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Editorial
Wayne Hugo
Given that many teachers in South Africa lack content knowledge, pedagogic
knowledge, and pedagogic content knowledge, should we not provide
scripted lesson plans (SLPs) that have built in content and pedagogy to
supplement the lack? South African education policy makers gave an
unequivocal YES answer to this question in 2009 with CAPS. Some school
interventions (like the Gauteng Province Language and Mathematics
Strategy) have doubled down on the wager and produced detailed SLPs along
with extra materials and support to assist the teachers with adoption and
implementation. The wager is that good SLPs will not only quickly improve
learning in the classroom, but also provide teachers with good examples of
effective teaching routines that will improve their practice. A win win or
double bonus in gambling terms. Yael Shalem, Carola Steinberg, Hannchen
Koornhof, and Francine De Clercq provide us with a discussion of different
types of scripted lesson plans, an instantiation of SLPs in the GPLMS, and an
illustrative critique of just how wrong these lessons can go. And wrong they
do go with teachers unable to deal with misunderstandings of the learners and
their own misconstructions. The reasons for this are complex, but one that
stands out is the lack of detail in the lesson plans, resulting in oversimplified
sequences that quickly go wrong as learners engage. The converse of this
problem is that, in order to work properly, the underspecified SLPs need
teachers with strong subject matter knowledge. If SLPs need teachers with
strong subject matter knowledge then what is the point? SLPs are supposed to
address the problem of teachers with weak subject matter knowledge, not rely
on the very lack they are addressing. But the more SLPs try to supplement the
content knowledge and pedagogic skills of teachers, the more unwieldy they
become, as there are multiple variables and paths that need to be held in the
account, making fully specified SLPs collapse under the weight of its own
ambition. This results in a central tension – the more SLPs are needed by
poorly qualified teachers the more content and pedagogy needs to be built
into them; but the more content and pedagogy built into a SLP the more
complex they tend to become, making them difficult for use by a poorly
qualified teacher. Furthermore, highly specified SLPs are anathema to
professional teachers with high levels of pedagogic content knowledge who
want to rely on their own professional judgement.
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To try and negotiate this charged terrain of SLPs we can use the excellent
systems thinking paper by Bruce Brown in this journal issue to help us.
We can do this in an emergent way by taking the title of Shalem et.al’s paper,
the findings of the analysis in the abstract, and the SLP example used on
countable and uncountable nouns. Here are all three elements:
Title
The what and how in scripted lesson plans:…
Abstract
Lesson plans are advocated as useful forms of teacher support because they can expand a
repertoire of teaching practices. But what kinds of scripted instruction can effectively guide
and improve teachers’ instruction and how can lesson plans achieve that? This article
examines the nature and purpose of the scripted lesson plans (SLPs) used in the Gauteng
primary education system and then investigates how teachers enacted these routinised
SLPs. Through a review of the literature on teaching English language and on SLPs, the
article assesses the opportunities and challenges afforded by the Gauteng Primary
Language and Mathematics Strategy’s (GPLMS’s) lesson plans for Grade 3 English as
First Additional Language (FAL). Then, through an analysis of an English FAL lesson
taught differently by two teachers, it points to the many professional judgements made by
the teachers as they enact the prescribed teaching routine. Our analysis suggests, firstly,
that the knowledge resources given to teachers need to be considerably more detailed and,
secondly, that teachers need strong subject matter knowledge to transmit the conceptual
relations that underlie the teaching routines of the lesson plan.

Example of SLP
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One key route into understanding SLPs, the title suggests, has to do with both
the way SLPs work with content (the what) and pedagogy (the how). SLPs
can specify content, specify pedagogy, or specify both. Content consists of
two broad areas – concepts linked together with reasons. Pedagogy does two
broad actions – it sequences and paces content. The content and pedagogy
should come together into something learnt that should be more than just the
concept or the reason but how they hold together in an inference. If a correct
inference is consistently made and checked then it is possible to move on and
build upwards in understanding. This suggests that it is not only the ‘what’
and ‘how’ that a SLP has to work with, but also feedback through assessment.
We can put this into a diagram:

The GPLMS lesson plan specifies the content (countable and uncountable
nouns); specifies the sequence (in the activity description); and specifies the
pace (30 minutes). The activity sequence stipulates what each concept means
through examples and reasons (apples can be counted, oranges can be
counted, water cannot be counted) that build towards the learner making an
inference about how countable and uncountable nouns work. If the learner
makes the correct set of inferences then the teacher can continue onwards
with the next scripted lesson plan.
To make sure we include Teacher Pedagogic Content Knowledge and the way
a learner makes the inferences into the model, lets put them in.
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Read the model from the top. If teacher PCK is weak then we can use SLPs to
address the lack. If only content knowledge is weak then we can have a kind
of scripted lesson that focuses mainly on content. If only pedagogic
knowledge is weak then we can focus on scripted pedagogy, although this
will tend to also work with the content. If the learner consistently makes
correct inferences after the whole learning process has been gone through,
then we can use the scripted lesson plan as a part of a far bigger network of
lessons that builds upwards for cumulative learning. It’s a fractal process –
what plays out as a 30-minute lesson in this example continues to grow and
expand into larger and larger processes. If the learner does not make a correct
inference, then we have to go back and work out why this is the case and
either work with the teacher’s PCK or the SLP (or both) until the learner does
produce the correct inference.
By no means is this a complete model, but it does have the teacher (with
PCK), the lesson (with content, pedagogy, and assessment), and the learner
(making inferences based on concepts and reasons) with a feedback loop that
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moves forward if the learner makes correct inferences and backwards into the
system if the learner makes incorrect inferences.
So what happened when teachers with a lack of PCK taught the scripted
lesson on countable and uncountable nouns? Well, they ran into all sorts of
unforeseen problems and difficulties that resulted in the learners making
incorrect inferences. For example, its hard to count water, but very easy to
count bottles of water. In the classroom, there is not simply ‘water’; it’s
probably on the desk in a bottle or a cup. The containers are countable even if
the water is not. This could cause a mistaken inference, but the SLP provides
no guidance about what to do in this situation.
So the first question we have to ask of SLPs is whether they were trialed to
ensure that mistaken inferences were eliminated? If the SLPs were simply
generated in a hectic onward rush to meet crazy deadlines without care to
improve the initial design, then all that has happened is built in inefficiency.
But we can see from the above model that when mistaken inferences are
made, there is a choice to go back to the scripted lesson or go back to the
teacher, or both. But there are real dangers and tensions with all these options.
To try and deal with all the possible misunderstandings of the learner and the
teacher through an SLP means that it will be have to be incredibly tightly
specified right down to the individual inference level. This is a highly
specialised task, and I don’t personally know anyone in South Africa who can
do this properly. To try and deal with teacher misunderstanding by coaching
and correcting them as they do the underspecified SLP is massively
expensive, individualised, time consuming, and context/content dependent.
To try and provide them with all the extra materials to deal with possible
misunderstanding is to overload teachers who actually need things simplified.
Even worse, to try and provide teachers with all the reasons why various
options and choices are taken in the SLP, and then giving them flexibility to
choose between the options overcomplicates and confuses the teacher even
more. But to leave the SLP underspecified as the GPLMS does results in
Shalem et.al pointing out that
the knowledge resources given to teachers needs to be considerably more detailed, and,
secondly, that teachers need strong subject matter knowledge to transmit the conceptual
relations that underlie the teaching routines of the lesson plan.

GPLMS did provide extra material to supplement the curriculum and it did
provide coaches to improve subject matter knowledge. The problem with
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coaches is that the model is simply not sustainable when an intervention goes
to scale. The problem with extra material is that teachers with poor content
knowledge are going to struggle to combine all the supplementary material
bits to the SLP as they are in separate documents and not actually a part of the
SLP. It results in a default mode where all that the teacher has is the
underspecified SLP as her guide. This can result in all sorts of issues where
the teacher uses her own inadequate understanding of the content, inadequate
appreciation of the pedagogic difficulties, and inadequate ability to deal in
real time with the pedagogic content knowledge issues that arise as the
underspecified SLP progresses. To see how this plays out, just read Shalem
et.al’s account of how Palesa and Sarah struggled to teach this deceptively
simple lesson.
However, if the SLP attempted to specify, in detail, the content, the pedagogy,
as well as all the possible difficulties that could arise when teaching the
content, then it will present teachers who have poor content knowledge with
an impossibly complex SLP and doom the lesson to failure. It is very hard to
build PCK into the SLP, because PCK works with professional judgement
that uses content knowledge, pedagogic knowledge, knowledge of learners,
knowledge of context, knowledge of the purpose of the lesson all in one
simple move that responds in the moment to the learning issue at hand. It’s
the simplest and most elegant response to a massively complex set of issues.
How do you build that into a SLP?
One educator thought he had the answer to this and spent much of his life
perfecting how to do it – Siegfried Engelmann and Direct Instruction. Shalem
et.al discuss his innovation in their paper.
DI is built on two premises. First, if ‘technical problems’ such as “ambiguous
communication, the learner’s lack of necessary background knowledge, or inadequate
practice to master what is presented” can be controlled “the mind will learn [as] it is wired
to do so” (Barbash 2011, p.10). Second, teachers do not possess the expertise to teach well
and they need curricula which are teacher-proof (Reeves 2010, p.244). By building a
logical sequence required for the concept at hand, precisely specifying the teachers’
examples and prompts, and allowing for only one correct answer from the learners, DI
intends to minimise learners’ wrong inferences and/or conceptual ambiguity, making sure
that the children will receive the rule of the concepts they need to learn. The prescribed
style of instruction is brisk, with the teacher constantly monitoring student understanding
(Kozioff et al., 2001 in Kim & Axelrod 2005, p.114) through teacher-directed prompts and
modelling.
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The key elementary unit for the education process in DI is the inference.
Learners are wired to do this, all humans are – we can all infer. The teacher
proof script works at the level of an individual inference where a minimal set
of concepts and reasons combine in a way to make the learner think and
decide on an answer, which if properly done, will result in a correct inference.
Inferences build on inferences resulting in an expanding and deepening web
of knowledge.
So my first response, when seeing the GPLMS SLPs, is that they were not
specific and detailed enough. Most other responses I heard when Fleisch and
crew did their assorted roadshows were exactly the opposite. They had to
fight against many supposed critiques about how their SLPs were over
specifying and over controlling. But when the GPLMS is looked at through
the lens of DI then it appears hopelessly under specified, and hopelessly under
tested for possible misunderstanding.
DI offers a capacity to put PCK into SLP by insisting that only one script is
followed that has tested for where learners will struggle and corrected the
script to deal with misunderstandings. DI can deal with teachers lacking in
content knowledge, pedagogic knowledge, and assessment skills by ensuring
that the script does all of this, step by inferential step.
But the consequences of adopting DI whole scale throughout subjects and
schools are dire. It is teacher proof. This means that the profession of teaching
lowers its status because the need for specialised judgements are radically
reduced. It dumbs down the profession and we know that good teachers are
key to good systems of education. As much as DI can work at primary school
with elementary levels of knowledge, it becomes far harder to do successfully
with higher grades and differing subjects like the Arts and Humanities. Good
teachers with high levels of PCK tend to despise DI and cannot stomach being
forced into a script and could leave the ‘profession’. Whole scale adoption of
DI within a system is toxic.
Imagine, for example, the subject of Political Science done on DI principles.
Sherran Clarence shows us how Political Science tends to operate as a knower
code that works on developing a certain kind of sophisticated consciousness
and approach to life.
In Political Science, as an example, each course in each year of the undergraduate degree
would need to incrementally and cumulatively develop students’ ability to read texts with
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critical and careful comprehension, understand the ways in which the authors are analysing
and unpacking political and/or social problems, and further begin to position themselves to
make and defend their own arguments.

Scripted lesson plans in Political Science would directly go against its ‘spirit’.
There is nothing stopping a script working towards a knower code, it can do
this, but there are better ways of doing it when the whole person being
produced by Political Science is taken into account
That said, new technologies are quickly working out how to embed
knowledge and pedagogy into a lesson in context specific ways that
effectively get rid of the need for the teacher. Uber is the model – first you
outdate an organised career (taxi driver) with on demand service (uber
driver); then you outdate the uber driver with automated vehicles through
improvements in Artificial Intelligence (AI). This is what Pearson wants to
do, and is doing, with education right now. Pearson is the Uber of education
and is using Artificial Intelligence, personalised learning paths, big data,
learning eco-systems, anytime anywhere learning, learning is earning, 1:1
device initiatives, future ready schools, to transform education in ways that
automate teaching. We are familiar with how YouTube provides immediate
lessons for almost any subject, resulting in teachers often playing YouTube
lessons in their class as a default on demand option and then teaching around
it, contextualising it, integrating it into the curriculum. The teacher is still
needed in the YouTube example. But, right now, learner customers can get a
diagnostic of where they currently are in a knowledge field, and get a
personalised learning path that provides them with what they need to learn
and feedback when they go wrong. SLPs are outdated technology as we move
into a world where AI not only provides the lessons but also the assessments
that work out what you have done wrong and how to fix it. It’s not only PCK
our new teachers will need, but also the ability to instructionally design
lessons that track learner responses with individualised responses that allow
cumulative learning with a thousand paths, not to wisdom, but to a skill
needed right now, somewhere on this planet, for a short while. This is what a
PGCE should be doing with our students right now – teaching them to
become producers of content with pedagogy and assessment embedded inside.
The nature, function, and possibility space of teaching and learning is
transforming more rapidly right now than ever in the history of education, but
most education departments in South Africa have no idea what
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is happening here, even though they should be at the cutting edge. Frankly, I
am embarrassed.
A negative consequence of current innovation is the replacement of
professional judgement with sophisticated algorithms. This spectre of
increasing unemployment for the educated and the specialised is becoming a
daily reality. Both the amount and quality of jobs are decreasing, resulting in
students leaving universities and technikons with high hopes but decreasing
chances of finding meaningful work. To configure education towards the
workplace, when the workplace is not providing new jobs is a terrible
consequence lecturers need to square up to. To pump out graduates into a
world of increasing unemployment is a question we have to square up to. One
response of governments is to identify in demand skills and professions and
then insist that higher education quickly configures itself to meet these
demands, or else face defunding or replacement by private providers happier
to adapt when money leads the way. The problem with this option is that
online educational providers like UDEMY, UDACITY, COURSERA, EDX,
LYNDA.COM are already providing hundreds of thousands of courses on
demand and continuously updated by course designers getting paid per
subscription. Another response is to start trying to work out what it is students
actually need in the world they live in and help provide them with the skills
and understanding to intelligently and critically deal with a world of
increasing inequality and exploitation.
You must understand how you live as a human being, and how the
person next to you lives. . . For example you must know that when
food is produced, how the systems that are set up in the world
operate. It enables you to understand how things work, and how you
as a person fit in, and understand how you need to survive as an
individual and how your brother/sister next to you survives. That is
what I know the importance of education to be. . . Education must give
you the foundation to understand how the world systems work, or to
create new systems of your own if necessary (Yila).

