
Model C refers to previously white, well resourced schools that chose the option to convert1

to semi-private and semi-state schools with partial support from the government and partial

support from parents via school fees and fund-raising.

Nowadays the term ex-model C is used in an increasingly derogatory fashion to describe

schools who are resistant to full integration and who are bent on maintaining middle-class,

exclusive practices. 
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Abstract

Dramatic changes have occurred within education recently with the view of constructing a
more equitable education system. However, entrenched practices remain, suggesting that
teachers need assistance and support to reflect critically on their own and their institutional
practices. While it has been recognised that training is essential, there does not seem to be
sufficient conceptualisation of the complexity and difficulty of achieving ‘second order
change’ (Evans, 1996) to shift entrenched beliefs.  This paper discusses a case study
research conducted at an ex model C  high school in which an intervention was designed to1

encourage teachers to become more critically reflective. Part of the intervention design was
the construction of a regular, collaborative space in which teachers could meet and engage
with sensitive issues. 

Introduction

Significant shifts have occurred within the educational landscape since 1994
in an attempt to achieve equitable outcomes and address racial imbalances of
the past. Some of these changes include decentralisation of educational
control, redesign of curricula, restructuring of management and
administration, introduction of different forms of assessment and the
development of the NQF (National Qualifications Framework) (Chisholm,
2004). In addition to this, the South African Schools Act of 1996 as well as
policies such as the Language in Education Policy (1997) and the Revised
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National Curriculum Statement for Grades R-9 have been developed with the
express intention of eradicating discrimination and promoting a culture of
equity and human rights. Therefore it can be said that major changes have
been instituted at a national level. However, there is a concern with the
effective implementation of many of these policies at the school level.
Criticism has been levelled at the government for their apparent
‘preoccupation’ with ‘policy struggles’ rather than with practice (Chisholm,
2004 referring to Jansen, 2000). 

One of the major criticisms about school desegregation is the dominance of
assimilationist approaches (Sekete, Shilubane, and Moila, 2001; Sayed and
Soudien, 2003; Soudien, 2004; Carrim, 1998) and the lack of transformation
of the racial profile of staff especially at former model C schools (Moletsane,
Hemson and Muthukrishna, 2004). There is also a growing disquiet over the
ways in which the ex model C schools favour a racially mixed middle-class
(Fiske and Ladd, 2004; Grant Lewis and Motala, 2004) since the majority of
black learners who have access to the ex model C schools tend to come from
middle-class homes. Learners who live in more outlying areas (and previous
townships) are frequently excluded from attending suburban ex model C
schools due to high school fees (although they can apply for exemption),
transport costs and the difficulties associated with getting their children home
safely from school. 

While desegregation has brought about some necessary shifts, the primary
change agents, the teachers, have been largely left unsupported in
transformational issues. In an attempt to address issues of human rights and
racism within education, two specialist forums were convened. One is the
Discussion Forum on Anti-Racism in the Education and Training Sector and
the other is the National Forum on Democracy and Human Rights Education.
The former, which is no longer active, was hosted by the South African
Human Rights Commission in October 2000–September 2002. During the two
years of their existence, a number of reports, capacity development, networks
and recommendations were provided. The recommendation most relevant to
this paper was the need for anti discrimination training and education and the
need to provide in service training (INSET) for all educators (Manjoo, 2004).
While no level for training was specified by this forum, the development of
the Strategy for Racial Integration training manual clearly states in its
introduction that training needs to be implemented at all education levels
(GET, FET, including FET colleges and Higher Education institutions).
(Department of Education [DoE], 2006a).
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‘Chapter 9’ are organisations developed according to the <Paris Principles’ to further develop2

the aims of democracy. One such body is the South African Human Rights Commission.

The second forum developed to address racism is the National Forum on
Democracy and Human Rights Education that was established in 1996 by the
South African Human Rights Commission and the Independent Electoral
Commission (IEC). Their primary aim is to facilitate and support the
institutionalisation of human rights education in the new curriculum and
support interests and activities in the field of democracy and human rights
education (Manjoo, 2004). They work closely with non-government
organisations, civil society organisations, government departments and state
institutions to help build a culture of human rights. Membership of the forum
includes democracy and human rights theorists and practitioners, lawyers,
paralegals, children’s rights specialists, chapter 9  institutions, teacher unions2

and provincial and national departments of education (Manjoo, 2004). One of
the major achievements of this forum has been the successful lobbying of the
formal educational sector to recognise the need for democracy and human
rights education and the development of the Standard Generating Body (SGB)
to generate unit standards and qualifications on human rights (Manjoo, 2004). 

