from 
other research methodological approaches. All genres encourage the development of critical 
consciousness and emancipation for both researchers and the coresearchers, transformation of 
societal structures, and relationships. The aims are to establish and elicit equal power relations, 
fairness, freedom, and hope. The model skilfully illustrates the principles and processes of action 
learning and action research that point to improved educational conditions. That is, action research 
creates a conducive space for change and then, action learning influences the change process through 
reflection. All authors explicitly illustrate the focus on the niche expressed by the editors. They 
emphasise, differently, that action and understanding are each embodied in the other. Thus, AL and 
AR methodologies are best for solving the complexities of individuals, experts, structural, community 
development, and sustainability problems, as well as learning through their lived experience. 
Throughout the book, edited extracts from real case studies are used to bring out the richness of lived 
experiences.  

This book projects insightful information that enforces researchers and academics to critically think 
about how their work aligns with other methodological approaches. The writing is clear and accessible 
and, most importantly, relevant for both novice and experienced researchers and academics. The book 
would be useful for research methodologies courses because it provides clear and tangible examples 
of the authors’ lived experiences. By providing notes for further reading materials and questions to 
provoke discussion, the book encourages researchers to think critically about their use of action 
research. The authors in this book openly acknowledge that AL/AR is explicitly and actively 
participative. By way of research and projects that are conducted with, for, and by people’s lived 
experiences rather than on people as objects, AL/AR assists participants to bring about relevant 
change. This publication summarises the different genres of AL/AR and contributes to knowledge 
creation by connecting theory and practice. Each author expresses the feasibility and usefulness of 
their genre to both emerging and experienced educational researchers and emphasise the 
empowering effect of the actively engaging participants. This compilation of scholarly work will 
empower educators to create new insightful knowledge regarding their teaching and learning 
techniques in the classroom, as well as promote collaborative inquiry that emphasises practice and 
understanding.  
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Abstract  

Traditionally, Zimbabwe’s teachers have used punitive measures to maintain discipline in 
schools. The global movement against human rights violations associated with corporal 
punishment has encouraged the country’s ministry of education to advocate non-punitive 
approaches, but it has provided little by way of detail or support. In three primary schools in 
Harare, teachers were trained in two restorative discipline alternatives—peacemaking circles 
and peer mediation—which they used with 9- and 10-year-old learners between March and 
October 2016. On average, the learners had bi-weekly opportunities through the circles to tell 
their peers and teachers what they were experiencing and feeling, and peer mediators had 
an opportunity to mediate in conflicts affecting their age mates. Outcomes were assessed 
using interviews with teachers before and after the intervention. In terms of outcomes, 
peacemaking circles enabled teachers to get to know their students and to respond 
preemptively to potential problems, while peer mediation led to a small but noticeable fall in 
the number and intensity of playground conflicts. The study shows that such restorative 
practices can be a promising way of addressing school discipline issues. 
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Why This Study? 

Much has been said about the punitive disciplinary measures used in Zimbabwean schools, which are 
seen as necessary to produce controlled and productive learning environments (Chikwiri & Lemmer, 
2014; Makwanya et al., 2012). However, such measures have been increasingly condemned, 
worldwide, as violations of learners’ human rights—and Zimbabwe’s Constitution (Section 53 of 2013) 
effectively outlaws corporal punishment, including that used by teachers.  
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At the same time, non-punitive methods are widely believed to have limited effectiveness, and two 
thirds of children in Zimbabwe reported that teachers use corporal punishment (Gershoff, 2017). While 
Zimbabwe’s ministry of education has advocated the use non-punitive disciplinary methods, it has not 
provided specific suggestions of such methods, let alone training in their use. 

What Theory Did We Use to Explain Our Findings? 

Traditionally, criminal justice systems have been concerned with retribution and punishment. When a 
crime is committed, the state takes over to bring alleged offenders before a court where, if they are 
determined to be guilty, they are subject to alternative forms of punishment that may well include 
imprisonment. Society may feel a sense of satisfaction that the guilty parties have been punished and 
it is assumed that punishment will deter reoffending and send a message to others to avoid such 
behaviour.  

By contrast, restorative justice focuses on building a sense of self-worth and personal responsibility 
among offenders, and often involves efforts to build or rebuild the relationship between offenders and 
their victims (Zehr, 2015). This may occur through mediation sessions where stories can be told and 
heard, apologies made, and forgiveness asked and given. Restorative justice can occur within an 
essentially retributive justice framework for certain types of crimes and allows for sentencing options 
other than imprisonment, for example, mandatory participation in a victim–offender mediation 
process.  

Many of the methods used by African communities to deal with antisocial behaviours involve strong 
elements of restorative justice. Common features of these traditional approaches are the involvement 
of all community members with an interest in the conflict to make their experiences and opinions 
known, the seeking of consensus concerning what actions should be undertaken by the offender, and 
the imperative of restoring social harmony. 

Restorative justice has been applied in schools through a range of restorative practices based on similar 
foundational principles to those used in criminal justice (Amstutz & Mullet, 2005; McCluskey et al., 
2008; Thorsborne & Vinegrad, 2008). Restorative practices aim to promote accountability and 
responsibility among learners and thereby help to create a conducive learning environment. 
Restorative practices allow students to learn from their mistakes through encounters with their peers; 
as a result, friendships can be restored and new relationships created. Restorative language helps to 
improve emotional literacy for both teachers and pupils, and nurtures respect, responsibility, and 
empathy in the members of the school community.  