Lucky Maluleka and Anne Harley provide us with an account of what type of
education ten rural youth in the Limpopo province feel is appropriate for local
development needs. Rather than education taking the youth away from their
local context and divorcing them from their community through abstract and
mechanised knowledge and skill; ways of educating are explored that improve
local lives and embed students within the communities in productive ways,
rather than pretend they will leave because of a glorious job that never comes
and then leave them abandoned in the community caught between dream and
despair.
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Maluleka and Harley remind us that, behind the world of high tech dreams (or
nightmares), we have to hold onto the lived reality of most South Africans
and ask how education can serve their best interests. Many South Africans
cannot even read at a basic level, with around 5 million of our citizens still
totally illiterate. John Aitchison provides a characteristically bracing account
of the successes and failures of adult literacy programmes in South Africa.
The Kha Ri Gude literacy campaign can be counted as a success with around
3 million adults successfully brought into functional literacy, but without any
follow up investment, there is a real danger these gains will be quickly lost.
Writing this editorial, I feel the massiveness of the educational endeavor,
spinning from the sophisticated algorithms of Artificial Intelligence to the old
woman learning functional literacy in her hut surrounded by cattle and little
children, spun in a web of increasing inequality and global warming. It is the
best of times; it is the worst of times.
The roles and functions of universities in this space/time catch these issues in
a microcosm. What does it mean to be an academic in a world where ‘posttruth’ is the word of the year, where professorships are decided on what
funding you pull in, where multi-nationals provide the funding needed for
research in the very things they are subverting and destroying, where journal
articles are written for the money they earn not the readership they receive,
unless readership is a metric earning money. To get an idea how universities
engage with communities, take a look at Marota Aphane, Simbao Mtapuri,
Chris Burman and Naftali Mollel’s account of academic interaction with
social partners in a case from the University of Limpopo. At the heart of this
research question is the issue of the boundary between universities and
outside interests. In South African education theory we continuously talk
about boundaries, but do not directly theorise how boundaries actually work.
This takes us into Systems Theory, into Luhmann (1995), into autopoietic
theory, into living systems theory (Miller, 1978). A boundary has to be able to
open to needed inputs but closed to harmful inputs; it has to open when it
needs to push outputs out, and has to close when it is losing energy or
information through harmful outputs (Bailey, 2006). Boundaries open and
close all the time – it is not open or closed forever – its purpose is to be able
to open and close at the right time under the right conditions. Just as
important is to ask what the type of inflow or outflow across the boundary is.
Is it helpful or harmful or fatal? Do two messages neutralise or cancel each
other out? Is the message a false signal, is it noise? Is it linear or non linear
(normal impact or exponential impact)? Is it contingent or catalytic to massive
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change? Simple formalisation of boundaries into weak and strong (Bernstein)
is only the first baby step – we have such a long way to go.
One of the most important boundaries in South African education (and
education in general) is the boundary between grades, signaled at the end of
the year by a pass or fail. Paul Nwati Munje and Rouaan Maarman provide us
with a carefully thought through and researched account of the problems and
difficulties we are currently experiencing with this boundary. He shows how
the School Progression Policy, with its automatic promotion effect is having
negative consequences and enters into a discussion of the advantages and
disadvantages of grade retention and automatic promotion. He uses the
Capability Approach to theorise the freedoms and unfreedoms generated by
the policy and its effect in high poverty areas. It is a useful theory to gain a
grasp on the social justice issues surrounding grade retention, but care should
be taken when extrapolating these insights into the complex emotional,
developmental, social, political, cultural, administrative systemic issues
surrounding grade retention. It’s a multi-level problem with multiple and
complex feedback loops. It would have been interesting to use Bruce Brown’s
paper on systems thinking to think through the effects of grade retention.
Systems thinking should be a first level skill we use in education, a basic skill
done as a precursor to theorising, so it is with gratitude that the Journal of
Education publishes Bruce Brown’s paper. Don’t just read his paper – try it
out. Go onto CMAP and download CmapTools at http://cmap.ihmc.us/.
Theorising is less about taking a French concept and applying it to education,
more about developing systemic models about how education works (and
most about finding educational mechanisms that explain why some process
happened).
It is fitting to end off the final issue of 2016 with a paper on the pleasures of
writing retreats. Jane Castle and Moyra Keane provide a well researched
account of how retreats develop writer confidence as well as a sense of
community and collegiality. In a busy life in a busy city in a busy university it
is vital to find time and focus to retreat from all else and concentrate on
writing. Doing this in a communal space where others are writing as well
produces a double bonus win win scenario where your writing improves at the
same time as your relations with colleagues. But please have something
worthwhile to write about, and that means becoming part of research
communities that have thriving social and intellectual energies. It also means
that you have to read the latest research and thinking on a daily basis, it means
you have to engage with what it means to educate in this twenty-first century
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with a human species hurtling towards Artificial Intelligence as it
impoverishes most of its own, destroys the rich diversity of our planet, and
induces a global catastrophe we are responsible for but cannot stop.
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Abstract
Lesson plans are advocated as useful forms of teacher support because they can expand a repertoire
of teaching practices. But what kinds of scripted instruction can effectively guide and improve
teachers’ instruction and how can lesson plans achieve that? This article examines the nature and
purpose of the scripted lesson plans (SLPs) used in the Gauteng primary education system and then
investigates how teachers enacted these routinised SLPs. Through a review of the literature on
teaching English language and on SLPs, the article assesses the opportunities and challenges
afforded by the Gauteng Primary Language and Mathematics Strategy’s (GPLMS’s) lesson plans
for Grade 3 English as First Additional Language (FAL). Then, through an analysis of an English
FAL lesson taught differently by two teachers, it points to the many professional judgements made
by the teachers as they enact the prescribed teaching routine. Our analysis suggests, firstly, that the
knowledge resources given to teachers need to be considerably more detailed and, secondly, that
teachers need strong subject matter knowledge to transmit the conceptual relations that underlie the
teaching routines of the lesson plan.

Introduction
The Gauteng Primary Language and Mathematics Strategy (GPLMS) was a
four-year, large-scale, government-based, literacy and numeracy intervention
(2010–2013) targeting underperforming primary schools and is considered the
most innovative recent development programme in South African education.
Learners’ poor results on annual national assessments (ANAs) and growing
evidence of unstructured teaching practices, in particular in terms of lesson
planning, pedagogy and inadequate curriculum coverage, gave rise to this
multi-pronged intervention (Botha, 2014; Fleisch & Schöer, 2014).
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Championed by the Gauteng MEC for Education in 2010, the GPLMS
targeted close to 12 000 teachers in 1 000 primary schools that scored below
the provincial and national average learner results. The aim was to increase
the Grade 3 and 6 pass rate of languages and mathematics in the Foundation
and Intermediate Phases from below 40% in 2010 to at least 60% by 2014
(GDE, 2010) through improved teaching and a reduced gap between the
intended and enacted curriculum. The intervention was considered successful
and was incorporated into the structures of the Gauteng Department of
Education (GDE) in 2014.1
The main feature of the GPLMS were scripted lesson plans (SLPs) for the
subjects of Mathematics, Home Language (versioned into the 11 official
languages of South Africa), and English as a First Additional Language
(English FAL). The SLPs were accompanied by graded readers, phonics
tables, posters, workbooks for learners, ‘just-in-time’ training and ‘ongoing
in-class coaching’ for teachers. Coaches observed teachers and acted as
critical friends, modelling the new teaching routines and assisting with how to
plan, prepare and deliver the SLPs. When the intervention moved into a
second phase inside the GDE,2 the district subject advisors and school-based
HoDs were tasked with the coaches’ role of supporting and monitoring
teachers. This has made GPLMS SLPs a central feature of these primary
schools.
The lesson plans for English FAL translate the weekly content and skills set
out in the Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS, 2011) into core
teaching routines (‘Greetings’, ‘Phonics’, ‘Listening and Speaking’, ‘Shared
Reading’, ‘Group Guided Reading’, ‘Language Use’), and specify the pacing
of the learning activities with strict daily timeframes, standardised for the
whole school year. The SLPs provide content, questions, activities and forms

1

The idea for this paper developed from a critical review of the professional development
programmes which the Gauteng Department of Education (GDE) introduced in the first 20
years of democracy (De Clercq and Shalem, 2014). The main finding of the review was that
until 2009, most of the programmes were targeted at the improvement of a few discrete
aspects of teacher practice, to comply with a new curriculum framework. Around 2009, the
GDE turned towards scripted teaching in the form of standardised lesson plans so as to
engineer a whole new practice for teachers in order to improve learners’ results.
2

This second phase incorporation was rather controversial for some GDE district officials who
did not want SLPs in their schools. In addition, the training of school-based HoDs and district
subject advisors to assume the coaches’ role was relatively neglected.
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of assessment. They are aligned to formal assessment materials (e.g.
assessment tasks, mark sheets) and refer to government-produced/prescribed
learners’ materials.
By embedding core teaching routines sequentially into a full lesson plan, the
GPLMS developers hoped that teachers would be enabled to “improve time
on task and establish new daily and weekly routines” (Fleisch and Schöer
2014, p.3). The plans are designed as “a practical mechanism to provide
knowledge resources to teachers in a direct manner” (NEEDU 2013, p.62) and
provide “systematic, paced, and easily accessible lessons for the teachers to
follow” (Fleisch and Schöer 2014, p.3).
Although evidence cannot yet determine which component of the GPLMS
intervention was most effective (Fleisch and Schöer, 2014), benchmark test
results show that the lower-performing schools in the GPLMS have improved
their scores. Small-scale research evidence, based largely on interviews with
teachers, shows that some teachers feel they are slowly developing more
productive teaching routines of coverage and pacing (De Clercq, 2014) and
that coaches were instrumental to teachers’ understanding and interpretation
of curriculum documents (Masterson, 2013). The most recent randomised
evaluation of a 9-month implementation of home language SLPs in Setswana
(Cilliers, Fleisch, Prinsloo, Taylor, & Van der Berg, 2016) in poor schools
showed that the worst-performing learners benefited less from the
intervention, and that better-performing teachers improved more. The
researchers suggest that for schools located in resource-constrained
environments, “the lesson plans need to be further simplified to benefit those
schools” (p.13). At present there is no research which examines how teachers
enact these SLPs nor in what ways their enactment is guided by the lesson
plans and in what ways by their teacher knowledge.
The double question this paper addresses is: what knowledge resources do the
GPLMS SLPs make available for teachers, and what teacher knowledge do
the SLPs assume for enactment? We believe that this is an important question
in view of research which consistently shows that gaps in teacher knowledge
is a major influence on the teaching and learning in underperforming schools
(Hoadley, 2012; Taylor and Taylor, 2013). Drawn from ten lesson
observations and selected interviews with five teachers who participated in
the GPLMS intervention, this paper focuses on the enactment of SLPs by two
Foundation Phase (FP) teachers. The lessons were taught in 2015, the second
year after the coaching component was terminated.
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In this paper we first locate and assess the English FAL Grade 3 SLPs in
terms of two debates: on teaching grammar as an aspect of teaching reading
and writing, and on the purpose and nature of SLPs. Then we examine two
teachers’ different enactments of the same lesson plan, namely an English
FAL Grade 3 lesson on the topic ‘countable and uncountable nouns’,
analysing the decisions they made regarding the content and their
modifications of the SLP. The two teachers worked with the same lesson plan
on the same day, thus enabling the opportunity of an in-depth comparison.

Teaching grammar in First Additional Language (FAL)
Tracing the history of the ‘grammar wars’ in England from the 1950s to the
1970s, Clark (2005, p.33) analyses how the government policies “abandoned
the teaching of standard English grammar and canonical English literature”.
She argues that “creative writing, spoken English and contemporary fiction
which reflected students’ experiences”, took the place of grammar, with very
little attention to “accuracy and correctness”. When in the 1980s, a different
government attempted to re-introduce ‘traditional’ grammar teaching, they
faced opposition at schools, where teachers did not want to return to a
pedagogy of “mechanistic drill”, and at universities, where traditional
grammar had been “linguistically discredited” (2005, p.42) by systemic
functionalists, who emphasised the meaning conveyed by grammatical
structures. This led to an ongoing educational debate about why and how to
teach grammar as an aspect of language teaching – pitting the traditionalists,
who wanted the formal properties of language to be taught as a separate
component of English against the socio-linguists, who emphasised the social
nature of language and situated learning. A mediating force were the systemic
functionalists who argued for language teaching to include a systematic
presentation of language structures as embedded in the meaning conveyed by
a text. This three-cornered debate was often simplified into opposing binaries
– traditional vs. progressive, standard vs. geographic-determined forms of
English, abstract vs. contextual teaching, rote-learning vs. understanding,
form vs. meaning, phonics and grammar approach vs. whole language
approach, grammar rules vs. language awareness, etc. To overcome the
binaries, Chall (1967, in Stahl 2001) suggested that a ‘mixed approach’ would
be a more desirable methodology, which has become a generally accepted
route for curriculum and learning materials developers.
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The English home language grammar debates have influenced international
debates about how to teach English as a foreign/second/first additional
language (EFL, ESL, FAL), generally favouring a communicative approach.
But even the most communicative approaches put some grammar into the
mix, because when learning a new language, an understanding of basic
grammatical structures is necessary to provide the knowledge of “how some
lexical items should be combined into a good sentence so that meaningful and
communicative statements or expressions can be formed” (Widodo, 2006).
Heugh (2013, p.15) puts forward a stronger position. She warns that
communicative language and whole language approaches to teaching English
do not work for second language “poor, working class, urban” or
“indigenous” school communities, because they are “misunderstood to mean
an emphasis on spoken language rather than reading and writing” and they
“make no allowance for children from homes with limited literacy practices”.
This is particularly an issue in South Africa, where for young children
learning English FAL is intertwined with the acquisition of reading and
writing.
The National Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) (2011,
p.8) promotes an “additive bilingualism”, so children in Grade 1 “learn to
read and write in their home language” on the assumption that they have a
strong oral foundation in it, and then simultaneously “listen to and learn to
speak English as an additional language”. This is in preparation for “learning
to read and write English in Grades 2 and 3”, and then “using English as the
Language of Learning and Teaching (LoLT) in Grade 4”. Yet providing only
three years for building learners’ bilingualism is unrealistic because it does
not allow for academic proficiency to develop in a second language. Reeves,
Heugh, Prinsloo, MacDonald et al. (2008, p.2) argue that “language and
literacy acquisition and development anchor subsequent cognitive
development and academic proficiency”. They draw on Cummins (1977) who
makes a distinction between Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills
(BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). CALP is the
kind of language proficiency necessary for engaging with academic concepts
in the language of learning and teaching (LoLT). According to Cummins,
BICS can be acquired relatively quickly, whereas, even under optimal
conditions, CALP requires six to eight years. What supports the acquisition of
CALP for learners of a second language is a strong foundation in the reading
and writing of their home language (to allow for the transfer of linguistic
knowledge and literacy strategies to the second language), immersion in the
second language at school, and suitably competent teachers of English as a
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second language who simultaneously strongly validate learners’ home
language (Heugh, 2013). These conditions are generally absent in South
Africa.
For Grade 3, the CAPS English FAL allocates time for Listening & Speaking,
Reading & Phonics, Writing and Language Use. Language Use should
provide “a good knowledge of vocabulary and grammar” (2011, p.17) i.e.
1500–2500 words, plus simple present, present progressive, simple past and
future tenses; countable and uncountable nouns; the articles ‘a/an’ and ‘the’
with nouns; the possessive form of nouns; there is/are; comparative
adjectives, demonstrative pronouns; question forms (2011, p.22). There is no
mention of any teaching approach for vocabulary and grammar, other than
that children “learn incidentally through exposure to the spoken language”
and there are “specific activities focused on language use” (2011, p.17). As
the GPLMS lesson plans explicitly follow the CAPS curriculum (Botha,
2014), this undefined “mixed approach” continues into the GPLMS lesson
plans. What the GPLMS lesson plans have done regarding Language Use is to
follow ‘the non-negotiable regime’ provided by CAPS (Botha, 2014) by
inserting grammatical structures into the weeks where they were allocated by
the national curriculum.
In sum, South African teachers have to contend with the tensions within the
mixed method in addition to the host of social and linguistic difficulties that
form part of their teaching contexts.

Purpose and forms of Lesson Plans: teachers’ versus
learners’ learning
Lesson plans (LPs) have different purposes, most commonly to ensure that
teachers enact the national curriculum which establishes central control and
regulates consistency and uniformity across the school system. LPs are often
introduced to raise low standardised reading and literacy test scores that exist
in many parts of the world (Reeves, 2010; Commeyras, 2007). LPs are also
envisaged as curriculum resources which can possibly deepen teachers’
subject matter knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge and knowledge of
how student thinking develops (Davenport, 2009), in particular in
disadvantaged communities with poorly qualified teachers (Beatty 2011,
p.410). The literature distinguishes two approaches to the scripting of
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teaching practice which reflect a different purpose emphasis: ‘scripted
instruction’, known also as Direct Instruction (DI) (Bereiter & Englemann,
1966) and ‘educative curriculum material’ (ECM) (Davis and Krajcik, 2005;
Morris & Hiebert, 2011; Hiebert & Morris, 2012).
Direct Instruction (DI) uses a top-down approach by scripting what teachers
need to do and say. For English language and literacy teaching, the National
Reading Panel (2 000) found that DI was used for phonics programs (p.107),
to “remediate the decoding and phonemic awareness difficulties” (p.147) and
also for reading (p.155) and spelling (p.161). In an open access course which
teaches the principles of DI, Athabasca University describes the structure of
DI as involving “a carefully designed sequence of items that are presented by
the teacher one after the other” (‘Open Module on Engelmann and Direct
Instruction’, n.d.).
DI is built on two premises. First, if ‘technical problems’ such as “ambiguous
communication, the learner’s lack of necessary background knowledge, or
inadequate practice to master what is presented” can be controlled “the mind
will learn [as] it is wired to do so” (Barbash, 2012, p.10). Second, teachers do
not possess the expertise to teach well and they need curricula which are
teacher-proof (Reeves, 2010, p.244). By building a logical sequence required
for the concept at hand, precisely specifying the teachers’ examples and
prompts, and allowing for only one correct answer from the learners, DI
intends to minimise learners’ wrong inferences and/or conceptual ambiguity,
making sure that the children will receive the rule of the concepts they need to
learn. The prescribed style of instruction is brisk, with the teacher constantly
monitoring student understanding (Kozioff et al., 2001 in Kim & Axelrod
2005, p.114) through teacher-directed prompts and modelling.
Educative Curriculum Materials (ECM) refers to curriculum materials
(including textbooks) designed to develop the multiple knowledge bases
needed to enact the curriculum. The conception of ECM intends to engage
teachers in “the ideas underlying the writers’ decisions and suggestions”
(Remillard 2005, p.347). Most importantly, rather than merely guiding what
the teachers need to do, ECMs aim to “speak to teachers about the ideas
underlying the tasks” (Davis and Krajcik, 2005, p.5). Hiebert and Morris
(2012) claim that developing annotated LPs (or SLPs) for teachers would
reduce the problem many teachers experience of transferring formally
acquired knowledge to classroom practice. They believe that, by following
pre-annotated teaching routines, teachers would learn to see the routines in
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the context of “the surrounding feature of the lesson” rather than as a
technique in isolation, and eventually, by testing the routines in their own
context teachers would learn to generalise: they “induce that the routine is a
more general skill that might play a useful role in lessons not yet taught”
(Hiebert and Morris, 2012, p.96). They envision a case-by-case lesson plan
design process which culminates in instructional products – artefacts that are
archived and available for public use and revision (2011, p.9). The success of
developing ECMs would rely on knowledgeable and confident teachers who
understand the concepts which underlie the routines and activities of
annotated lessons, know how to experiment with lesson plans, and can advise
on what needs to change as well as effect the actual changes to such plans.
This condensed review of debates about ESL teaching and different kinds of
LPs will now contextualis e and inform our analysis of the GPLMS English
(FAL) SLPs.