In addition to the above support, a special department (Directorate: Race and
Values in Education) within the National Department of Education (DoE) has
been established to work with office and classroom based educators to build
democracy and a human rights culture. They offer resources and a two-day
workshop for teachers. They have recently launched their Strategy for Racial
Integration (2006) which has been developed to ‘assist institutions deal with
the challenges of integration’ (DoE, 2006). This booklet (also available
online) describes the strategic approach as well as provides a framework of
action for establishing procedures for dealing with racism and providing
support in the form of interventions and evaluations to institutions wanting to
improve racial integration. The implementation plan of these strategies spans
from 2006–2008 and includes the provision of training of educators, managers
and district staff. 
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Second order change

However, I argue that while these forums and strategies are useful, insufficient
attention has been paid to the hugely complex issue of implementing training
which goes beyond the superficial and results in second order change. Second
order change “requires people to not just do old things slightly differently but
to change their beliefs and perceptions”, (Evans, 1996, p.2). Central to
achieving second order change is the need to acknowledge that
implementation depends on the meaning the change has to those who must
implement it. If we want teachers and school management to implement
changes, we need to address how they understand the changes and how the
changes will affect their identities, social investments, attachments,
relationships and positioning in the structures. Because change provokes loss,
challenges competence, creates confusion and causes conflict (Evans, 1996;
Jansen, 2009a) understanding these feelings is vital to the successful
implementation of any innovation. In the context of former model C schools,
where the majority of the staff underwent their initial training during
apartheid, issues of race, class, gender and language are bound to emerge and
to evoke strong emotions. These feelings and emotions need to be recognised
and managed with sensitivity (Obear, 2000). 

Another aspect that needs to be considered when developing an intervention or
training is the need to make sufficient time for change to be understood and
worked through. Responses to change are so highly personal that individuals
need to work through them at their own pace and become familiar with the
new ideas and discover the associated costs and benefits. If the process is
hurried, resistances are likely to become stronger and old values will resurface
therefore training must include opportunities for teachers to “consider, discuss,
argue and work through changes” (Evans, 1996, p.15).

Resistance to change

People tend to resist change and to assimilate reality according to existing
mental structures; knowledge structures that have been formed over the course
of their lives; ‘knowledge in the blood’ (Jansen, 2009a). Such knowledge,
while not unchangeable, is extremely powerful as it has ”been gathering since
childhood, as well as having been handed down from before” (Macdara
Woods in Jansen, 2009a, p. 171). This instinct to hold onto existing forms of
knowledge and beliefs needs to be understood and worked with, rather than
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seen as a major barrier. Resistance, anger, fear and confusion are inevitable
and any purposeful attempt to bring about change needs to address this aspect.
Therefore the issue of teachers’ identities and shifts in their identities as they
work towards achieving reform needs to be recognised as a critical component
of change. Van Veen, Sleegers and Van de Ven (2005, p. 918) argue that most
research on teachers’ reactions to change attend to the rational and cognitive
responses and fail to explore the “layers of emotion that seem to be involved”. 

Pressure is also vital to innovation as it makes the change inevitable. Pressure
usually implies the use of power. Power does not only mean coercion it can
also mean influencing people to achieve goals. This influence is more likely to
be attended to if it comes from above, as in the Headmistress/Master or the
Department. In South Africa the policies and structures are in place to exert
pressure. However the power historically ascribed to the school management
and governing bodies of ex model C schools, has allowed these institutions to
retain the status quo and avoid committing to real reform. Therefore it is
significant that in the Strategy for Racial Integration the need for staff and
leaders to reflect the demographics is clearly stated as a primary task. This is
an essential aspect of promoting equity within ex model C schools. 

Change in South Africa

Having examined general concerns of school transformation, I now turn to a
more local context: high school educators in post-apartheid South Africa. I
believe that despite desegregation among staff, there are very few spaces in
the schools where teachers of different backgrounds can talk openly about
their past and critically examine their metaphorical ‘knowledge in the blood’
(Jansen, 2009). This knowledge has accumulated over years of living during
and after apartheid and it impacts directly and indirectly on the ways they go
about their daily work of being teachers in a school with diverse learners.
South Africans in general do not easily discuss their past because it is painful
and “South Africans don’t want to go there”, so argues Jansen (2009b, p.19).
He believes that it is essential to talk through these issues as he claims that “if
we don’t talk about the past, we cannot go through the past” (Jansen, 2009b,
p.19). Therefore the intervention that I discuss in this paper was conceived of
as the construction of a space to facilitate teachers of different backgrounds,
languages, age, gender, class and race to start talking to each other about the
institutionalised practices in their school. However, it could not just be a social
space for general discussion. It needed to be ontological and epistemological
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I use the single term, ‘thirdspace’ as used by Soja and hooks. Bhaba depicts it as two3

separate words, third space.

where teachers could take risks and openly discuss their concerns and
understandings about the changes that had occurred in their school over the
previous years. It also required of them to commit to addressing practices
which were found to be discriminatory. I use the notion of thirdspace  (hooks,3

1990; Bhaba, 1994; Soja, 1996) to conceptualise this space. Before exploring
thirdspace, I provide the reader with some background and methods used to
generate and analyse the data for the study. 