Restorative approaches can be applied by any teacher at any school to any group of children. These 
approaches are not a soft option for offenders; they involve the difficult work of holding learners 
accountable for their actions and helping them to understand the impact of their behaviour (Hendry, 
2009; Liebmann, 2010). Restorative practice can produce a calmer school environment where learners 
feel they have a voice. The present research utilised two restorative approaches—peer mediation and 
peacemaking circles. 

Peer mediation is a process of conflict resolution facilitated by learners, with dialogue as its key tool. 
Typically, peer mediators work in pairs under the broad supervision of a teacher, and handle conflicts 
that occur outside classrooms. They may wear identification badges when they are on duty. In the 
present study, outside instructors trained teachers in peer mediation philosophy and methods and 
these then trained the peer mediators, beginning with conflict resolution in general and then moving 
to the skills involved in mediating various conflicts. 
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Peacemaking circles are common in traditional restorative justice practice. In school contexts, they can 
take the form of checking-in circles that allow the class to know any issue of concern before they start 
engaging with their day’s activity or they can be used to address matters of concern to members of 
the class, including conflicts. In either case, each class member has the opportunity to make a 
contribution, which the other participants treat with respect (Boyes-Watson, 2005; Boyes-Watson & 
Pranis, 2010; Pranis, 2005, 2013). The circle process emphasises the communal aspect of individual 
experiences and communal responsibility for decisions, and can help develop active listening, 
empathy, cooperation, negotiation, and the appreciation of diversity.  

The aim of the research project reported here was to introduce peer mediation and peacemaking 
circles into a sample of primary schools in Harare and to assess their outcomes. 

How Was This Study Conducted? 

The project took place in three primary schools in Harare, one in a medium-density suburb, one in a 
high-density suburb, and one in a semi-urban settlement between March and October 2016. The 
schools can be regarded as reasonably typical of schools in their locations. Twelve teachers—two men 
and 10 women—volunteered to participate in the project. Thirty-five 9- and 10-year-old learners were 
trained as peer mediators, and around 200 participated regularly in peacemaking circles. 

Teachers were interviewed prior to the introduction of peer mediation and peacemaking circles with 
a focus on traditional discipline methods and at the end of the intervention, when the focus was on 
the operation and effectiveness of peer mediation and peacemaking circles. Each interview was 
conducted face-to-face, lasted between 30 minutes and an hour, and asked semi-structured questions.  

What Did We Find Out? 

Interviews with teachers prior to the intervention investigated ways of controlling children’s behaviour 
at home and at school. According to teachers, parents and guardians required their children to behave 
well at home and corporal punishment was the only way to make sure this happened. All the teachers 
spoke of the effectiveness of corporal punishment and manual labour as discipline tools in homes and 
schools. Almost all the teachers admitted that they used corporal punishment on a regular basis.  

Peer Mediation 

The teachers reported challenges ranging from large numbers of learners per class to widespread 
misbehaviour during break times. They hoped that teaching mediation skills would improve learner 
behaviour and so relieve some of their stress. Several teachers suggested that learners often wanted 
a way out of the conflicts they found themselves involved in but could not see one; in consequence, 
they appreciated the intervention of peer mediators. 

During the post-intervention interviews, most teachers reported a small but noticeable improvement 
in the way learners interacted with each other. Playground conflicts, they said, were less likely to 
become violent and turn into long-running feuds. The intervention seemed to have injected something 
fresh into each school—a way of effectively dealing with the conflicts that are part of everyday school 
life. They reported some specific benefits to learners, including the status that peer mediators were 
given by other learners, a growth in the self-confidence of peer mediators, and a bonding of peer 
mediators across classes, which ordinarily did not happen to any extent. One teacher observed that 
other learners observed the skills of mediation and then practised them on their own. 
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The teachers found that their involvement in peer mediation encouraged their own reflection on other 
professional areas. Every teacher said that the project motivated them to reflect on their challenges, 
and to think of workable solutions. The teachers admitted that they were used to a top-down system 
and that a bottom-up process led by learners was, in the words of one, “refreshing and inspirational.” 
It is worth noting that teachers continued to use corporal punishment during the course of the project.  

Peacemaking Circles  

In the post-intervention interviews, teachers spoke very positively about peacemaking circles in their 
classrooms, and nine said that they intended to make circles an ongoing part of their teaching. They 
appreciated how circles brought learners together and recognised how different the process was to 
the traditional teacher-dominated classroom; in particular, there was an opportunity for all voices to 
be heard. One noted that the process of taking turns to speak, and listening respectfully to each other, 
helped to some learners overcome a sense of isolation and encouraged the building of community.  

Most teachers mentioned the value of hearing background information from learners as a major 
benefit of the circle process to them. This information helped them to prepare for the day ahead and 
to hear about issues that could be addressed later; these included reasons for non-punctuality, 
homework challenges, and cleanliness. In brief, circles allowed teachers to become better acquainted 
with their learners. 

Significance for Social Change 

Both peer mediation and the peacemaking circles in the three schools involved building the dialogue 
skills of learners, which are key components in relationship building and conflict resolution. Teachers 
noted a small but noticeable improvement in learner interactions in the school. They pointed to the 
status that peer mediation carried with it, the growth in self-confidence of peer mediators, and the 
bonding of mediators across classes as they engaged in a shared responsibility. They noticed that other 
learners were strongly attracted to mediation and practised it independently.  

The teachers were also positively influenced by their participation. Their experience with the circle 
process encouraged them to reflect on issues such as the efficacy of teacher-dominated classrooms 
and corporal punishment. The circles helped them to know their learners better. The project started a 
conversation about alternative ways of carrying out their profession. 
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