GPLMS English (FAL) SLPs
The space given to teachers’ reliance on their professional judgement changed
significantly from the first democratic era’s curriculum framework
(Curriculum, 2005) published in 1998 to the CAPS framework in 2012.
C2005 did not provide specified curriculum content and teachers were told to
design their own learning programmes as long as they met specified learner
outcomes. The curriculum framework was then reworked twice, each time
with more curriculum content specification. The current CAPS specifies
content and assessment practices but not the tasks required for the ‘how to’ of
teaching and enacting the curriculum. The GPLMS SLPs fill this gap.
The specific lesson topic under discussion is specified as ‘language use and
appears three times at different points of the English (FAL) Grade 3 syllabus.
The content is taken from CAPS, with the GPLMS lesson plan providing the
teaching activity. The outcome of “understanding ‘countable’ and
‘uncountable’ nouns” is formulated very broadly. The rationale for including
this topic in the curriculum is not explained.3 As a loose-standing item of
knowledge, it has no ostensible purpose or significance, unless the teachers

3

Interestingly, the topic is not presented to HL learners and usually not part of ESL
programmes until much later.
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choose to create this. The lesson plan demands very little of learners: they
simply need to recognise that some things are ‘countable’ and others are not.
Yet the 30 minutes prescribed time suggests to teachers that a substantial
lesson needs to be devised.

The naming of the activity (‘language use’) gives teachers licence to interpret
it in either a grammar or a whole language approach. The activity of the SLP
stipulates eight steps, which we refer to as a ‘protocol of actions’. The
protocol of actions adopts an ambiguous position regarding the approach to
teaching this topic: under ‘resources needed’, it specifies objects from real life
and suggests everyday contexts, yet the reference to the grammatical structure
‘nouns’ suggests that teaching a formal grammar concept is appropriate. The
itemised presentation of the objects and how they are to be used to generate
an understanding of the difference between countable and uncountable nouns
falls more into a grammar approach, with the objects serving as a tool for
enlivening the lesson and making it memorable, rather than creating a setting
for communicative learning. There is no specific indication to help teachers
establish whether they have achieved the outcome of the lesson, or that
learners have understood.
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The interpretation of the lesson is thus left to teachers, who are required to
bring their own knowledge to decide on how to contextualise the SLP’s
content, which aspects of the topic to emphasise and how to teach it to their
specific learners. Like DI, the protocol of actions in this lesson prescribes the
language structure and examples plus the activities, but unlike DI, it provides
no precise series of questions to ensure conceptual understanding. Like ECM,
the protocol does not specify a complete script of teachers’ talk, but unlike
ECM, it offers no insight into the rationale underlying the protocol of actions.
The lesson can be taught by using its content as a starting point for
experiential learning in line with the whole language approach or by using a
more formalistic approach that conceives of this lesson as focusing on a
grammatical structure. These interpretations will be substantially influenced
by teachers’ knowledge. Teachers can frame the grammatical structure of
‘countable’ and ‘uncountable’ nouns by linking it to previous language use
lessons or by relying on everyday knowledge as part of larger building blocks
of knowledge and understanding. Since none of the ‘language use’ topics are
accompanied by explanations, teachers are assumed to have this knowledge,
be it from teacher education programmes, the CAPS curriculum or any other
knowledge resource they have access to. For each subject and grade, the
GPLMS SLPs assume teachers will engage with the content, introduce more
content, link the concept of one lesson to the content of previous lessons, and
adapt the teaching of the content to learners’ needs.
Total teacher compliance is not envisaged. According to teacher interviews,
HoDs and district officials only monitor learners’ workbooks to establish
whether the teachers correctly follow the curriculum pacing stipulated by the
SLPs.

Analysis of the enactment of the LP on ‘countable’ and
‘uncountable’ nouns
Our empirical research compared how the GPLMS scripted lesson plan on
‘countable’ and ‘uncountable’ nouns was taught by two different teachers in
similar schools. The following discussion highlights certain decisions the
teachers made that involved professional judgement. To answer our research
question of what knowledge the GPLMS SLPs make available for teachers
and what teacher knowledge the SLPs assume for a full and orderly
enactment, we investigate the following empirical questions:
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1.

How did the teachers follow the protocol of actions specified in the
lesson plan, specifically focussing on the decisions they made when they
enacted these actions?

2.

What knowledge resources are contained in the SLP to assist the
teachers in making these decisions?

Relevant information relating to the background of the school, the teacher and
class is provided to convey a more comprehensive contextual picture.

Teacher 1: Palesa
Palesa works in a newly built township school which has overcrowded
classrooms but well-maintained buildings. The school offers isiZulu as HL
and English as FAL. Palesa has a senior primary teaching diploma and acted
as a Sesotho coach for the GPLMS for a few years. Her class has 55 learners,
making the class quite crowded. The walls are covered in posters and artwork
and the blackboard has a large paper clock in the centre, some flash cards on
the far left and a cloze exercise on the right. There is not a space in the class
that is not overwhelmingly filled with objects and visuals. Her forceful
teaching style captures the attention of the learners who are attentive
throughout the lesson.
In the post-lesson interview, Palesa explained that every Thursday she starts
thinking about the lesson plans for the following week. She reads the lesson
plans, checking what resources she will need and, if a lesson seems difficult,
she decides if she needs to “do more research on that particular lesson plan”.
Palesa emphasised that ‘countable’ and ‘uncountable’ nouns “[was] a difficult
topic to deal with, especially for first additional language . . .”. In order to
help the learners, Palesa said she wanted “to simplify and try to come up with
teaching aids, or aids that will help learners to realise, or to see the difference
between being able to count something and being not able to count”.
Palesa used elements of a second lesson, one that is scheduled for several
weeks into the future. She decided to use articles (a/an and the) as a way to
distinguish between ‘countable’ and ‘uncountable’ nouns. It is significant that
this was her choice of ‘aid’ and it raises a number of important issues. First,
this is indicative of a far more sophisticated4 understanding of grammar than

4

The use of articles as a tool for teaching ‘countable’ and ‘uncountable’ nouns is usually
done at a relatively advanced stage of ESL training in most ESL programmes.
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any of the three SLPs on this topic expect. In the later lesson on articles that
she chose to incorporate, there is no explicit link to ‘countable’ and
‘uncountable’ nouns. From what Palesa said to the learners in the lesson and
to us in the interview, it is clear that she intended to look at the two sets of
grammatical structures relationally, that she thought both were difficult for
the learners to grasp and both needed to be acquired independently and
together. Second, using articles (a/an and the) to distinguish between
‘countable’ and ‘uncountable’ nouns suggests that Palesa is attempting to
make the grammar meaningful by linking the concept of un/countable nouns
to how they are used in sentences. She is going beyond simply following the
protocol by tapping into what she understands to be the underlying rationale
of the lesson plan. In this, she offers a general abstract rule, intended to spell
out the relation between ‘definite’ and ‘indefinite’ articles and ‘countable’ and
‘uncountable’ nouns.
In the first ten minutes of the lesson, Palesa effectively offloaded the scripted
lesson plan, following the protocol of actions to demonstrate, by means of real
objects, that certain things can be counted as individual items (pencils, apples,
oranges, books, etc.), and other cannot, because they are present as a mass
(water, sugar, flour, milk, etc.). The aim of the lesson at its simplest level (that
there are certain things that you can count easily and others not) seemed fairly
clear to the learners. Had she stopped at this point, she would have covered
the lesson plan as scripted. It is with Palesa’s introduction of the ‘aid’ that the
lesson disintegrated into confusion and inaccurate information. Palesa told the
class that in English you use ‘a’ when referring to ‘countable’ nouns and ‘the’
when referring to ‘uncountable’ nouns. Her statement of the rule was
accompanied by flashcards of the words ‘a’ and ‘the’.5 Palesa worked with her
knowledge of the link between the two language structures in the belief that
the link would create a contextual and communicative way of learning
countable and uncountable nouns.
During the lesson, Palesa reinforced her partially incorrect rule by repeating it
and by attempting to apply it to examples she or the learners brought for
discussion. When a learner offered ‘money’ as a ‘countable’ noun that would
use ‘a’, Palesa was visibly uncertain about whether to accept that example and
5

The correct expression of the rule would have been that both ‘a’ and ‘the’ can be used for
singular ‘countable’ nouns depending on desired meaning, that both plural ‘countable’ nouns
and singular ‘uncountable’ nouns always take ‘the’, and that ‘uncountable’ nouns do not have
a plural form and take neither article. This expression of the rule is clearly beyond the level
of Grade 3 and Palesa wisely did not attempt it.
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brushed it aside by asking: ‘And another example?’ The focus then moved on
to the word ‘the’, with the admonition of how important and meaningful it is:
“if used incorrectly, you will not make sense”. Palesa said “We use the word
‘the’ for things that we cannot count” as she poured milk into a glass, and
then she asked: “Can you tell me how much milk I have in this glass?” There
was immediate confusion with some ‘yes’, and some ‘no’ answers. Palesa
instantly changed the question to: “Can you count the milk in this glass?” The
confusion abated. Palesa repeated the same process with water in a bottle:
“Can you tell me how much water I have in this bottle?” Now the learners
unanimously answered: ‘No’.
Palesa then pointed to a self-made poster depicting several items (three
pineapples, two bottles of juice, a bag of oranges, a bunch of bananas and a
bottle of milk) and asked the learners to use the article ‘a’ or ‘the’ in front of
the pictures. Learners wrote on the board: ‘the’ in front of the picture of
pineapples; ‘a’ next to the picture of two bottles of juice. In the course of
these examples Palesa praised the class (‘you were really listening’), but at
one point she realised the answers were incorrect within the framework she
had created. Emphatically she repeated the ‘rule’: ‘If you can count the item,
you use ‘a’; if you cannot count it, you use ‘the’. She counted the pineapples
with the class. ‘There are three. So which word must come with the
pineapples?’ The class answered: ‘the’. However, she ‘corrected’ the answers
the learners had given, putting an ‘a’ in front of the three pineapples and ‘the’
in front of the two bottles of juice. Realising that there was a problem, she
abruptly ended the lesson and said that she will revise the lesson with the
class at another time.
Palesa’s SLP modifications indicate that she was attempting to follow the
‘mixed approach’ by teaching the formal properties of language using a
communicative classroom interaction. Clearly she did not feel restricted by
the SLP: she treated it as a guide and combined it with own knowledge.
Um. . .I can say, I use the lesson plan just to direct me what to do on
that particular day. And then mostly I use my own knowledge. So I use
the lesson plan just to direct me, to say what part of the lesson I should
teach for this week. Some of the examples that I use in my class are not
from the lesson plan.
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Teacher 2: Sarah
Sarah works in a poor but well-maintained township school. From 2012, the
school has been offering Setswana and Sesotho as HL and English as FAL.
Sarah completed a BEd degree for secondary education in history and human
movement science and teaches English as FAL to Grade 3 learners. The class
has 45 learners.
Sarah, in her post-lesson interview, makes it very clear that she feels it is not
only possible but, indeed, important and necessary to deviate from the LP:
. . .It’s just a guideline. To me, it’s just a guideline that this is what…
This lesson plan, especially the English one, it actually frustrates me.
Because I think we should be doing more than what the lesson plan
dictates. It is so vague. For me, it’s very vague.
In her interview, she talked about the constraints of the SLP as well as the
monitoring system which she feels prevents her from doing a great deal more
than the SLP requires. She circumvents these constraints by concentrating on
how to achieve the lesson outcomes and finding the methods that would
accomplish what in her opinion would lead to more effective learning. In
response to questions on how she decides on the improvisations and additions
to the lesson she enacts, Sarah said she has an almost instinctive
understanding of how to link topics so that there is a clear logical line in the
lesson. She claims she does not do research but thinks about how to present
the topic so it will coalesce with prior knowledge and common, everyday
knowledge.
The way Sarah decided to structure the ‘countable’ and ‘uncountable’ lesson
was through an initial focus on nouns, and then a move to singular and plural
nouns. On an otherwise clean board, Sarah placed colour-coded flashcards.
Facing the board, she placed yellow flashcards specifying noun and naming
word; in the middle, she placed green flashcards specifying countable nouns
and can count. On the right, she placed red flashcards specifying uncountable
nouns and cannot count. This structure illustrates her attempt to provide a
logical basis for the content: she wanted to teach her learners to think in
categories and makes evident her decision to go beyond the SLP. She also
used the pedagogical technique of colour coding, which she said in the
interview creates excitement for learners and makes the categories
memorable.
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After a brief revision of what nouns are, not suggested by the lesson plan yet
logically connected to the knowledge, Sarah proceeded to use realia (like
oranges, pencils, books and fingers) to demonstrate the countability of these
objects. She placed a number of flashcards under the applicable heading and
wrote numbers in front of the words and an ‘s’ after the words to show that
these can be used in the plural. In her dealing with ‘uncountable’ nouns, Sarah
asked the learners if they could think of an example of an ‘uncountable’ noun.
This is a question which is not in the SLP. The answers from the learners
included ‘head’, ‘light’, 'bread' and ‘hair’. These answers suggest that
exceptions and more abstract and idiomatic uses of English were readily
within the command of these learners, despite them being beginner users of
English. These answers from the learners created challenging situations for
Sarah.
Sarah had to decide which of these answers were relevant or irrelevant, valid
or invalid examples of the rule, and why, and secondly what the best way was
to respond pedagogically. Her way of dealing with these unexpected
responses was to tighten the frame. Sarah did not evaluate the examples
against the categories of distinctions she offered on the board, instead she
corrected them and closed discussion. She did so, for example, by pointing to
the ceiling of the classroom and counting strips of neon tubes; by leading
questions such as ‘Can one say – one water, two waters, three waters?; by
conclusive statements such as ‘You cannot say: one sugar, two sugars, three
sugars’; by putting her fingers into a cup of water to show learners that water
cannot be counted. In her responses Sarah avoided complex and ambiguous
examples from learners and ignored colloquial forms of expressions that
override the general rule. She also did not clarify the confusion that arose
from learners’ recognition that ‘uncountable’ nouns were measurable through
instruments (cups, spoons, braids, etc.). By teaching grammar through
communicative questions and answers, and without offering explanations of
the grammar, Sarah did not transmit the substance of the criteria she offered
on the board.

Teacher knowledge matters for enactment of SLP
Palesa’s lesson reveals how the SLP in its present structure invites teachers to
expand and improvise. Palesa did not just offload the lesson as it stood, which
she could have done and in a fraction of the allocated time. Instead, she chose
to expose her learners to something more challenging, and which she knew
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they would encounter in the future in modified form. The lack of explicit
knowledge input in both of the lesson plans she used meant that Palesa relied
on her own (partially incorrect) knowledge. Had she been clear on the rule
and able to convey it adequately, it is possible that she could have enacted a
strong and useful lesson for learners. Sarah's lesson demonstrated the intricate
mosaic created by both planned and immediate professional judgements made
during the lesson in response to unexpected answers. The lesson plan is
interwoven in Sarah’s enactment – she broadly followed its protocol of
actions, but she was confronted with learners’ suggestions of words which
required her to draw on her knowledge expertise and judge which offering to
accept and elaborate, which to ignore and which to redefine.
While the SLP specifies the protocol of actions to be followed, it does not
provide ways in which the concept and different rules around ‘countable’
versus ‘uncountable’ nouns can be transmitted to learners, whether explicitly
or implicitly and inductively. ‘Countable’ and ‘uncountable’ nouns is a
difficult grammatical structure to teach. ‘Uncountable’ nouns, like water,
sugar or flour, depict materials and substances as a mass, not as ‘countable’
individual items. These concrete substances are measurable, and teachers
should be able to explain (for example) that it is not correct to say ‘a water’ or
‘the waters’, but it is correct to say ‘a bottle of water’ or ‘the bottles of water’.
Although both teachers spoke English well, they did not have a sufficient
body of grammatical subject knowledge of English to deal with the
complications that arose in their interactions with learners. And the SLP did
not create a logical framework for how knowledge of this topic will assist
learners in their use and understanding of English: it was not explicitly linked
to any previous grammatically-based lessons and it made no reference to the
way in which the content and concept are to be presented or framed for better
learners’ understanding. The GPLMS SLP thus relies on teachers having
knowledge of English grammar in general, a clear understanding of the
concept and rule attached to ‘countable’ and ‘uncountable’ nouns in particular
and a sense of the communicative significance of the topic. It also assumes
understanding of ESL principles of how this concept can be taught to Grade 3
second language learners, given the sophisticated nature of the concept and
the need to keep the explanation simple and within the range of learners’
familiarity with English.
Research on teacher knowledge maintains that teachers are specialists in what
they know because they know it for the purpose of teaching it to others
(Phelps and Schilling, 2004; Bertram, 2011). Elmore (in City, Elmore,

Shalem, Steinberg, Koornhof and De Clercq: The what and how. . .