Background
 
According to Sleeter and McLaren (1995), the dominant culture of schools
mirrors that of the larger society and teachers and learners willingly and
unwillingly situate themselves within structures and practices that reinforce
and constitute the unjust race, class, gender and cultural affiliations of their
societies. Teachers therefore partake in a ‘culture of silence’ that teaches
learners to accept and homogenise in order to ‘fit in’ and not stand out as
‘different’. Rather than transforming the fundamental nature of the school and
its rules, its sports and its practices, most schools have simply set in place
mechanisms to help accommodate learners who are not white. These
mechanisms include using cross-cultural music programmes and multi-faith
assemblies (Carrim and Soudien, 1999). Many adjustments made by
previously white schools are constructed within a discourse of disadvantage
which perpetuates the notion that the black learners are the ones who must
change to fit in with the existing norms of the school. These kinds of practices
maintain discrimination and disallow equal opportunities for success but have
become naturalised in the school. Therefore my primary aim of setting up a
dialogical space was to encourage the teachers to become more critical so as to
identify events, routines and discourses that served to exclude rather than
include all learners. 

Methods

I was invited into an ex-model C school in the Eastern Cape (1000 learners, 40
per cent ‘black’ 60 per cent ‘white’) by one of the white teachers who had
taught there for many years. She was concerned about certain practices in the
school which she felt discriminated against black learners. After a discussion
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Having only one black teacher was not ideal as it meant that he carried the burden of
4

sharing the knowledge of ‘the racial other’ but I deeply appreciated his participation

which was critical in providing alternative experiences of living during and after

apartheid.

with the Principal and District Office of Education, I addressed the 50 staff,
(47 white, 3 black) inviting them to volunteer to join me approximately once a
week for an hour, for a one year period to critically reflect on issues relating to
difference (race, gender, language, age, class and background). Initially seven
teachers volunteered – all were white. Believing that it was essential to have as
much diversity in the group as possible, I approached one of the black teachers
and asked him to consider joining; he agreed.  This meant I had eight teachers,4

(one white male, one black male and six white females) whose ages ranged
from 23–50. There was a variety of subject disciplines and three were
Afrikaans mother tongue speakers and the rest were English.

Each teacher was interviewed to obtain biographical and professional details
and asked to discuss concerns they had with diversity in the school. On
completion of the eight interviews, I set up focus groups where all eight
teachers and myself met regularly in the library before school and during the
assembly period. Being granted permission to meet during the school day
significantly assisted the intervention. 

Teachers were given readings and tasks to prepare for the focus group
meetings (FGs). The selection of readings/tasks was based on issues that
emerged from the interviews and discussions during the FGs. Readings
included a summary I had written on the various approaches to
multiculturalism; an article on gender issues in education (Dale Spender), and
a diversity grid where teachers were asked to tabulate the top and bottom
academic achievers in their classes in terms of race and gender. Focus groups
were spent either discussing the readings or discussing any concern or issue
that teachers raised. Sometimes teachers wanted to discuss incidents or events
that had occurred in that week. While I usually had pre-planned some
activities, I allowed myself to be led by the needs of the group.  During the 13
FGs over the period of 18 months (the initial estimation of one year was
insufficient) we spoke, argued, challenged, contradicted each other and
became angry and defensive. At times, when the emotions became too intense,
some teachers resorted to tears. Since the space was conceptualised within a
framework of a ‘thirdspace’ I was able to make sense of the intensity of
emotions and shifting, often contradictory narratives which took place in the
library. 



          Journal of Education, No. 47, 2009158

Thirdspace

Recognising the spatial nature of humanity is essential according to Soja
(1996, p.1) who believes that we are, and always have been “intrinsically
spatial beings, active participants in the social construction of our embracing
spatialities”. Rather than having expansive ideas with infinite possibilities, we
tend to confine our thinking to established, fixed notions thereby limiting new
understandings and the creation of new knowledges. Our thinking often
revolves around established binaries of one or the other without a
consideration of a third or more possibility. The concept of “neither one or the
other but something else besides” (Bhabha, 1994, p.28) contests this narrow
thinking.