29

Fiarman & Teitel, 2009, p.29) asserts that strong teachers know “the ways in
which to sequence, pace and assess the content they teach, the tasks which are
appropriate for the content being taught, typical misunderstandings exhibited
by learners of that content, and how to scaffold learners’ learning up to the
complexity of the task”. Clearly, some of these aspects of teacher knowledge
can be pre-specified for teachers through the curriculum and with more detail
through SLPs, but knowing and working with learner misunderstandings and
scaffolding the complexity of subject matter depends on teachers’ knowledge.
This is demonstrated unequivocally in the study on teacher knowledge and
lesson enactment by Charalambous, Hill & Mitchell (2012). Subject and
pedagogical knowledge precedes teaching routines specified by a lesson plan,
and enables, or constrains, how a teacher follows the protocol of actions
included in the routines. Unless they are following the tightly scripted DI
programme, teachers must be able to analyse, alone or with colleagues, what a
lesson plan focuses on, be able to accurately understand the knowledge that is
embedded or assumed in the lesson plan and be able to make appropriate
decisions regarding how to effectively teach the lesson and its concepts to
their specific learners.
Christopher Winch, a philosopher of Education, wrote extensively on the
differences and relations between ‘organised propositional knowledge’
(formally learned) and ‘practical knowledge’ (such as core methodologies or
teaching routines specified by lesson plans or learned by experience). One of
Winch’s central claims in his work on Dimensions Expertise (2010, p.104) is
that “the possession of relevant systematically organised knowledge is a
prerequisite for action”. Whilst the debate about which domains teacher
knowledge consists of is important in showing that enacting a lesson plan
takes place amidst a complexity of teacher knowledges (see Ball, Thames &
Phelps, 2008; Gess-Newsome, 2015; Bertram, Christiansen and Mukeredzi,
2015), what is core to the contribution made by Winch on expertise is that the
crux of professional practice lies in making professional judgements.
According to Winch (2010), each profession has a body of deductive and
inductive knowledge, i.e. a systematically organised propositional knowledge
that professionals follow when they make contextually specific judgements.
Winch draws a crucial distinction between this systematically organised
propositional knowledge and contingent or discrete propositional knowledge.
He acknowledges that some professional decisions rely on a “well-established
piece of contingent knowledge in a particular context”, which means that
these kinds of actions require very little deliberation and do not call for

30

Journal of Education, No. 66, 2016

professional judgement (2010, p.105), yet arguably, very few decisions in
teaching fall into this category. What this suggests is that the possession of
organised bodies of propositional knowledge is a necessary condition for
action (e.g. for enacting a lesson plan) in teaching. Yes, teachers do benefit
and should be exposed to a repertoire of techniques and procedures in the
form of a protocol of actions, which they can try out and learn from over time,
but without the propositional knowledge behind the protocol, teachers are
unlikely to know for what reasons one form of action or response is better
than another.
A systematically organised propositional knowledge provides the ordering
principles for the practical wisdom of teaching (Shalem and Slonimsky,
2013). Put differently, teachers’ practical knowledge relies on what they know
as specialists in teaching a specific subject and topic prescribed in the
curriculum. What they know as specialists about ‘countable’ and
‘uncountable’ nouns begins with the grammatical rules about ‘countable’ and
‘uncountable’ nouns and its related concepts. Then it extends to the purpose
of the curriculum they teach, its overall structure, sequence and pacing, why
this topic is included in the Grade 3 curriculum, which of the rules need to be
transmitted to Grade 3 learners, and what common mistakes and
misconceptions related to the topic they should expect. What teachers need to
know as specialists also includes knowledge about the different approaches to
teaching English as FAL: specifically which of the formal properties of a
topic to make explicit and how; when to embed the learning process in an
everyday knowledge and when to foreground the language structure
embodied in textual meanings covered by the curriculum; when to follow the
lesson plan and when it is more appropriate to change to a different routine
because that offers a better angle on the topic. All of this propositional
knowledge, which is not in the SLPs, guides teachers when they need to judge
the nature of a learner’s response (its clarity and accuracy or how close or far
a response is from the general rule or concept underlying the topic under
discussion) or when they mediate errors which learners make and decide on
how best to respond to those (what to say and when to ignore).

Conclusion
The idea of scripting new teaching routines is understandable in the light of
general agreement that many professional development programmes in South
Africa have failed to make a difference to teachers’ practice and learners’
performance (De Clercq and Shalem, 2014). An important premise underlying
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the use of SLPs is that, by following SLPs and executing the specified
teaching routines over a period of time, teachers will experience a new way of
teaching, develop new insights into what and how they are teaching and
acquire well-structured practices to replace their weak practices.
Our answer to our research question is that the value of the GPLMS SLPs,
given their skeleton form, lies ironically with the knowledge the teacher
brings to enact the plan. Teachers whose organised propositional knowledge
is weak will struggle to frame and re-contextualise the protocol of actions in
the lesson plans. For these teachers, the conceptual relations between ideas
are weak and so are the relations between general ideas and the occurrences
which arise in practice, which are hard to predict, but which need to be
managed in an educationally sound way.
The knowledge resources offered by the GPLMS SLPs are a protocol of
actions, i.e. aspects of practical knowledge, which are assumed to sufficiently
guide teachers on ‘what and how to teach’. This paper argues that following
the protocol of actions well, relies on knowing what to teach, recognising
distinctions between ways of explaining and representing specific content,
and knowing how to apply subject matter knowledge to learners of a specific
age and cognitive level of development. Being professionals, teachers need to
combine their organised propositional knowledge of subject matter with
educational considerations such as context, types of knowledge, learning
misconceptions, styles of pedagogy, and assessment so as to enact the lesson
plans effectively
By foregrounding the role of teacher knowledge, we do not deny the general
value of SLPs. We do, however, foreground the interrelation between teacher
knowledge and the quality of their enactment of SLPs. Our conclusion is that
it is essential to understand which aspects of teacher knowledge can be
provided by SLPs and be acquired through experiencing teaching routines,
and which aspects cannot be provided because experience of teaching
routines is not sufficient for acquiring that knowledge. SLPs can provide the
knowledge of sequence and pacing of the content to be taught as well as
sample routines appropriate for the topic, but they cannot help teachers to
know the topic (knowledge of subject matter) and what matters in the topic,
nor how to respond to learners who take them beyond the protocol, unless
they are vastly expanded. The intentions of completely scripted lesson plans
precisely designed to clarify concepts, as in DI, as well as ECM type lesson
plans that make explicit the underlying knowledge of the lesson could both
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open new possibilities for the redesign of the GPLMS SLP, yet would raise
new and important questions beyond the scope of this article.
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Abstract
This article discusses the developing practice of Foundation Phase teachers involved in a three-year
professional development programme. A number of substantive changes in practice were noted
over this period and these changes were supported and maintained by the interaction of a number of
different factors. The article takes a systems thinking perspective to formulate and analyse these
changes and their interactions, as a complex system of change. This analysis enabled the
identification of a number of closed loop interaction effects that supported and maintained the
changes in practice. As well as providing insight into the particular change processes in this
professional development programme, the article demonstrates the efficacy of this analytical
perspective both for the analysis of the complex systems of change arising in professional
development, and for the identification of processes and principles relevant to professional
development programmes in general.

While remarkable progress has been made in terms of access to education in
South Africa, the issue of quality education for all has not been resolved. The
majority of learners are under-performing (Department of Basic Education
(DBE), 2013a & b; Spaull, 2013, 2015; National Education Evaluation and
Development Unit (NEEDU), 2013). The findings of international and
national research stress that teacher quality is the most important factor
contributing to the quality of learner achievement (Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), 2005; Barbour & Mourshed, 2007;
Deacon, 2012; Spaull, 2013, 2015). Of significance to this article is the
question asked by Taylor (2014, p. 5): Is the current system of teacher
education producing teachers better able to address the issue of quality
education? This is an important question given that evidence gathered over
two decades shows that in-service professional development has had little
impact on quality (p.5).
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Tirosh, Tsamir and Levenson (2015) assert that the process of teacher
professional development is highly complex: they caution that single causes
of change should not be expected. This is similar to the view of Matos, Powell
and Sztajn (2009) who contend that changes in practice are influenced by a
complex network of interacting factors. These include, inter alia: coparticipation in the practice of teaching, developing and expanding teacher
communities of practice (Kaur, 2015); a balance of content, community and
context (Zehetmeier & Krainer, 2011), and the provision of extensive and
ongoing support (Desimone, 2009).
The research on which this article is based, addresses the issue of the impact
of teacher professional development on teachers’ practices. More specifically,
it investigated the developing practices of a number of Foundation Phase
teachers enrolled in a three-year professional development programme at a
South African university. The first phase of the research followed a grounded
theory analysis to identify and describe how teachers’ practices changed and
what the influencing factors were (Brown, Wilmot and Paton-Ash, 2015). The
findings, which are described more fully in the following section, showed that
the teachers’ practices changed in a number of substantive ways. Furthermore,
it was observed that no single factor could be held as the sole or predominant
cause of any of the changes that were noted. Rather, it appeared to be the
interaction of a number of factors that supported substantive change in the
teachers’ ongoing, everyday practice. As suggested by Tirosh et al. (2015,
p.158), such “co-dependency” within a “dynamic environment” may even
sustain the impact of the programme over a more extended time frame.
This article demonstrates how a shift in the focus of analysis, from
influencing factors, to the interactions between these factors, may provide
valuable insight into the dynamics of the professional development
environment. It describes the second phase of the research, which was
oriented within a theoretical perspective that foregrounds interaction – that of
systems thinking – and that enables this shift in the focus of analysis. This
article provides evidence of how a systems thinking perspective can generate
insights for understanding complex change processes in teachers’ practices,
that are influenced by the professional development programme.
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Researching the professional development programme
This research is concerned with changes in practice identified by teachers
who took part in a three-year, part time, professional development programme
coordinated by the Centre for Social Development (CSD) at Rhodes
University and attended by 33 Foundation Phase teachers from two school
districts in the Northern Cape. The programme combined a strong academic
component (a three-year, accredited BEd upgrade programme) with in-school
follow-up and support. Each year, the teachers on the programme attended
four block contact sessions of one week at the university, during school
holidays, as well as workshops at least once a term, held in their school
districts. The teachers were required to complete approximately 10
assignments in the first three quarters of each year. These assignments
combined course assessment with consolidation of theories and techniques
involving the deliberate interrelating of theory and practice. A field officer
was employed on this programme to provide teacher follow-up and support.
The field officer lived in the districts and the bulk of her time was spent
supporting teachers in their schools. She also attended the block contact
sessions with the teachers and facilitated the majority of the district
workshops. Programme academic staff visited teachers in their schools once a
year and facilitated a district workshop at this time.
At the end of the second year, both teachers and field officer reported a
number of changes in the teachers’ practice and some changes in assessed
learner performance were also noted. To develop insight into these reported
changes, a phased research project into the programme was instituted. The
initial phase was a case study carried out in the third year of the programme,
focusing of the practice of the teachers. The aim was to identify and describe
changes in practice reported by teachers (the students) participating in the
programme, as well as particular practices in the programme that may have
contributed to these changes. Data included a questionnaire completed by all
teachers, observations and semi-structured interviews of the academic staff
and the field officer, as well as of the principals and programme teachers from
a sample of 11 schools that had teachers enrolled in the programme. Teacher
and principal interviews were carried our during school visits, when the
researcher also observed at least one lesson by a teacher on the programme
and recorded observation notes on the school and lesson observed. Three
other teachers and one parent were also interviewed.
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A grounded theory methodology was followed for the collection and analysis
of the data. The methodology and results of the initial analysis have been
reported in Brown et al. (2015). A number of substantive changes in practice
reported by teachers and principals (or colleagues) and supported by the
researcher’s observations (and in some cases by assessment results) were
identified in this phase of the research. Broad themes that emerged from the
grounded theory analysis included: changes in teachers’ goals, motives and
evaluation; a move from presentation to participation in the classroom;
projecting understanding and insight onto the world of practice; and
improving resources and the classroom setting. In addition, themes that
related the programme to constraints and support for changing practice were
identified. These were: dealing with an extensive workload; the interplay
between theory and practice in the programme, and the influence of the field
officer. Although teachers were generally confident that they would maintain
the reported changes in their practice, the time frame of the research project
was such that this assertion could not be tested by the research – a follow up
project will be necessary to investigate this issue.
The third phase of this research, involving a systems analysis of these
changes, based on the same research data, is reported in this paper.

A systems thinking perspective of change
Systems thinking, is a way of viewing phenomena as systems of interacting
elements. It involves balancing the analysis of local, small scale details of
system elements, with the analysis of global, large scale properties of the
system as a whole. This approach facilitates the analysis of interactions within
the system and the possible manner in which these interactions may affect the
functioning of the system as a whole (Steeg, 2000; Lemke & Sabelli, 2008).
According to Jacobson and Wilensky (2006) a complex systems perspective
can contribute to the learning sciences on both the conceptual and the
methodological levels. While computational methodologies provide
predictive power, analytical and descriptive methods such as network analysis
allow the development of conceptual insight into complex educational
systems. Systems are often specified as networks of interacting elements.
Here both the elements (particular, small scale phenomena that may be
reliably identified and described within the system) and the interactions
between the elements (the manner in which each element influences another)
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are seen as important. A network analysis of a phenomenon involves the
identification and characterisation of elements and interactions, resulting in
the description of the system as a network of elements connected by their
interactions.
The network analysis generates an augmented directed graph (consisting of a
collection of nodes, where some nodes are joined by links that are directed
from one to the other, and a label that augments the link with some
information). This graph may be represented visually in a qualitative system
diagram (Steeg, 2000). A simple, generalised example of such a diagram is
shown in Figure 1. Figure 1 illustrates a network in which identifiable
elements are displayed as rectangular nodes, and the direct influence of one
element on another is displayed as two arrows with an intervening label, from
one node to another. As it relates to our analysis, the nodes are elements of
change and the links represent interactions in which one change element
serves either to support (maintain) or to conflict with (undermine) the other.
As an example of the propagation of influence in Figure 1, note first that
element A directly influences element B. But any resulting change in element
B, would also change the direct influence of B on element C. In this way,
element A would indirectly influence element C.

Figure 1: Simplified system diagram illustrating nodes, links and loops.