Employing the notion of thirdspace to construct and interpret the practices of
13 focus groups of the teachers enabled me to see my intervention as a
political act, one that deliberately sought to challenge the teachers to reflect
critically on taken-for-granted practices that were unjust and discriminatory.
This meant that the space I had constructed became, at times, “a difficult and
risky place on the edge, filled with contradictions and ambiguities, with perils
but also with new possibilities: a thirdspace of political choice” (Soja 1996,
p.97). A sense of new possibilities was achieved by the emergence in the
space of new discursive constructions. Some of the teachers shifted from
talking about learners in essentialised, fixed ways and started to construct
alternative discourses that included more nuanced, fluid notions of difference.
It is believed that discursive shifts lead to epistemological shifts, which in turn
result in transformed notions of subjects and subject positions (Foucault,
1972; Fairclough, 1992). 

An important aspect of the space is that the teachers viewed it as a safe space
where they could challenge dominant practices and disagree with each other
without damaging the personal relationships that had been established. The
concept of safe houses is used by Canagarajah (2004, p.121) to capture the
underlife of students (Goffman, 1961 in Canarajah, 2004) in institutional
contexts who resist dominant discourses by taking up alternative identities and
practices. He explains that safe houses in academic institutions are sites that
are “relatively free from surveillance, especially by authority figures, perhaps
because these are considered unofficial, off-task, or extra-pedagogical”. While
my intervention cannot be regarded as ‘underlife’, ‘unofficial’ or ‘off-task’, it
was away from surveillance and it allowed the teachers opportunities to share
aspects of themselves that were other than those institutionally desired. The
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act of reflecting was legitimated by the Headmaster’s approval and he never
subjected the reflection to any kind of surveillance or monitoring. Teachers
could say things that they felt unable to say in the more formal spaces of the
staffroom or staff meetings. Also, it was safe in that the teachers agreed to
retain confidentiality of what was discussed and this allowed the teachers to
reconstruct and rethink their own assumptions and beliefs in light of
alternative histories being shared. 

Another important aspect that allowed the space to be safe was its detachment
(in terms of space and time) from the institutional practices. This enabled the
teachers to have some sense of distance and freedom to explore ideas and
imagine previously unthinkable ways of managing difference in their school.
It was in this sharing and introspection that the possibilities of thirdspace
started to emerge.

Hooks (1990) deliberately positions this space in the margins, “a profound
edge” which she admits is difficult, risky but also nurturing. It is difficult
because the space requires of one to delve into personal issues and to listen to
views that challenge and disrupt. It is risky in the sense that it seeks to
challenge all forms of oppression and dominant groups do not easily accept
such resistance. It is nurturing because the space is about dialogue, building
solidarity and “engaging in critical dissent without violating one another”
(hooks, 1990, p.19). This is a space of ‘radical openness’ where new
epistemologies are collaboratively negotiated and ontologically experienced. 
As hooks explains:

We are transformed, individually, collectively, as we make radical creative space which

affirms and sustains our subjectivity, which gives a new location from which to articulate our

sense of the world (1990, p.153).

Particularly useful to my research is hooks’ conceptualisation of thirdspace as
dialogic, transformative and communal. She conceives of thirdspace as a space
in which knowledge can be constructed, debated and transformed and where
people themselves are transformed in this process. She also conceives of it as a
space of affirmation and sustenance, a space where people, constructed by
those in power as the Other or as ‘different’, can validate and share their ways
of seeing the world. 

I now present selected data generated from the interviews and 13 focus groups
as well as briefly discuss the role that I played in this space and why I
considered it be to be a ‘thirdspace’.
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My role in the thirdspace

The roles and subjectivities taken up by a researcher during an intervention as
well as the shifting roles and new subjectivities embodied by the participants
is a critical component in a study such as this. However, since it is not the
main focus of this article, I discuss it briefly conceding that it requires a far
deeper and more complex discussion elsewhere. 

I was originally positioned by the Head as an outside researcher coming to
look at diversity in the school. Within the data gathering, I took on multiple
positions: among others, I took on the subjectivity of a facilitator (to allow
various contributions and allow for all to participate freely), mediator, (to
manage conflict and strong emotions from becoming destructive),
spokesperson for the group (during a meeting held with the teacher volunteers
and management where they were silenced by the authoritative stance of the
three-man strong male presence), empathic listener, devil’s advocate (when
they became complacent or uncritical about issues) and therapist (I frequently
received emails and phone calls after FGs from participants who needed to
talk more or who needed to explain something they had said). I made it clear
from the start that I was not a neutral researcher. I was committed to
promoting equity and while I encouraged teachers to discuss their views
openly, I indicated that I would listen to all views, but contest racist, sexist or
overtly discrimatory comments. My status as university lecturer gave me
credibility and access to relevant materials and resources.