A chain of influence which closes on itself to form a loop may be termed a
loop of influence, or a feedback loop. In such a loop, the influence of each
element is propagated through the loop and so returns to influence the
element itself. Such loops require a fundamental conceptual shift in causal
analysis, that is evident in systems thinking – a shift from linear to circular
causation, where any element may indirectly influence itself, because its
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influence is propagated throughout the system through the interactions
between the elements. This has two important implications: First, there is no
original cause that initiates and maintains any effect spread though such a
loop. That is, the question of original cause is no longer appropriate in this
case. Second, that a more appropriate question for such a loop of influence is
whether any particular response pattern of the system is stable (maintained by
the loop) or unstable (undermined by the loop).
The move from local to global in systems analysis, is made by investigating
the way that the system interactions aggregate, preserve and dissipate
properties of elements. Based on this, one investigates the manner in which
particular response patterns of interacting elements may be changed, or
maintained by their interactions within the system. One also investigates the
possibility that response patterns may give rise to observable aggregate
properties of the system as a whole. Of particular relevance for such an
analysis are the concepts of ‘emergence’, ‘self organisation from decentralised
interactions’ and ‘positive feedback loops’. Emergence relates to stable
response patterns that may generate observable aggregate properties and is
described by Jacobson and Wilensky (p. 6, 2006) as “how local interactions of
elements in a complex system at a microlevel can contribute to higher order
macrolevel patterns”. Self organisation from decentralised interactions relates
to the observation that consistency in arrangements does not occur as a result
of a centralised controlling element with the goal of maintaining that
arrangement. Rather, such a stable pattern is a consequence of the
interrelationships of the elements in the system – it is a bottom-up, emergent
phenomenon (Mason, 2008) and not a top-down goal directed structuring of
the system.
Positive feedback loops can be seen as one mechanism of self structuring. As
loops, they are closed loops of interactions. Feedback relates to the influence
of a property of an element, when it is ‘fed back’ to that element after being
transmitted through the loop. Positive feedback occurs when changing a
property results in an influence that maintains that change after being fed
back through the loop. A positive feedback loop will then have the global
effect of maintaining, or even amplifying the change of that property, as the
system evolves. Again, it must be emphasised that this occurs without any
centralised, directing control, but rather as a consequence of the local
interactions of the system. The result of a change in a property of a system
with positive feedback, is generally a change in the global state of the system.
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The change will continue until it is counteracted by other influences in the
system that were less important in the initial state of the system but become
more pronounced as the property increases. In the system considered in this
paper, the influences of time and workload had such a stabilising effect on
system change.
This research used the method of network analysis, together with these
concepts of systems theory to construct conceptual models of the system of
changes identified in the programme. The starting point for this analysis was
the collection of elements of change in practice that had been identified as
emergent themes in the grounded theory investigation of the first phase of the
research. A network analysis was then performed to organise these themes
and their possible interactions. It is important to note that these elements of
change and their possible interactions were identified as emergent themes in
phase 1 of the research analysis data and were not imposed through the
systems analysis. In the network analysis, the researcher organised these
themes as change elements and their interactions. Detailed qualitative system
diagrams of the system of interacting elements of change identified through
this analysis, were then drawn to depict this system. This was done using the
‘CmapTools’ concept mapping software (Cañas, Hill, Carff, Suri, Lott,
Eskridge, ... & Carvajal, 2004).
Once the detailed systems had been constructed, they were searched to
identify and analyse circular causation (positive feedback loops) within this
model of the system of practice. It is the argument of this paper that these
positive feedback loops may be influential in changing the global state of the
system, that is, in leading to substantive changes in the teachers’ practice. As
emphasised by Mason (2008), any global change in a complex system occurs
through the interaction of small changes in many factors and it is necessary to
attain a critical mass of such changes distributed throughout the system in
order to achieve and maintain the global change. Lemke and Sabelli (2008)
identify a number of elements important for the modelling of the dynamics of
qualitative change in complex social systems. In the case of the system of
practice of the teachers involved in the programme, these include changes in:
daily routines; teaching environments; and the understanding and disposition
of the teachers. The analysis produces a qualitative local model of the
particular changes in the system which should be seen as unique in its
individuality as well as, “as an instance of more general processes” (p.121).
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Methodology of the second phase of the research
The first phase of research identified and described changes in practice
reported by teachers (the students) participating in the programme, as well as
particular practices in the programme that may have contributed to these
changes. Each of these broad themes encapsulated a number of specific
changes in the teachers’ practice. Viewed individually, each specific change
had some influence on the global practice of the teachers. But no one change
emerged as causing and maintaining the others. Rather, each change
supported others, which then supported it in turn. It is these combined
interaction effects that appeared to maintain cumulative changes in the global
practice of the teachers. The second phase of analysis sought to identify and
describe these interacting systems of change and the manner in which they
contributed to the overall change in teachers’ practice, as well as the possible
influence of the professional development programme to support and
maintain these changes. The result was a conceptual model of the systems of
change, presented graphically as a systems diagram.
A process of network analysis was followed in the second phase, to generate
the conceptual model. Based on the changes identified in the first phase, an
augmented digraph was constructed to formalise the network structure of the
system. System diagrams (Steeg, 2000) for selected subgraphs of this system
are provided in Figures 2 to 5. The process of network analysis will be
presented using examples drawn from these diagrams.
As discussed by Butts (2009), a fundamental step in this network analysis was
the identification of phenomena in the system that could be bounded and
described as distinguishable elements – the nodes of the system graph. The
scale and the framing of the analysis was important to identify structural
system elements and interactions appropriate to the particular research
questions being asked about the system. In this study, the criterion used to
identify a node was that it should be an element of practice in the school or
programme, in which change was noted at some point in the project data, or
which had been identified as contributing to change in some way. That is,
nodes were identified elements of programme, or practice, that were change
related. A formalised description of each element was constructed, that
distinguished and identified that element. These descriptions were included as
augmenting information for the nodes of the system graph.
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Nodes are represented as rounded rectangles in the system diagrams, with a
brief formalising description of the element, inscribed within the rectangle.
Figure 2 includes nodes such as: ‘Changing/maintaining the classroom
setting’ and ‘Children’s enjoyment of the process’. To improve the readability
of the diagrams, some nodes describing similar changes and having similar
interaction effects were combined, for example, the combined node in the
middle left of Figure 2, representing two goals that many teachers developed
throughout the programme: ‘1. Caring for the health of the child.’ and
‘2. Creating a pleasant and respectful environment for children.’ To further
improve readability, some nodes displaying functional similarities were
displayed as grouped within larger rectangles. Although suggestive of certain
functional categories in the analysis, these grouping rectangles were included
in this paper purely to simplify the readability of the diagrams.
Once the nodes were identified, interactions between pairs of nodes were then
formalised as links in the system graph. In order to facilitate linking, the
change related to each element was formulated as the increase or decrease of
some property identified in that element of practice. System links were then
identified as interactions in which changes in one element would contribute to
corresponding changes in the other. Links were directed from the element
providing the influence to the element being influenced, resulting in a
directed graph. Reciprocal influences were included as two links. As with the
nodes, formalised descriptions were included as augmentation to the links.
Links are indicated on the system diagrams, by two arrows indicating a path
from one element to the other, with the augmenting description of the link
shown (with no outlining rectangle) between the two arrows on this path.
Referring to the earlier example in Figure 2, the teachers’ developing goals
relating to children’s health and a pleasant and respectful environment,
provided an orienting purpose for teacher’s work to change and maintain the
classroom setting in goal appropriate ways. This is indicated in the link from
the right edge of the ‘Teacher goal’ rectangle, through the description of the
link ‘orienting purpose for’ to the element for ‘Changing/maintaining the
classroom setting’.
Note that change (in terms of increase or decrease in some identifiable
property) is fundamental to the identification of both nodes and links in this
system graph. For this reason, this conceptual system model will be termed a
change system. The definition and construction of such a change system for
teacher professional development is a methodological innovation of this
research. It should also be noted that the changes and influences are
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identifiable but they are also complex processes and for this reason are not
readily quantifiable. The network analysis thus provided a qualitative
understanding of this change system and not a quantitative, numerical model
of the system process as is the case for block or flow diagrams commonly
used in systems analysis (Steeg, 2000).
Having constructed the change system formalised in the system graph, the
graph was analysed to identify positive feedback loops, here termed positive
loops of influence. For such a change system, the fundamental systems
concepts of positive feedback loops, self organisation and emergence
(Jacobson and Wilensky, 2006) are closely related. A positive feedback loop
implies that positive change in any element supports positive changes in
succeeding elements of the loop and this influence returns to support itself. In
this way the local interactions align and support positive and stable changes in
all the elements of the loop – a self organisation of change through a loop of
local interactions. These aligned local changes may then be identified as a
global change in practice that emerges through the self organising effects of
the supporting local interactions.
Due to the complexity of the system, it was found that many supporting loops
were richly connected to form supporting subsystems. These subsystems were
identified as appropriate global units of analysis. An emergent, global change
of practice was then sought to conceptualise and describe the self-organised
changes in each supporting subsystem. Five global changes emerged in this
way from the analysis. They included changes in: the teaching and learning of
literacy; the teaching and learning of mathematics; the teaching and learning
of life skills; caring for the health of the child; and the classroom as a pleasant
place to be. These changes will be discussed in more detail in the following
section. Each emergent global change incorporated self-organising changes in
many local properties that combined to maintain the emergent change.
Following the links in the diagram provided insight into how the influence of
each element propagated throughout the subsystem. Supporting links in the
system diagram indicated mechanisms through which each change in the
subsystem served to support and maintain the rest and thus maintained this as
a stable configuration of changes in practice.
The professional development programme was an external and time limited
addition to the system. To complete the analysis, possible direct effects of the
professional development programme on the teachers’ practice were also
included in the identified change system. The time limited nature of the
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programme implied that stable changes in teachers practice would require
supporting loops of influence formed only of elements of the teachers’
practice. As a result, the direct influence of these programme elements could
only be transient. That is, programme elements may initiate change and help
to overcome the initial resistance of the system to change, but stable change
requires the effects of changes in practice to independently maintain these
changes.

Analysis and discussion of systemic effects
Five subsystems supporting changes in practice were identified in the
analysis, three relating to the academic teaching practice of literacy, numeracy
and life skills in the classrooms. Due to the similarity of these subsystems and
the fact that the programme engaged most extensively with literacy teaching,
only the literacy subsystem is discussed in detail in this article. The other two
subsystems identified do not relate directly to the academic programme in
foundation phase teaching. But they appeared to have an important impact on
teachers’ practice and on both teachers’ and learners’ experience of this
practice. The emergent changes in practice identified for these subsystems
were: caring for the health of the child in the class; and setting up and
maintaining the classroom as a pleasant place in which to be. The following
sub-sections present a qualitative system diagram describing each of these
three sub-systems and then discuss, the loops of influence that may be
identified in the diagram and that may serve to support and maintain the
change in global practice.
From the network analysis, the influence of the professional development
programme in each of these subsystems showed a number of similarities. In
each case, it was extensively linked to feedback paths that involved the
extended experience of the teachers. Because of this similar structure, this
aspect of the sub-systems has been presented and discussed in a separate subsection below. This also allows a simplification of the diagram of each subsystem, through the representation of this input and feedback path as a single
element (the ‘programme/experience feedback path’). This does require some
flexibility in the interpretation of the links from this path, to ensure
appropriate alignment with each corresponding target element.
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Caring for the health of the child

This subsystem of change is shown schematically in Figure 2. It involved a
number of substantial and clearly noticeable changes in the classroom setting,
resources and processes. The primary motivating purpose of the teachers was
to improve the hygiene of classroom practices. But they also worked to make
these changes in a manner that created a pleasant and respectful environment
for children, showing this as a secondary motivating purpose in this work.
One supporting loop in this subsystem can be seen on the left side of the
diagram. Tracing the interaction from the middle left (bold) rectangle, the
teachers’ goals to care for the health of the child and create a pleasant and
respectful environment, was the orienting purpose for changes they made in
the classroom setting and resources, to set up infrastructure and classroom
processes for dispensing clean water for drinking, for eating the school meal,
and for washing hands and using the dirty water for the gardens. In addition,
the teachers worked to facilitate the children’s engagement in, and ultimately
self-regulation of, these processes. The contribution of these processes to
improving hygiene in the class, was noticed by teachers and by other school
staff, resulting in a positive evaluation of their practice in relation to their
orienting goal, which then informed and further supported this choice of goal
(closing the loop through the bold arrow to the goal element). In addition, the
teachers had worked to ensure that the improvements in infrastructure were
organised and attractive additions to the classroom. Also treating the meal as
a social occasion also carried an acknowledgement of the child as a valued
member of the society and so increased the respect for the child in the class.
This supported the second goal of achieving a pleasant and respectful
classroom environment for the child.
Children’s experience of these processes also formed closed loops of
interaction that supported their maintenance. These are evident in the bottom
right side of Figure 2. First, the children’s enjoyment of these processes
encouraged their continued participation. Secondly, in keeping with the
teaching goals of the teachers (middle right element) the teachers informed
the children and facilitated discussions about why these processes had been
instituted, during the children’s performance of these processes. This
contributed to the children’s developing understanding of germs, health and
hygiene and thus satisfied and further strengthened the teaching goals of the
teacher (closing the loop to the middle right hand goal element). An
additional feature of these processes for washing and drinking is that children
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quickly developed the skill to be able to do this when they needed to and in
this way their capacity for self-regulation was increased – contributing
positively to this developing goal of the teachers. The resulting deepening
understanding and skill of the children in maintaining these processes also
contributed to a deepening engagement in and commitment of the children to
the performance of these processes, thus creating an additional two closed
loops in the bottom right sector.
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Figure 2: System of changes relating to caring for the health of the child
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Finally, the layer of elements illustrated in Figure 2 above the teachers’ goals,
identify a number of factors that contributed to teachers’ instituting these
health systems in their classes. It should be noted that the only feedback path
that closes the loop with the elements of this section (and so supports the
maintenance of these elements) is that due to extended experience. A
fundamental element appeared to be the teachers’ realisation that they had the
capacity to institute such systems in ways that were both practical and
effective. This, together with the importance of practically caring for the
health of the children in their class, were two important insights that received
particular stress from the programme’s field worker. Her encouragement and
practical insights contributed greatly to the teachers’ motivation and their
initial efforts to introduce these systems. The programme also contributed to
developing a deepening awareness of germs, health and hygiene and
increasing skill with developing resources, setting up functional classroom
systems and facilitating these processes. But not all the impetus derived from
the programme – a number of efforts seemed mainly due to the initiative of
the teachers, supported by the field worker. Examples of these were the
incorporation of social aspects of eating into the school meal, the use of waste
water to develop gardens around the classroom, and the improvement of
access to and use of the school toilet facilities.

The classroom as a pleasant place to be

Another principle that the programme stressed was that the classroom should
become a clean, stimulating and pleasant working environment for children
and for the teacher. As well as communicating this principle, teachers were
provided with many different practical suggestions and shown examples of
how this could be done. In addition, encouragement and practical support for
the implementation of changes to the classroom working environment, were
provided by the field worker. In this way the programme encouraged teachers
to incorporate this principle into their orientation to practice, sought to
develop awareness of the possibilities for doing this, and built strategies and
skills for implementing these possibilities. Sustained support for the teachers
was also provided as they worked to implement these strategies.
The diagram describing this subsystem of change is shown in Figure 3. Note
that the influence of programme elements on this subsystem is encapsulated in
the programme/experience return path on the right of this diagram. This block
contributed to supporting loops for this practice, through the enrichment of
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the teachers experience and the contribution of this enriched experience to the
maintenance of the developing practice. A more detailed analysis of this
return path will be provided in the following subsection.
The system diagram shows a number of layers of changes implemented to
improve the classroom experience of the child. The top two groups (three
layers) detail changes to the classroom setting and resources. Changes to the
setting included augmenting, as well as improving the state of the furniture –
and although some furniture had been greatly improved, some remained in a
state of disrepair. Classroom furniture had also been rearranged to allow for a
number of different activity zones for children to work and relax in. Many
different resources for the use of the children had also been created or
sourced. Some specific instances of these developments were identified in the
data as important and are shown in the second block. These are table settings
for meals, subject resource corners, a reading corner and wall displays.
These changes helped form a physical environment that enabled a number of
participatory processes, through which the whole child was engaged in the
classroom experience. The processes are described in the following layer, and
the interaction links show how they draw on the developing setting and the
improving resource base of the classroom. A number of different process
elements were identified in the analysis and are included in the three
composite elements in the system diagram. Each of these processes
contributed in some way to a rich classroom experience for the children.
Experiential elements that were identified are shown in the next layer. They
include the formation of a positive classroom community, a growing
engagement in and enjoyment of classroom activities, and two elements
relating to children’s learning: a more meaningful learning experience and
deepening self regulation of their own experience. It did not appear as if any
particular process elements had a profound individual effect on the children’s
classroom experience. Rather, the cumulative effects of the many different
processes combined to form a richer and deeper experience.
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From the interviews it was clear that the teachers and other staff had
informally observed the enriched classroom experience of the learners, which
contributed to the children’s growing appreciation for and ‘love’ of their
teachers, who became the ‘mothers’ of these classroom communities. This
awareness supported the developing goals of the teachers: to work for
children’s engagement, enjoyment and community in the classroom and to
develop meaningful learning and self-regulation by the children. This positive
evaluation strengthened these goals and supported the teachers’ continuing
efforts to facilitate these participatory processes, to plan and prepare teaching
strategies that would generate these processes and to develop their classroom
infrastructure in ways that would support and enable this engagement. In this
way, three supporting loops were identified, maintaining the changes at
different levels of the teachers’ practice.