As the participants in the focus groups became more critical and vocalised
more publicly (at staff meetings and in the tearoom) their disapproval of some
of the school events and practices, my position in the school became more
tenuous. Towards the end of the eighteen months, I was informed by the
Headmaster that he did not approve of what I was doing at the school and that
my “job as a researcher was not to be critical or ask what could be changed but
simply to report on what I found”. I was asked to leave.

I was not the only one who seemed to disrupt the established norms;
importantly some of the group members started to challenge existing routines
and norms. One of the participants took over the contested detention system in
the school in the following year and another stood up during a later staff
meeting and challenged a comment he found to be racist and insensitive.
However, on the whole, the group found it difficult to make any long-term
meaningful changes in the school and two of the teachers resigned a few
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months later and went to teach elsewhere. The teacher who attempted to
change the detention system made significant changes but by the end of the
year he was taken off the detention, despite his wishes, and told that his new
responsibilities were to be viewed as a ‘promotion’. The detention was given
back to one of the previous managers. Having provided this brief interlude, I
now turn to the data.

Data from the focus groups

Teachers’ fears

A significant finding of this research was the high level of fears that the
teachers in this school experienced. With such fearful dispositions, it is
unlikely that teachers would be prepared to take risks and be outspoken about
issues they found uncomfortable or disagreeable. It is far easier to ‘go with the
flow’ and avoid causing conflict. Here are some of the reasons for their fears:

! Fear of the effect that challenging colleagues would have on one’s
relationships 

! Fear of conflict and confrontation

! Fear of disagreeing openly with someone 

! Fear of pushing people further away from one

! Fear of standing up in staff meetings 

! Fear of confronting management 

! Fear of exposing oneself and making oneself vulnerable 

! Fear of being seen to be subversive 

! Fear of being labelled as troublemakers 

! White teachers fear being called racists 

It is significant that the teachers felt comfortable naming and discussing their
fears which suggests that there was a sense of trust and nurturing in the group
and that the participants were able to explore vulnerable aspects of themselves
with their colleagues. It is equally significant that a number of their fears
related to damaging interpersonal relationships by disagreeing with
colleagues. Hargreaves (2002) suggests that the fear of confronting conflict
and of destroying friendships among teachers is well documented and that
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 All names used are pseudonyms.5

teachers typically avoid conflict by establishing norms of politeness or non-
interference. However, this reduces teachers’ capacities to work through
differences and disagreements (Hargreaves, 2002). It also reduces teachers’
abilities to address issues in their school which may result in unfairness.
Hargreaves (2002) argues that trust is required if teachers are going to
overcome this fear. If teachers feel uncomfortable challenging and disagreeing
with decisions made by colleagues and managers, the chances of transforming
unfair practices are minimal.

The huge cost of dissenting with dominant views is clearly illustrated by one
of the participants, Mr MM , who is relatively new in this school. He decides5

not to make the same mistake as he did in his previous institution:

unfortunately the school I come from, uh, if you always speak your mind you are going to

make enemies, whether you are speaking the truth or whether you are speaking. . . and uh, I

don’t know if I am ready to, to spoil certain relationships. I think I get along well with

everybody on the staff, and I don’t know if I’m ready to put that on the line for something

that I don’t know, that I might be convinced about but everybody else is not. That I feel

strongly about, but everybody else is not. And I can feel strong about certain things, I must

be realistic. Also, there are certain things I’m not going to change. Or that might take a very

long time to change. So I don’t think I've reached that stage and I’ve had a very, got close to

a very in-depth discussion with one of the staff members and I had to stop along the way

because I felt if I take it any further that, it might, uh, harm our relationship (pause). Its fine

to be honest and to be open and, but I don’t know, um.

 

His hesitation and reluctance to disrupt newly developed relationships in order
to change things that are clearly not easy to change are understandable.
Disordering established patterns of doing things at any school take its toll on
those brave enough to speak out. So while Mr MM is fully aware of routinised
practices that are unfair, he is ‘realistic’ about the sacrifices needing to be
made and rather takes a more strategic position of keeping his views to
himself and retaining his friendships among colleagues.  However he is able to
talk about this painful decision to the other participants thereby sharing a
personal conflict he has within himself. Such disclosures invite solidarity and
deepen relationships. 