Influence of the programme and the return path due to enriched
experience

It emerged from the analysis that much of the direct effect of the programme
could be seen as influencing a particular return path in the system – the path
of feedback resulting from extended experience. This influence was evident in
the five supporting subsystems identified in the analysis. The system diagram
describing these interactions is shown in Figure 4 and is discussed in this
section.
The return paths through experience are shown in bold in the diagram. The
critical node, through which all these paths pass, is the element of extended
experience (bottom right) – memories of episodes of practice, from which
teachers may draw in the future. This element provides tacit support for the
continued development of teaching strategies, of the teacher’s orientation to
teaching and of the teacher’s identity as a teacher. These three elements relate
to personal learning from practice and teachers who learn effectively in these
ways could be expected to continually build on their experience to develop
and improve their practice. In addition to the tacit support for development,
teachers’ extended experience also formed a basis for explicit and directed
reflection on practice, which allowed the explicit development of teaching
strategies, orientation to learning and teacher identity.
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The transient influence of the programme contributed to a number of elements
in this return path. An explicit objective of the programme, was to influence
teachers’ orientation to teaching and strategies of practice. Strengthening the
professional identity of the teachers was also a sustained focus of both the
academic and the support components of the programme. This stemmed from
the strong professional commitment of the programme staff and the
acknowledgement that this commitment was an important driver of their
practice.
Extensive work had been carried out in the programme, aimed at building the
capacity of teachers to reflect on their experience and then develop and
improve their practice based on these reflections. This development of
reflective and reflexive practice was an important goal of the programme.
Programme staff talked extensively about these efforts in their interviews:
they agreed that there had been some improvement in this capacity of
teachers, but they acknowledged that this development was less successful
than they had planned and they were grappling with ways to adapt the
programme to further improve this capacity. Written assessments and
portfolio reflections were seen as critical for this development and the
possibilities for provision of improved support for these processes were being
investigated.
Effectively extending the experience of the teachers was also an important
aspect of this intervention. A major goal of the field worker was to encourage
and support the professional practice of the teachers and in this way to help
the successful implementation of classroom practice. Support and
encouragement was also provided to help the teachers deal with the extensive
amount of work required for the academic programme and for their teaching
practice. Programme staff were of the opinion that the experience of coping
with a heavy workload may have been important to draw on when teachers
needed to deal with the pressure of work in their practice. Further efforts to
extend teachers’ base of experience were evident in the extensive
opportunities for mediated discussion by the teachers, as well as the deliberate
modelling of skills and strategies in the teaching of the programme staff. In
addition, in response to teacher requests to practice particular strategies,
programme staff had decided to include supported group experience with
particularly important strategies in the academic component of the course.
Through this mediated engagement, teachers were able to add to their base of
positive experience of these strategies, in the contact sessions of the course. A
number of teachers reported in their reflections that this experience
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contributed to their being able to effectively implement the strategies in their
classrooms. It is important to note that such practical work complemented a
sound and meaningful engagement with theory, aimed at building the
teachers’ orientation to teaching and learning. Again, a number of teachers
noted that their engagement with theory on the course had contributed to their
attainment of a meaningful understanding of teaching approaches and
strategies that they were implementing. In this way, teachers’ experience of
meaning in practice was extended through the programme.

Literacy teaching and learning

The complexity of this subsystem was such that a two level analysis was
carried out. The first level identified particular details of the practice that were
implemented or changed by the teachers. These included the objects and
artefacts used in the practice, particular processes that were implemented, as
well as elements relating to people, in terms of both individual capacities and
social structuring. To allow effective insight into this highly complex system,
these particular elements were grouped to form functional categories and an
analysis of the change system at this functional level was performed. This
second level, functional analysis will be discussed in this section. It is
illustrated in Figure 5.
An important motive promoted by the programme involved a change in
orientation to teaching, from teacher driven production by the learner, to self
regulated engagement with meaning in text, by the learner (top centre). This
change in orientation motivated the programme’s introduction and
development of a detailed and integrated goal set for literacy teaching (below
centre).
Two, quite different, supporting loop structures may be identified in this
system. In the first, the positive evaluation of the effects of practice against
their specific goals for literacy teaching, served to strengthen these goals, as
well as the teachers’ commitment to maintaining this practice. One evaluation
effect experienced by the teachers, was the children’s increasing engagement
in and enjoyment of literacy oriented activities (above and to the left of the
goal element). Seeing the children’s increasing engagement in and enjoyment
of literacy was a powerful motivator for the teachers to continue to develop
and implement goals and strategies that may have led to such engagement and
enjoyment. A second evaluation effect involved the results of formal and
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informal assessment of the children’s developing literacy (left centre). Based
on these assessments, the teachers considered the children’s literacy to be
improving and they also considered the changes in their practice to be
contributing to this improvement. As a result, these assessments supported the
teachers developing goals and practice.

Brown: A systems thinking perspective. . .

Figure 5: System of changes relating to literacy teaching and learning

59

60

Journal of Education, No. 66, 2016

The second supporting loop structure involved the return path through
extended experience that was discussed in the previous section (and is shown
at the right of the diagram). In this case, the experience of extended
engagement with literacy development, both in the classroom and in
supported group work practice in contact sessions. This extended experience
contributed to the teachers developing orientation, goals, strategies in practice
and awareness of resource and infrastructure possibilities. As discussed
earlier, supporting teachers’ developing reflective and reflexive capacities in
this area was an important concern of the programme.
The professional development programme contributed to both of these
supporting loop structures in a number of specific ways. Developing a teacher
orientation to self-regulated and meaningful engagement with text was a
fundamental goal of the programme. In consequence, a sizable component of
the academic work in the programme involved the development of effective
literacy teaching strategies aligned with this orientation. Strategies aimed at
extending and improving teacher directed processes in literacy teaching, as
well as increasing child initiated and regulated reading, were developed. This
was incorporated into the academic programme through the development of
appropriate goals, extending insight through deepening theoretical knowledge
linked strongly to practice and developing technical proficiency in the
teachers’ implementation of these strategies.
The academic programme included foci on processes of assessment, planning,
preparation, organisation and facilitation. In addition to this, both the
academic programme and the school support contributed to teachers’ growing
awareness of appropriate ways to arrange their classrooms, as well as to
create, source and set out resources for effective teaching of literacy. Finally,
extensive support for the implementation of strategies in practice was
provided, helping teachers cope with the high work load and uncertainty of
implementation in the difficult transition period and reach the stage where
improvements in children’s enjoyment and results would become evident.

Conclusion
The systems thinking perspective used for the second phase of the research,
generated a number of insights relating to changes in teachers’ practice
supported by this professional development programme. These could have
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fundamental implications for the design, implementation and research of
teacher professional development programmes.
Insight #1: It was evident that no single primary factor could be seen as
causing the change in practice. Instead, a number of different factors
influenced teacher change. It was the supportive interaction of these many
small changes that supported a generally notable change in practice. These
changes were also of many different forms, including changes in goals,
motivation and identity, changes in the infrastructure and resources and
changes in the dynamic classroom process. These different forms allowed the
interactions that formed supporting loops.
Insight #2: In many cases, the positive evaluation of practice against a
teacher’s developing goals formed a return path from operational practice to
teachers’ goals and intentions. This evaluation served to both strengthen the
goals and to support the practices that contributed to the positive evaluation.
Through this process, two different types of change were supported. First, it
supported the deepening and enriching of the teachers’ goals which allowed a
more nuanced and informed evaluation of practice and thus allowed teachers
to identify previous unnoticed positive effects. Second, it supported the
incorporation of adapted processes, resources and resource organisation,
which contributed to an improved evaluation of practice. Professional
development that influenced these loops would thus require a positive
evaluation by teachers of the effects of the development against the goals of
their practice. Support for implementation of changes in practice and in
particular, support to overcome the difficulties in transition and to carry the
additional workload, was thus a critical aspect of the programme.
Insight #3: The second return path evident in this research was through
extended experience of effective practice. This provided tacit support for
development as teachers’ drew on their recollection of experience to adapt
and align their ongoing practice. Developing teachers’ reflective and reflexive
skills enhanced the teachers’ capacity to regulate and control this process
themselves and in this way to develop improved agency in their own
professional development. Developing these capacities was another important
focus of this programme and though fruitful, this development was found to
be slow and difficult to achieve.
Insight #4: It should be noted from the system diagram that reflective
capacity on its own was insufficient for supporting change: it needed the base
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of extended experience on which to build. Again this identifies the necessity
of the teachers’ experience of positively changing practice for effective
development.
These conclusions are specific to the particular professional development
programme being researched, but they yield generalisable principles and
processes that may contribute to the design of programs that contribute to
substantive and self-sustaining changes in practice. This demonstrates the
efficacy of this analytical perspective both for the analysis of the complex
systems of change arising in professional development, and for the
identification of processes and principles relevant to professional
development programmes in general.
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Abstract
John Biggs’ well-known curriculum design approach, constructive alignment, is widely used in
higher education in the United Kingdom, Australia and South Africa. Developed with one
dominant account of learning through curriculum, this approach has a gap in terms of accounting
for other kinds of knowledge building, and associated knower development. This paper proposes a
complementary approach that accounts for different kinds of knowledge and knower building.
Using Legitimation Code Theory’s concept of Specialisation, the paper argues that accounting for
what makes a discipline ‘special’ in terms of its basis for legitimate achievement can enable
curriculum writers to align curricula more effectively with that basis in different disciplines. Using
a case study approach, this paper shows how this tool can provide lecturers and academic
development practitioners with a useful mode of analyzing curriculum alignment to more ably
account for differential development of disciplinary knowledges and knowers.

Introduction
Since its initial appearance in the late 1990s, John Biggs’ concept of
constructive alignment as a tool for designing curriculum in higher education
has become popular in the United Kingdom, South Africa, Australia and New
Zealand (Kahn, 2015). Simply put, this approach to designing curricula
requires that they be aligned in service of an end-goal of demonstrable student
learning. Beginning with learning outcomes, moving through teaching and
learning activities and assessment and ending in evaluation, all the steps of
this process need to be clearly connected, so that what students are supposed
to be learning is taught, assessed and evaluated, creating a clear connection
between aims and outcomes (Biggs, 1996, 2012).
This approach is now widely used, with several authors indicating its
usefulness as a tool for curriculum design (Edström, 2008; Joseph and Juwah,
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2012; Treleaven and Voola, 2008). However, this paper, while
acknowledging the need for the aims and outcomes of curriculum to be
carefully planned and aligned, acknowledges that there is a gap in this
approach that needs to be addressed. According to Kahn (2015), the
constructive alignment approach, building on Biggs’ earlier work on the
SOLO taxonomy, account predominantly for one form of knowledge building
in education. This form is aggregative, and similar to Bernstein’s account of
hierarchical knowledge structures that develop by subsuming and building on
prior knowledge (cf. Bernstein, 1999; Kahn, 2015). This leaves other forms of
knowledge-building which are less aggregative and more segmented, like
Bernstein’s horizontal knowledge structures which grow through the
introduction of new speakers, ideas, and theories (Bernstein, 1999), underconsidered in the application of such an approach.
Biggs’ approach is useful in highlighting the need to interrogate closely the
appropriateness of learning outcomes and the aligned teaching, learning,
assessment and evaluation that will lead students to achieving those
outcomes. However, it is focused largely on pedagogy and the enactment of
curriculum, rather than on the knowledge that is included in the curriculum
itself, or on the different kinds of knowers students need to become. In
essence, there are gaps within the design of constructive alignment that merit
further consideration, and the need for complementary approaches to
strengthen its applicability across the disciplinary map (Kahn, 2015).
This paper seeks to consider one such complementary approach to enhancing
constructive alignment as a useful tool for curriculum design. The paper
approaches this consideration from a realist theory of knowledge, particularly
that which underpins Legitimation Code Theory (LCT) within the sociology
of education. It begins by unpacking in more detail Biggs’ formulation of
constructive alignment, as well as the potential gaps that could be filled by a
complementary approach drawn from LCT, specifically from the dimension of
Specialisation. It then moves on to explain what LCT has to offer as an
invaluable set of additional tools to enhance a process of constructive
curriculum design, before moving on to illustrate the tools in action within a
defined case study.
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Constructive alignment and the question of knowledge
‘Constructive alignment’ as a tool for curriculum design and renewal is
drawn primarily from the work of John Biggs (1996, 2012). This approach
advocates designing curricula focused on what students are doing in the
classroom, with aligned learning outcomes, teaching and learning activities,
assessments and evaluation tasks. In essence, Biggs’ model for aligning
curricula suggests that all teaching and learning activities and assessments
must be able to lead learners towards achieving identifiable outcomes, and
activities need to focus on giving students opportunities to engage as far as
possible in ‘authentic’ (Herrington and Herrington, 2006) and ‘studentcentred’ (O’Neill and McMahon, 2005) learning. Learning and teaching
activities should be designed to enable students to construct knowledge and
make meaning in ways that connect with and build on their prior learning, and
encourage students to be active participants in their own learning.
In developing first the SOLO taxonomy and later constructive alignment
(Biggs, 1996), Biggs accounted primarily for one form of knowledge building
or learning, that more closely associated with Bernstein’s hierarchical
knowledge structures (Kahn, 2015) that grow through subsuming and
extending established knowledge. This has left a gap where forms of
knowledge building or learning that may not be aggregative in the same ways
are under-considered (Kahn, 2015). What is important about this in the
context of this paper is that, in foregrounding only one broad form of
knowledge building Biggs also under-accounted for different kinds of
knowers that are developed through encounters with different forms of
knowledge building and meaning-making. In other words, in obscuring a set
of relations within curriculum – that associated with horizontal knowledge
structures, and their curricula and pedagogic practices – Biggs also obscured
the development of associated kinds of knowers. Thus, following Kahn
(2015) constructive alignment as a useful tool for curriculum development
could be expanded and complemented by approaches that can account more
adequately for both knowledge and knowers, and for the different ways in
which both are developed in higher education.
A significant first step in extending constructive alignment to more
adequately account for different forms of knowledge and knower construction
is to consider what we mean by knowledge. The argument proposed in this
paper is premised on a realist theory of knowledge; that knowledge emerges
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from but cannot be reduced to the contexts in which it is created (Maton and
Moore, 2010). In other words, knowledge is not only subjectively created
within the minds of those who make and know it. This theory of knowledge
acknowledges that there are always two dimensions of learning that should
not be conflated: there is an objective dimension – the knowledge itself, and a
subjective dimension – those who come to make and hold that knowledge. If
we only see knowledge as that which is created in the minds of knowers,
rather than as having its own objective properties, we may risk obscuring
important differences between commonsense and theoretical knowledge
(Wheelahan, 2009) and further make it difficult for students to grasp these as
part of a basis for success in university studies.
This paper contends that in order to encourage and enable students to make
meaning and build knowledge within their disciplines in appropriate and
engaged ways, curriculum designers need to acknowledge that different
disciplines have different purposes or aims in terms of who they are trying to
enable students to become, how they are trying to encourage students to act,
and what they are trying to enable students to know (see Barnett, 2000;
Schulman, 2005). In other words, teaching and learning needs to account
more fully for different forms of knower and knowledge building across the
disciplines. This requires a critical consideration of the underlying organising
principles or epistemic and ontological purposes of a discipline, which
indicate what counts as legitimate knowledge and legitimate ways of creating
and disseminating that knowledge (Maton, 2014).
Using the Specialisation dimension of Legitimation Code Theory (LCT), this
paper selects relevant data from one case study within a wider research
project undertaken in a South African university as an illustrative example of
how constructive alignment could be enhanced. The data analysis reveals one
set of underlying organising principles within a discipline that represents a
less aggregative form of learning and knowledge building. Thus, it considers
a particular set of goals for who the knowers should be and what attributes
they should possess to be successful. Possible implications of employing this
kind of analysis are discussed in relation to how the findings can open up new
conversations between academic staff development practitioners and
lecturers, or between lecturers and their students, about what counts as
knowledge, in what ways it can come to be known in particular disciplinary
fields, and what attributes successful students need to develop over time.
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Conceptual framework
Legitimation Code Theory, or LCT, is a realist sociological ‘toolkit’
developed by Karl Maton that subsumes and extends the prior work of mainly
Basil Bernstein and Pierre Bourdieu, specifically Bernstein’s code theory and
Bourdieu’s field theory (for a fuller account please refer to Maton 2014,
Chapter 2). Specialisation is a dimension of LCT that reveals one set of
organising principles or underpinning logics that shape and inform what
academic disciplines do with knowledge and associated ways of knowing.
Specialisation, in the context of this paper, posits that all disciplines need to
stake their claim to status, recognition and position within higher education,
and that they do so by using particular discourses that mark them as having
attributes worthy of recognition. For example, Political Science uses, crudely
put here for the purposes of brevity, a discourse of critical imagination and
analytical thinking that applies theory within the field to understanding and
critiquing global or local issues. Political Science knowers construct
particular forms of arguments to accomplish this, and to stake claims to
legitimacy and status within higher education. Actors within this discourse
may and will argue about whether these claims are correct, and whether they
should be changed and how. But political science academia globally is
marked, broadly speaking, by a discourse of rigorous, empathetic reasoning
and argument underpinned by particular methods or ways of engaging with
both theory and the application or development of that theory (even if there
are contextual differences between universities and national political systems)
(see Goodin and Klingeman, 1998).
These claims to status, or legitimacy are based on deeper, often tacit
understandings of the principles underlying the knowledge structure within
the intellectual field in question (Maton, 2007). Actors and discourses within
these intellectual fields, out of which higher education disciplines are drawn,
are “selected and recontextualised on the basis of a principle emanating from
the knowledge structure, knower structure or. . .neither or both” (Maton,
2007, p. 92). If we can understand the discursive practices of the intellectual
fields as structures that select, position and empower actors and discourses in
different ways, then we can begin to consider the influence that a particular
set of discursive practices may have on what we select in developing a
curriculum, and how we recontextualise and enact the curriculum knowledge
through aligned pedagogic and assessment practices. Different disciplines are
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likely to employ curriculum forms aligned with their aims of, for example,
training a particular kind of future professional such as an attorney, or
nurturing a particular kind of thinker who could work in a range of
professional fields, such as an analyst working for government, an NGO or a
private sector company.
Specialisation is employed here as a tool for analysing the organising
principles that form the basis for claims to legitimacy within one academic
discipline: Political Science. Specialisation considers two dimensions that
comprise these organising principles, arguing that there is always knowledge
and there are always knowers that need to be considered. Specialisation
comprises two sets of relations: epistemic relations (ER), or relations to that
which is known, and social relations (SR), or relations to those doing the
knowing (Maton, 2007). Considering both relations simultaneously enables
curriculum designers and lecturers to think relationally about how they are
developing both knowledge and knowers, rather than only seeing one or the
other (Maton, 2007, 2014).
Using the analytical distinction between epistemic relations and social
relations (ER and SR), LCT conceptualises four specialisation codes (Maton,
2014), which can be used as an analytical tool for ‘seeing’ and describing the
principles underlying curriculum design and teaching. These four codes are
represented on a Cartesian plane as points on a compass within which a great
deal of variation can be found. Epistemic relations and social relations can be
stronger or weaker in relation to one another along two continua, with
stronger epistemic relations and social relations signified with ER+ and SR+,
and weaker epistemic relations and social relations signified with ER- and
SR- (see figure 1 below).
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Specialisation codes represented on a Cartesian plane (Maton, 2007, p 96)

The code on the bottom right is the one that will be focused on in this paper,
and is termed a knower code (ER-, SR+), indicated by the emphasis on what
forms the basis of legitimate achievement within knower code disciplines.
With a knower code the disposition of the knower is emphasised, and this
disposition can be “innate”, learned or “resulting from the knower’s social
position” (Maton, 2007, p.97). Elsewhere this code is defined as being
legitimated on the basis of “a distinct subject of study, the ‘knower’ ” (Maton
2000, p.87, emphasis in original). Thus the underlying principles of this code
privilege who is learning the knowledge, and the personal, professional or
social attributes and attitudes they need to develop. Political Science, as we
shall see in the next section, represents a knower code.
Before moving on to the case study and analysis of the data, it is important to
note that LCT differentiates between the focus of claims to legitimacy and the
basis for these claims. The basis of claims to legitimacy is what determines
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the specialisation code of the discipline or field. For example, it can be
observed that in political science education learning political theory –
concepts such as power, sovereignty, freedom, citizenship and so on – is often
a focus of teaching. One could therefore believe that the content of the
curriculum is largely theoretical and thus that mastering the theory or
procedural knowledge it represents is the basis for success. However, while
theory is often the focus, the basis for legitimate achievement is rather the
selective use of theory to influence, inform and shape the construction,
substantiation and defense of arguments, using particular methods of
reasoning and arguing that are recognised as valid. This will become clearer
in the analysis of the data. While the focus of any curriculum may shift and
change over time, and in relatively short periods of time, the basis of
legitimacy tends to be more enduring. While it can indeed change, this
process of change tends to take place over longer periods of time, and often as
a result of more protracted struggles over control of the field, or discipline (cf.
Maton, 2014).

Political science as a knower code
This case study puts into practice the conceptual tools explained in the
previous section. The data was generated during a larger study conducted in
2013 (Clarence, 2014). The larger data set comprised interviews with
lecturers, extensive field notes and video data generated over 14 weeks of
teaching observations in two undergraduate courses, as well as course
outlines and lecture notes. The two courses in the study were a first year
course in the undergraduate LLB (Law) degree, and a first year Political
Science course in the undergraduate BA/BAdmin degree.
The data selected in this paper comes only from Political Science, and only
from the course outlines and notes the lecturers make available to their
students, which encapsulate their curricular expectations of learning outcomes
for the course, as well as indications of teaching and learning activities and
assessment tasks. Although these course outlines and guides may give
students only a partial view of the kinds of learning that are expected and
offered in the whole degree programme, they provide a window into what the
discipline regards as important, and thus enable a Specialisation analysis to
tease out what the specialisation code of the discipline is, and how this can be
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used to enhance the alignment of learning outcomes and activities with the
underlying purposes and goals of Political Science as an academic discipline.
The course guide data were organised and coded using Nvivo10, and the data
were analysed for indications of the relative strengths of epistemic relations
and social relations indicated in the conveyed learning outcomes and
expectations for the course, and lecturers’ design of tutorial and assessment
tasks. In other words, the data were read for the organising principles and
basis of legitimate achievement in Political Science. Relevant parts of the data
have been selected in this paper to show how the specialisation code has been
heuristically determined, and what this enables lecturers to consider
differently in terms of accounting for knowledge and knowers together in
aligning their curricula.
The Political Science case study is a first year, first semester foundational
course, POL131, divided into two halves: the first half of the course
introduces students to basic core concepts used in Political Studies generally,
and the second half introduces students to core concepts and methods in the
study of International Relations as a sub-discipline. The 2013 study guide
(p.1) informs students that:
After completion of POL131 you should be able to:
!

Identify, define and describe key concepts in Political Studies, e.g.
power, legitimacy and authority.

!

Identify, define and describe the key concepts in International
Relations, e.g. sovereignty, world order, international anarchy,
international political economy, etc.

!

Explain Galbraith’s theory of power and apply it to South Africa.

!

Compare and contrast the key theories of International Relations,
e.g. Realism, Liberalism and Marxism.

!

Differentiate between and explain selected processes in Political
Studies and International Relations, e.g. social activism,
development or trade.
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In addition, you should:
!

Be able to take notes in class.

!

Be able to read with comprehension (understanding), summarise
arguments presented in reading and the lectures, and explain these
verbally and in writing.

!

Be able to do basic research tasks (library use, internet use, course
reader use etc.).

!

Have the basic skills to write in an academic style (including
referencing).

!

Present your opinions verbally (in class, tutorials and informal
conversations).

!

Be more aware of how politics influence society and how you can
express your political views.

Indicated as the learning outcomes for the course, these points highlight both
knowledge of particular content in the first bulleted list, as well as
development of practices, skills and dispositions that the discipline values in
the second bulleted list. In terms of practices, the document highlights reading
‘with comprehension’, and being able to ‘summarise arguments’ and ‘explain
these’ which is a key precursor to students being able to craft their own
arguments. The final two bullet points highlight a disposition that students
need to begin developing, that of both having and expressing their own
opinions on issues raised in or relevant to the course, and being aware of how
‘politics influence society’. This final point indicates a need for students to
become more critically aware of politics at work around them, and not just in
their coursework.
The separating of these learning outcomes into core knowledge outcomes, as
well as more practical and dispositional outcomes is further elaborated on in
the Departmental Policy document (2014) that students, staff and tutors in the
department have access to, and which sets out the aims of the department in
terms of their curriculum, as well as their expectations of both students and
staff. This document (2014, p.1) states that:
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In terms of graduates, we want students who are hard-working, disciplined, self-motivated,
with a decent knowledge of a broad spectrum of political science, a capacity to research in a
variety of ways, and most importantly, to construct a compelling argument.

From these two sets of expectations, one can see that reading critically,
analysing texts, and articulating and defending ‘compelling arguments’
(Department Policy Document, 2014, p.1) are practices connected to the
discipline; they mark out Political Science graduates as having particular
abilities and dispositions towards thinking and ongoing learning. In order to
enable students to master these practices, the department notes that teaching
Political Science “concerns [developing students’] capacities for constructing
arguments” and creating “the learning culture required to support this –
essentially the skills and dispositions to support a good argument”
(Department Policy Document, 2014, p.1, emphasis added).
An example of a tutorial task students are expected to do, drawn from the
course outline/study guide, highlights the creation of the learning culture
necessary to develop the skills and dispositions the discipline values, using
the knowledge or content that forms part of the first year curriculum:
TUTORIAL THREE: IS POLITICS INEVITABLE? HOW DOES
POLITICS AFFECT OUR DAILY LIVES?
Imagine South Africa in 2030 as you would like it to exist and answer
the following questions.
!

What will life be like and what would people be doing in an ideal
2030?

!

Describe the person who could operate successfully in 2030.

!

What skills and attributes would they need?

!

What needs to be done to achieve the scenario that you’ve
sketched?

!

What factors could undermine this scenario?

!

Are there trends present now which point to how South African
society will actually develop? (POL131 course outline, 2013, p.5,
emphasis added)
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This task highlights an approach used in teaching this discipline, to move
students deliberately towards developing a more thoughtful and critical
disposition, one that enables them to consider issues from more than only one
perspective. It highlights the use of the imagination, encouraging students to
imagine a particular scenario and apply their present knowledge to that
scenario as they consider this set of questions. This kind of task, coming early
in their first year, also begins to scaffold them into the process of thinking
through argumentation, particularly points four and five in the list, where they
would need to justify or reason their answers, rather than just present the
answers as fact.
In Political Science, one can argue that the basis for legitimate achievement
emanates from the knower structure and therefore that what is valued is the
ability for knowers to develop a critical, thoughtful, engaged and curious
disposition, and a certain set of aptitudes related to knowledge, such as being
able to read analytically, make and defend coherent arguments, and being able
to make relevant links between knowledge in the everyday political sphere
with theoretical knowledge. The emphasis in this discipline is therefore on
social relations to knowledge (SR). Although particular theories or concepts –
epistemic relations to knowledge (ER) – are often the focus of pedagogy, they
are not the basis for claims to legitimacy in Political Science. Political
Science thus represents a knower code, with stronger social relations and
weaker epistemic relations (ER-, SR+). This is represented heuristically in
figure 2 below.
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Political Studies as a knower code represented on a Cartesian plane (Clarence,
2014, p.138)

The paper now returns to constructive alignment to consider what the kind of
analysis outlined in this section could offer as a way of complementing and
enhancing curriculum alignment in disciplines that represent knower codes,
like Political Science.

Implications for curriculum: enhancing constructive
alignment
This paper has thus far argued that, while useful in promoting a thoughtful
approach to curriculum design and alignment, Bigg’ constructive alignment
approach has a gap in terms of considering different, non-aggregative forms
of knowledge building or learning. This paper has proposed a complementary
approach to analysing curricula, particularly those that fall into this gap, with
a view to enhancing constructive alignment and its ability to be useful across
the disciplinary map. The analysis presented in the previous section, as a
small but illustrative example of a curriculum that represents a knower code,
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offers us two key insights and implications for enhancing a constructive
alignment approach to curriculum design and enactment.
The first key insight addresses this question: how could Specialisation help us
to account for a different kind of knowledge building or learning process, as
well as a different way of understanding the knowers we seek to cultivate
over time? The question that begins an alignment process should be: what do
my learning outcomes need to be to achieve the aims of this course? It is
implied that we must consider the bigger picture, but given that knowledge is
only tacitly included in Biggs’ account of curriculum alignment, and that only
certain forms of knowledge-building are included in his analysis, we may well
end up using such a tool to focus more narrowly on making sure that just the
course we are teaching is aligned within itself, without having the tools to use
in considering where and how the course fits into the bigger picture, and even
what the bigger picture is. Thus, Specialisation, in helping us to ‘code’ a
discipline and characterise in finer detail what the content or form of that code
is within our different contexts, enables us to ask and answer an additional
question: Do these outcomes align with the aims of the degree as well as the
overall goals of the discipline, in terms of both the knowledge students must
learn, and the kinds of knowers we need them to become?
A Specialisation analysis of a discipline could offer lecturers writing curricula
in ‘siloed’ or separately developed and taught courses a less tacit connection
to the discipline they are teaching, and to what it is that the discipline itself
requires of graduates who will eventually work within the field the discipline
references (for example, Law as an academic discipline referencing the wider
field of legal practice). I would argue that we need to articulate as clearly as
possible exactly what kinds of knowers and knowledge the disciplines aim to
nurture and develop over the course of a degree programme in order to select
and develop appropriate learning outcomes. For example, Political Science, as
a knower code, wants to develop critical, analytical knowers who are able to
work with a range of knowledges in different contexts, and are able to make
and defend arguments through learning to judge competing knowledge claims
and perspectives against their own perspective on a given issue.
We can look again, through a Specialisation lens, at the learning outcomes in
the course outline, specifically at what they are asking students to do with the
knowledge in this course:
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– Identify, define and describe key concepts in Political Studies, e.g.
power, legitimacy and authority.
– Identify, define and describe the key concepts in International
Relations, e.g. sovereignty, world order, international anarchy,
international political economy, etc.
– Explain Galbraith’s theory of power and apply it to South Africa.
– Compare and contrast the key theories of International Relations,
e.g. Realism, Liberalism and Marxism.
– Differentiate between and explain selected processes in Political
Studies and International Relations, e.g. social activism,
development or trade. (Course outline, Introduction to Political
Studies, 2013: 1, emphasis added)
If we consider the dominant verbs used here – identify, define, describe,
explain – and then consider the most important goal of this discipline – to
teach students to construct compelling arguments, we can see these verbs as
connected to the knower code, and to the kinds of things students need to do
to begin understanding and constructing arguments. Students need to have a
knowledge base on which to draw in constructing their own arguments,
whether verbally or in writing, so that they do not only have their own prior or
everyday knowledge to use. Hence, the course begins with having students
describe and show understanding of key concepts, before moving on to
comparing and contrasting opposing theoretical perspectives, differentiating
between differing political processes.
With a Specialisation analysis, we can go one step further in analysing these
outcomes, and wonder whether the lecturers for this course can more
explicitly include an initial attempt at getting students to evaluate or analyse a
particular issue using the key concepts they have been taught in this course.
Perhaps this is beyond the remit of a first semester, first year course, but this
analysis offers lecturers teaching in the second semester and in the subsequent
years of study a lens on their learning outcomes, to look for ways in which
they can build on this foundation and further cultivate within students the
desired dispositions, and also teach them the methods required to produce
‘compelling arguments’ (Departmental Policy Document, 2014, p.1). This
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analysis therefore can connect and align individual courses with the knower
code of this discipline, and further align the aims of subsequent or
simultaneously offered courses with both this course and with the knower
code to enable more overt consideration of how to build or cultivate knowers
cumulatively (cf. Maton, 2014).
The second key insights addresses this question: how do lecturers, once they
have aligned a curriculum more consciously with their discipline’s code, help
students to see the code, and achieve the outcomes in ways that begin to
cultivate them as knowers? Here I would like to note that seeing the code of a
discipline in the terms enabled by a Specialisation analysis can open up
different kinds of conversations between lecturers teaching together about
how they are designing their curricula, what kinds of outcomes are important,
and how they could teach and assess their students. Further, being able to see
and characterise a discipline as a knower code of a particular kind (or other
specialisation code of a particular kind) can help lecturers to make more overt
and visible the tacit expectations they have of their students’ classwork,
writing and thinking, often communicated through feedback or the kinds of
in-class questions and tasks they set (O’Donovan, Price and Rust, 2004).
These tacit expectations, if unseen by students, are difficult to meet
consistently and successfully, and the result may be a ‘hit and miss’ effect,
with some students getting things right at some points and wrong at others
without them (or their lecturers and tutors) necessarily knowing why. A
Specialisation analysis, making clear as it can the underlying organising
principles of a discipline, or the basis for legitimate achievement, can mitigate
against the misses by showing both lecturers and students what is expected in
order for students to achieve success, and also how these expectations can be
more ably and consistently met over time. If the curriculum, the enactment of
it through teaching and tutoring, and the assessments students complete
carefully consider and align with the underpinning basis for achievement, it
can be argued that success becomes more possible for a greater number of
students, as the ‘rules’ they are being asked to play by become more visible.