Likewise another teacher in the school reinforces the need to be selective
about what one challenges as there are material consequences for challenging
those in power:
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But that is not the ethos of the school. The staff in the school are more, you’re my friend and

I’m going to favour you and I’m not going to say anything because I’m going to offend you

and anyone, but you can’t just be like that. You have to be given courage to become like that

and you’ve got to be trained and you’ve got to be shown and it’s a big distinction. And one

has to be brave. It takes me saying, “MM, I disagree with you,” and you’ve got to have

confidence in me that tomorrow I’m still going to have a cup of coffee with you, and I’m still

going to talk to you. It doesn’t matter that I disagree because it’s the issue, not the person.

And that is a big culture in the school that is here, you know, and people are scared to talk up

in meetings because they're scared. If I disagree with . . .then she’s going to give me six extra

periods or I disagree with Mr . . . he’s going to cut my budget, you know, you know, there is

going to be a way. He’s going to stand and, “Ja, okay,” but my departmental budget is going

to be gone.

This extract reveals, once again, the conflict between retaining friendships
versus making professional and moral judgements. This young teacher, Emily,
after having taught at the school for two years, has clearly identified the
staffroom politics and knows that not only are friendships affected by going
against the dominant ways, but that there are also material consequences. If
one ‘disagrees’ with the management one is subtly ‘punished’ by being given
‘extra periods’ or ‘a cut in budget’. Therefore there are personal and
professional consequences for ‘talking out’. This teacher aptly identifies that
teachers require training and encouragement, as well as ‘bravery’ to take on
those in power. The issue of power and power relations therefore is critical in
any kind of training initiative.

Emily, is able to discuss the risky topic of favouritism and unfair treatment
among the staff as well as the authoritarian management in the school. It is
obviously not easy to challenge management during the staff meeting but she
is able to do so in this space which suggests that she has grown to trust her
colleagues and trust that her views will be kept confidential. 

It is in the space of the focus groups that teachers are able to talk honestly
about their reluctance to go against the grain of the school practices. They are
also able to criticise the way the school is managed. This opens up a space for
others to voice their concerns and to become more critically reflective of the
established norms and the imbalance of power between management and staff.
So says Mr MM:

We are not empowered. We are not empowered. We just come to school and do your thing

then you go home. You are not involved in decision-making, you are not involved. Your

involvement is as far as what management tells you what to do and what not to do, what’s

acceptable and not, what’s acceptable and that. How does that leave you? Teachers’ morale

in general is low, in this, not as low as in the township schools but in another way. . .
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Teachers in this school had few opportunities in which to put forward their
ideas or suggest alternatives. The only space provided for them was during
staff meetings which, from what they indicated, were highly controlled and
regulated. This can be inferred from Emily’s comment:

He [headmaster] decides on what issues he wants to pursue: “Okay, let’s wrap it up because

we’ve got enough of what’s going on here.” That is the flavour in the staffroom. You deal

with certain issues and if you raise one it’s up to his prerogative whether he allows a

discussion. Sometimes he does, sometimes he actually jots it down in a meeting. And at the

moment there’s nowhere you can raise something on the staff meeting again. Clearly in this

school, limited opportunities existed for teachers to have a say in the running of the school

and in making a space for new ideas and practices to emerge. Given such rigid conditions, it

seemed unlikely that teachers would become change agents and push for change. However

being able to collaboratively identify the constraints within the management structures, the

participants were able to identify strategies that would allow them to give input and have

their voices heard. Knowing that direct methods of challenging management were risky, they

discussed alternative strategies. One was canvassing support before a meeting, although it

could prove risky. As one teacher explained: You basically need to get a support group to

canvas, but the danger is you need to challenge with the knowledge that your support group

will support you all in whatever way, and I'm not convinced that you are going to have that

support.

What this teacher recognised was that while it was relatively easy to commit
to supporting a point of view; it was not always as easy to maintain that
dissent in the space of authority and power. Constructing a space where
committed teachers could share ideas and establish stronger relationships
would enable them to form much-needed trust and solidarity.

Another strategy teachers used was to involve other teachers perceived as
powerful and credible and bring them on board. This is what they believed
happened at a meeting where it was suggested that the number of detentions
given to learners be recorded on their term reports. The teachers, in an unusual
show of support of each other indicated that they did not think it was fair to
record detention sessions on a term-report. The unusualness of this kind of
challenge is evident in one teacher’s reaction to this:

I was, I was, I was, I’m telling you I was shocked, [and] surprisingly, I enjoyed the fact that

teachers voiced their opinions and they said no. It was a good feeling, it was empowering.

 
Discussing further why this particular meeting worked, one teacher, discussed
the reasons for the success:

Sorry, you know why that meeting worked? Cause, what you’re saying is absolutely right

and this is what takes so much energy at this school. It’s like playing Survivor, you’ve got

[to] outwit, outplay and outlast, okay. The reason why the meeting worked it’s because Mary
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raised the issue. Mary was the one. Mary is perceived, and she is, she’s very intelligent and

the Head trusts her creditability and she raised the issue and she disagreed with it. She said I

don’t agree that it should be on and that everyone went (noise of exclaiming). And that’s

actually, I think, why that meeting worked. 

 
This extract raises the important issue of power and credibility. Certain staff
members are afforded more power than others due to a variety of attributes:
gender, age, and years of service, personal characteristics, skills, leadership
and types of knowledge as well as personal friendships. In addition, certain
people are more powerful because of their alliances with those in power or
with their perceived acceptance of the authority. Still discussing Mary the
conversation continued: 

Emily: And Mary works with the reports. So, it was a credible person that stood up. . .

Alison: I agree with what Emily is saying and I think it helps a hell of a lot if you are

knowledgeable and you can convince people. What you’re saying about hmmm,

about Mary.

Emily: She’s also very non-threatening.

Suzie: Hmm, yes, ja.

Alison: But what does that say? That only non-threatening people are allowed to raise an

issue?

Realising that some people had more power than others did, the teachers
suggested that they could involve certain teachers whom they believed had the
power but also who felt like they felt. While this did not directly give the
teachers agency, it did allow them to have their views heard. Mary had
obviously been able to work with the politics of the staffroom and challenge
the headmaster without him feeling threatened. This demonstrates that
schools, like most social organisations, are “arenas of struggle” (Ball, 1987 in
Gillborn, 1995, p.94) and essential to affecting change is the need to recognise
the central role of power and politics that shape the routine interactions inside
schools’ (Gillborn, 1995).

Discussion

The evidence generated from the case study reveals the complexity of
implementing any intervention or training. Two-day training sessions and
once-off training are unlikely to develop the ‘professional trust’ (Hargreaves,
2002) necessary to enable staff to engage in sensitive issues that are required
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for the reconstruction of identities and practices more in keeping with equity
and human rights. Providing regular spaces over an extended period where
teachers can take risks and openly reveal their fears and concerns creates a
sense of shared vision and camaraderie. Exposing fears and vulnerabilities
allow participants to develop closer and more intimate relationships and
friendships. Such relationships are more likely to withstand disagreement and
criticism. Another important result of the focus groups was that the single
black teacher realised that he was not alone in his concerns and that other
teachers were also critical of certain events that had taken place in the school
but that they felt disempowered to act on them.
 
The diversity in the group was essential. Being able to hear input from a black
South African who had very different experiences during and after apartheid
was a critical component of the thirdspace as it allowed white teachers to hear
different knowledges and understand the limitations of their own knowledge. 
It is important that the construction of such a space should not be allowed to
become a whinge space where teachers complain and gossip; it needs to be a
space that encourages critical dialogue and enables engagement of critical
dissent without violation (hooks, 1990). Rather than simply complain about
issues at their school, I encouraged the teachers to identify the conditions
under which such issues had emerged and discuss how those conditions could
be shifted. 

It is significant that during the period of the focus groups, the participants
were able, through their dialogue with others, to shift their subject positions.
An example of this is where the participants were reflecting on the lack of
power and opportunity to voice their grievances; they positioned themselves
as disempowered and marginalised. However these positions changed when
their discussion turned to the multiple ways in which the school management
had been challenged and how teachers had achieved solidarity against
something they found to be unfair. Thus it can be said that the communal
space allowed the participants to transform, both individually and collectively
by re-examining and reforming their dominant epistemologies about each
other and about their school as well as shifting their ontological beliefs and
values. 

A shortcoming of the design of this study was that it excluded the
management of the school. The participating teachers started to make
significant shifts but the management had not been given this opportunity and
were therefore still ‘stuck’ in the same place as before. This led to conflicting
views and discrepancies and polarised teachers from the management. A more
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constructive design would have been to have parallel focus groups with the
management and to have held occasional joint sessions between the two
groups. 

A second possible limitation of the design was that the transformation had
occurred among a small group of staff and the likelihood of it spreading
among the other staff was small. Towards the end of the research period, I
suggested bringing in more teachers but the group felt that it would disrupt
their cohesiveness and trust. So we decided, instead, to give feedback to the
rest of the staff to share some of the insights we had learnt. This limited
sharing was not ideal. From continued correspondence with the participants
via email and phone calls after the research had ended, I knew that some of the
teachers had continued to work towards change despite the numerous
constraints they encountered. If management had been more involved in the
whole process, the continuation of change might have been more significant. 

Conclusion

In spite of the limitations, I believe that the construction of regular, safe spaces
within schools led by either outside researchers or facilitators can be highly
beneficial in working towards achieving more democratic school practices.
What was significant about this study was that the teachers themselves
identified practices in their school which they wanted to address. I simply
facilitated the process and provided them with various theoretical resources
and the space in which to reflect on and collaboratively explore these issues.
Attempting to impose a predetermined, generic intervention would have not
achieved the same levels of commitment and passion. Allowing the
intervention to be led by the teachers themselves created deeper involvement
and a greater chance of second order change occurring. Thus it can be said that
the highly contextualised and situated nature of this intervention was a critical
aspect of its achievements. While the exact intervention could not simply be
replicated in any context, I believe that certain aspects of the design could
provide useful pointers for further INSET for teachers. 

I would recommend that the following points be considered when attempting
to construct a thirdspace:
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1. The place, time and regularity of the meetings: 

Changes take time and staff need to meet regularly and often if trust and solid
friendship is to develop. Without this, it is unlikely that teachers will be prepared to
share vulnerable aspects of themselves and share conflicting views.

2. The composition of the group

The diversity of the group in terms of race, gender, language, subject disciplines,
age, rank and experience allows diverse opinions and multiple views on issues. If
everyone agrees with each other, the likelihood of growth and knowledge shifts are
limited. In the model C school context, it is essential that different race groups are
included so as to hear about different lived experiences to disrupt the often
entrenched notion of one absolute truth. It is also important that teachers of different
age groups are included as despite younger teachers coming from the ‘born-free’
generation, they still hold onto the knowledge transmitted by their parents (Jansen,
2009). 

3. The input the group will receive

The group needs to be guided and to receive both personalised knowledge from the
participants as well as theoretical knowledge on concepts such as critical
multiculturalism, equity in education, gender and racism in education and the
dominance of ‘knowledge in the blood’. Reading should not be prescribed and pre-
determined but should be available if and when needed or requested. It is essential
that participants are allowed to freely discuss their concerns and emotions but that
they are presented in a respectful manner so as not to degrade any participants.

4. The inclusion of an outsider/researcher

While an insider can facilitate a thirdspace, it seems that an outsider is more able to
provide an ‘objective’ perspective on the school. An outsider is also protected, to a
certain extent, from the internal school politics and is able use her outside position to
push for change. However it is essential that this person is skilled, sensitive and
ethical to ensure that the personal and professional lives of the participants are not
compromised.

5. The interlink with management

If the management of the school does not ‘buy into’ the proposed transformation,
nothing significant can change. Therefore it is essential to allow a safe space for
management to work through changes and their own fears and sacrifices in their own
time and space. While there should be collaboration between the groups of teachers
and of management, it is important to allow them separate spaces as the needs and
responsibilities of the two groups are different.

6. The power relations in the school

Since all schools are ‘arenas of struggle’, it is imperative to acknowledge and work
with the power relations in the school. Instead of viewing power as only hierarchical,
power needs to be understood as a ‘productive force’ (Foucault, 1972) which is
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closely linked with knowledge. As Foucault explains, “it is not possible for power to
be exercised without knowledge and it is impossible for knowledge not to engender
power” (Foucault, 1972, p.52). Therefore teachers should be encouraged to learn
about the power networks in their school and to have knowledge of how things work
so as to be able to use this knowledge to gain access to powerful spaces. Working
with those in power and using one’s knowledge of how things work enables one to
no longer view power as fixed and inaccessible but rather as power existing in all of
us to make a difference.

In conclusion, this paper has discussed the many complex forces that come
into play when teachers identify unfair issues in their school and want to
challenge them. Teachers need to take on identities as agents of change and be
provided with the knowledge and space to publicly voice their understandings,
build up alliances and identify strategies to address exclusionary practices.
They also need time and safe spaces to work through the losses and difficulties
inherent in shifting perceptions and disrupting entrenched, hegemonic
practices. Therefore if we are to assist in making real change in schools, we
need to provide teachers and management with the resources and time to
enable them to identify what needs to be changed in their schools and then
equip them with the necessary theoretical and affective support to act on their
insights. Generic two-day workshops can never achieve this level of reflection,
without which second order change is highly unlikely. 
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