Conclusion
This paper has argued that constructive alignment, as a popular approach to
curriculum design, leaves a notable gap in terms of its consideration of
different forms of knowledge building, as well as different kinds of people, or
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knowers, that disciplines aim to cultivate. Working from a realist theory of
knowledge, that enables an analysis of curriculum focused both on knowledge
and knowers without obscuring one or the other, the paper has proposed a
complementary tool for curriculum alignment. Drawn from Legitimation
Code Theory, the dimension of Specialisation can enable an analysis of the
underlying organising principles of disciplines that indicates what the
legitimate basis for achievement and success could be. With this analysis in
mind, the basis for achievement can be consciously considered by lecturers
writing and teaching curricula, such that different forms of knowledge and
knower development can be taken into account more critically.
Using specialisation codes as an analytical lens enables lecturers to consider
not only the specific course or module they are designing, but also the course
or module’s place within the degree programme as a whole. Most importantly,
this analysis highlights the underpinning organising principles of the
discipline and how the stated aims of the courses or modules and the degree
programme align with these. In other words, it provides a critical lens that
looks beneath the surface of the curriculum to ask whether the learning
outcomes, teaching activities, and assessment tasks are appropriate, or
adequately expressed to students, given the underlying organising principles
of the discipline, conceptualised as a specialisation ‘code’. The illustrative
case in this paper, Political Science as a knower code, provided a way of
showing how such an analysis offers an additional conceptual tool to use with
constructive alignment’s more practical approach to curriculum design.
Aligning a curriculum, when the underlying code of a discipline has been
conceptualised and unpacked, can become less focused on connecting
‘content’ with ‘skills’ in teaching and assessment; rather it can shift to
aligning teaching and students’ learning with the code of the discipline itself.
In the case of a knower code, what needs to be aligned across and between
years of study is the underlying critical, imaginative and analytical
dispositions and aptitudes valued by the discipline, as mastery of these is the
basis for achievement. In Political Science, as an example, each course in
each year of the undergraduate degree would need to incrementally and
cumulatively develop students’ ability to read texts with critical and careful
comprehension, understand the ways in which the authors are analysing and
unpacking political and/or social problems, and further begin to position
themselves to make and defend their own arguments.
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Rather than trying to debunk constructive alignment, this paper has taken a
cue from Kahn’s research (2015), which argues that, given its lack of
consideration of horizontal knowledge structures, and the implications for
developing students as knowers, this approach to curriculum writing has
limited use in higher education as it stands. This paper has picked up that cue
and argues that, given that constructive alignment is a popular approach to
curriculum writing in higher education in several contexts, what we may
benefit from is an additional and complementary conceptual approach to
analysing curriculum. Underpinned by a realist theory of knowledge, this
complementary approach can offer a wider perspective on the kinds of
knowledge and knowers that higher education disciplines, and the intellectual
and professional fields they connect to, are trying to nurture and educate over
time. Specialisation provides such a lens, and offers us valuable insights into
what the organising principles of disciplines could be, how these may shift
over time, and how this view can enhance our ability to write, teach and
assess aligned and effective curricula.
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Abstract
Recent post-schooling policy continues to emphasise the importance of technical vocational
education and training (TVET) for employability in the workplace, thus largely reflecting the
interests of capital. However, the discourse of educating for employability is under increasing
attack as unemployment levels rise; and recent policy has begun to argue for a consideration of
skills for livelihoods other than formal employment. Unemployment disproportionately affects the
youth and those living in rural areas, and TVET policy has begun to address this. However, such
policy remains firmly within neoliberalism, and does not address the interests or lived experience
of rural youth. A reimagining of TVET is required. In this, there is a need to understand what rural
youth themselves consider to be most appropriate for local development needs. This article reports
on a qualitative study done with ten youth from Limpopo Province to investigate what sort of
TVET out-of-school youth consider to be relevant in their context.

Introduction
In 2013, South Africa’s Department of Higher Education and Training
(DHET) released the White Paper for Post-School Education and Training,
which sets out “a vision for the type of post-school education and training
system we aim to achieve by 2030” (DHET, 2013, p.xi). According to the
White Paper, DHET’s highest priority is to strengthen and expand the Further
Education and Training (FET) college system (which it renames Technical
and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) colleges). It also creates a
new institutional type, Community Colleges, that will target those who do not
qualify for, or cannot access TVET colleges. These colleges will, inter alia,
“expand vocational and skills-development programmes” (DHET, 2013,
p.xii). Subsequent to the release of the White Paper, this emphasis on TVET
has been enacted through, inter alia, the development of a Qualifications
Framework for TVET College lecturers (DHET, 2015), the publication of
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national norms and standards for funding TVET colleges, and the
establishment through legislation of the South African Institute for Vocational
and Continuing Education and Training. Thus vocational education and
training remains an incredibly strong focus of PSET policy and
implementation in South Africa.
However, according to many commentators, TVET policy in South Africa
operates primarily in the interests of capital, firmly entrenched in the
hegemonic discourse of neoliberalism (Akoojee and McGrath, 2003; Allais,
2011; Motala and Vally, 2014; Wedekind, 2014). In line with its nationalist
agenda (Hart, 2013), government continues to argue for the need to address
extreme social and economic inequalities in the country; but this is framed
always within the prior need for economic growth – and hence an
‘appropriate’ skills base. The TVET discourse thus emphasises skills for the
(formal, urban) market place. Conversely, unemployment is cast as the result
of a lack of these required skills (Motala and Vally, 2014). However, as
unemployment continues to rise, particularly among youth, recent TVET
policy discourse has been slightly adapted to include a focus on vocational
skills necessary for other livelihoods, rather than purely for formal
employment; and to increasingly consider the rural, until now characterised
by very low provision of TVET (Jacobs and Hart, 2012; Petersen, 2007).
Thus the White Paper recognises that post-schooling remains grossly unequal,
with rural areas in particular being disadvantaged; and also emphasises the
critical need to address the over three million young people who are not in
employment, education or training (the so-called NEETs). In addition, beyond
arguing for skills for the workplace, the White Paper proposes that “we must
also find ways to assist those who find themselves outside the formal
economy and in need of finding creative and sustainable ways to earn a
livelihood” (DHET, 2013, p.2). Such arguments are echoed in broader policy
– the National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS) III, for example, also
argues that rural people must be provided with TVET which specifically
speaks to rural needs (DHET, 2011). However, since local livelihoods are
themselves heavily influenced by neoliberalism, including in rural areas
(Petersen, 2007), simply increasing TVET provision in rural areas, and
allowing for a focus on skills for livelihoods outside of formal employment, is
not sufficient to ensure TVET that addresses the needs and experiences of
youth living in the rural areas of South Africa. We thus argue that is it
essential to ask what a truly reimagined TVET system, responsive to the lived
needs of rural youth, would look like. To answer this question it is necessary
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to ask rural youth what they think – something which is generally neglected in
research on TVET (Powell and McGrath, 2014).
In this article we report on a study done with out-of-school youth of Mavalani
village, Limpopo Province to investigate their views on TVET policy, and
what they perceive to be appropriate TVET for out-of-school youth in a rural
context. The article first explores the policy framework, and its implications
for rural youth, before describing the study, its findings, and implications for
a reimagined TVET.

TVET policy development and practice in South Africa
Wedekind (2014) argues that South African TVET policy consistently
emphasises employability and responsiveness, primarily to the needs of the
labour market, whilst also, and to a lesser extent, committing to a wider
development agenda. In both of these traits, it reflects neoliberal concerns.
Neoliberalism is the currently-dominant form of capitalism (Harvey, 2011),
emerging out of the economic crisis of the 1970s, and “legitimised draconian
policies designed to restore and consolidate capitalist class power” (Ibid.,
p.10). It emphasises the free market system, and argues for deregulation,
privatisation and fiscal restraint, and an export-oriented national economy,
and at the level of private enterprise, labour flexibility, ‘just-in-time’
inventory, and productivity. Overall, the system rests, theoretically at least, on
high levels of competition – between nations, between companies, and
between individuals (Harvey, 2011). The underlying assumption is that these
mechanisms will lead to economic growth, which is essential for any social or
economic development.
Neoliberalism has had a profound effect on education which is seen as
building ‘human capital’, enhancing productivity (Allais, 2014) and
employability and contributing to economic growth, rather than, for example,
allowing people to achieve their human and social potential. Education under
neoliberalism has seen the emergence of national qualification frameworks, a
reshaped curriculum, a growing emphasis on certification, and the
‘privatisation’ of education in various ways.
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TVET has perhaps been the most affected (Akoojee and McGrath, 2003;
Allais, 2011; Motala and Vally, 2014; Wedekind, 2014) and policy is “closely
tied to economic goals through the production of individuals with the
knowledge, skills and dispositions necessary to enhance their own and
national competitiveness within the global economy” (Kgobe and Baatjes,
2014, p.2). One of the latest moves in TVET policy development, the FET
Colleges Amendment Act, argues that Colleges must be more responsive to the
needs of the economy so that graduates are more employable (Wedekind,
2014).
However, whilst neoliberalism argues that increasing education leads to
greater employability, it inherently rests on sustained levels of unemployment
since capitalism requires a reserve army of labour (Harvey, 2011; Motala,
2014). Unemployment creates social and economic exclusion (Motala and
Baatjes, 2014), and growing inequality, precisely as a result of (always
uneven) economic growth (Motala, 2014). Unemployment disproportionately
affects youth, leading to the rise of those now routinely referred to as the
NEETs (not in employment, education or training). The NEETs are a possible
source of social and political instability (acknowledged in the White Paper on
PSET; and, as Wedekind (2014) argues, much government policy focuses on
issues of inequality and ‘development’). The neoliberal response is two-fold.
Firstly, it argues that unemployment results from a lack of the skills necessary
for employment. Education is responsible for supplying the labour market
with skilled workers, and individuals are responsible for making themselves
employable (Klees, 2014). In fact, this is a fallacy – as Treat and Motala
(2014) and Motala and Vally (2014) show, unemployment is not a worker
supply problem, it is a structural function of capitalism. Secondly, the notion
of individual competition and individual responsibility is used to argue that
people need to create their own jobs through ‘entrepreneurship’ located firmly
within capitalism – small (or medium or micro) businesses generating profit.
The ‘livelihoods’ which have recently emerged in policy discourse are
securely framed within this terrain.
Thus, whilst inequality, poverty and unemployment have been constant
refrains in government policy documents (Motala and Vally, 2014; Wedekind,
2014)), the mechanisms to alleviate these, including TVET, remain
fundamentally within the neoliberal frame. Thus, “the drive for international
competitiveness has won out over equity” (Petersen, 2006, p.455). This is
reflected in rural development policy.
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Rural provision of TVET in South Africa

Since 1994, there have been a number of state initiatives targeting rural areas,
including the Integrated Sustainable Rural Development Programme (ISRDP)
(2003), the Agricultural Education Training Strategy (AETS) (early 2000s),
the Comprehensive Rural Development Programme (CRDP) (2009), and the
National Rural Youth Service Corps (NARYSEC) (2010). Many of the earlier
initiatives included little or no training, or training which failed to take into
account the specific needs of rural people. Both the ISDRP and CRDP have
been critiqued for providing “welfarist” (Jacobs and Hart, 2012, p.3) service
delivery, for example free houses, without extending the skills of rural people
to participate in this kind of development. An evaluation of the Department of
Agriculture’s AETS, specifically intended to train citizens in ecologically and
economically viable agriculture (DoA, 2005), found that it failed to speak
directly to rural TVET needs, and that disadvantaged people had limited
access (Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, n.d., p.2).
Within the last five years, government has argued for prioritising rural
development and the provision of skills for rural development (DHET, 2011),
and this, together with the critiques of the initiatives discussed above, has
sparked increased awareness of the need for specifically-targeted training in
rural areas. The National Development Plan (NDP) argues that an integrated
and inclusive rural economy is needed, and that the creation of economic
activities, agricultural and non-agricultural, will require the development of
capabilities, knowledge and skills, whether vocational or non-vocational
(National Planning Commission (NPC), 2011). The NSDS III (2010–2015)
thus makes clear that education and training efforts are often not sufficiently
directed to rural needs, and that this needs to be corrected:
However, we must make a distinction between training of rural people and skills for rural
development. The former has tended to train rural people only in order to migrate to the urban
areas, whilst the latter will aim to train rural people for development of the rural areas
themselves (DHET, 2011, p.7).

From 2010 NARYSEC thus specifically offered a two-year VET programme
for rural youth to equip them with vocational skills like construction
(Department of Rural Development and Land Reform, 2011), so that youth
could build houses and roads in their respective rural communities (Gabara,
2010). According to Jacobs and Hart (2012), by 2012 NARYSEC had made a
huge difference in training and skills development for rural youth because it
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allowed young people to further their skills, find jobs in the formal sector, and
also create their own livelihoods. However, issues of the sustainability of the
programme became increasingly evident, and with budget cuts, a critical
review was undertaken (Van Staden, 2015) and, since March 2015 trainees
must have at least a Grade 12 (rather than Grade 10), be between the ages of
18 and 25 (rather than 35), and live in an area where there are existing
projects or institutions, such as agriparks. Formal training is conducted
centrally at Thaba Nchu TVET College, and is increasingly tied to formal
businesses in terms of workplace experience. In this regard, potential
programmes for workplace experience are chosen in terms of provincial
development priorities, the skills needed, and the appropriateness of these for
rural development. It is thus arguable that NARYSEC has become
increasingly tied into the formal, urban economy.
However, we still have relatively little knowledge about rural skills
development as most research focuses on sectoral or occupational skills, and
provision is limited (Jacobs and Hart, 2012). In addition, many approaches to
rural skills development focus on agriculture and other primary sector
activities (Perret, 2004), ignoring the fact that rural development (and
livelihood) is flexible and complicated, involving various pathways (Jacobs
and Hart, 2012). This trend continues in much South African policy, including
the NPC (2011), which has stated that by 2030 rural communities should be in
a position to participate in the socio-economic and political matters of the
country; and therefore rural people need to be trained in agricultural skills.

Provision of TVET to youth

Despite progressive government statements about nurturing youth in national
development, youth remain marginalised, including from the South African
and global labour market (Bhorat, 2010; DHET, 2012; DPLG, n.d.; Lam,
Leibbrandt and Mlatsheni, 2008; NPC, 2011), and long-term unemployment
disproportionately affects young people. By 2013 about two-thirds of all
unemployed people in South Africa were below the age of 35, with the
unofficial unemployment rate for this group standing at 50% (the official rate
is 36%). Youth unemployment has been referred to as ‘South Africa’s ticking
time bomb’ (Hayes, 2014). Many of these young people left school early, and
officially 47% of those who do not hold a matric certificate are unemployed;
the chances of getting a job with a matric certificate is only 30% (Hayes,
2014). The number of NEETs between the ages of 15 and 24 in South Africa
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is now estimated to be 3.5 million (Wedekind, 2014). Unsurprisingly, recent
TVET policy takes serious note of the challenge of NEETs (DHET, 2012,
2013). The White Paper, for example, creates a new institution, the
Community College, to cater for adults and youth who did not, for various
reasons, complete their schooling, or who do not qualify to study at TVET
colleges or universities. These colleges are intended to be far more accessible
to local communities (DHET, 2013).
With its references to skills for livelihoods, potentially locally-accessible
Community Colleges, and providing opportunities specific to rural areas and
youth (DHET, 2013), emerging policy could be seen as offering new
possibilities. However, as argued above, such policy is developed by, and
serves the interests of, the most powerful in society – for example, when rural
education policies are made, rural people are generally not consulted, and
their experiences are neither fully understood nor appreciated by policy
makers (Nelson Mandela Foundation (NMF), 2005).
In the following section, we briefly describe the study which elicited data
from rural youth on their views about appropriate rural TVET.

The study
Much research and evaluation on the TVET sector has “displayed a
methodological deafness to the voices of learners, lecturers and communities”
(Powell and McGrath, 2014, p.7), making sweeping assumptions about what
such silenced voices value from TVET. It is thus imperative to consult those
whom the system is supposedly designed to serve. The aim of the study
presented in this article was to investigate what sort of TVET out-of-school
rural youth consider to be relevant in their context.
The study thus focused on the views of out-of-school rural youth in Mavalani
Village, Limpopo Province, and was deliberately situated within the critical
paradigm. Unlike the interpretive paradigm, which seeks to understand the
views of participants, and how they make sense of a particular phenomenon,
critical research is concerned with issues of power, both in relation to the
phenomenon being studied, and in relation to the research itself. For critical
research, other research paradigms are seen as complicit in unequal power
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relations. Mies (1983, cited in Kirby and McKenna, 1989), for example,
argues that research is largely an instrument of dominance and the
legitimation of power elites; and Kirby and McKenna argue that for many ‘on
the margins’, research and knowledge simply don’t reflect their lived
experiences. Rather, research was about “engineering. . .consent” (p.23). They
(and others) thus argue for a kind of research that begins:
to reflect the experience and concerns of people who have traditionally been marginalized
by the research process and by what gets counted as knowledge (Kirby and McKenna, 1989,
p.22).

In our study, data were collected through a qualitative, participatory approach
by the lead author who was born and raised in Mavalani Village. As a peer of
many of the research participants, relations between the researcher and the
research participants were considerably (though of course not entirely)
equalised. Data was inductively coded, and the codes were then categorised to
identify dominant and non-dominant themes (Welman, Kruger and Mitchell,
2005). This process ensured that the actual words and ideas of participants are
discussed (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). A critical lens was adopted
in making sense of the themes. The research also consciously positioned itself
within a critique of the current phase of capitalism, neoliberalism, and the
ways in which this system entrenches ruling class power.
Mavalani village

Mavalani is a deep rural village of just over 1 200 Black African households
(Statistics South Africa, 2011) about 15km from the town of Giyani in the far
north-east of Limpopo Province. It covers an area of 4.96km2 (Statistics South
Africa, 2011). It falls under the Greater Giyani Municipality, in the Mopani
District. Giyani town provides the only major employment opportunities, both
formal and informal, and the primary shopping and recreational facilities
(Greater Giyani Municipality, 2010). The 2011 census shows that the
province has not experienced high population growth since 1996, while
Mopani District as a whole experienced a decline (Lehohla, 2012).
Although agriculture is an important economic activity in Greater Giyani,
various structural and environmental constraints mean that Mavalani village
residents hardly grow their own food and most of the products that people
need are purchased from stores in Giyani (Greater Giyani Municipality,
2010).
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Except for local schools and churches used as adult learning centres, there is
no education and training centre within the village. Youth have to leave the
area to further their studies or receive training. In Giyani there are colleges,
such as Letaba FET College (public), Mass Computer Training (private) and
Avuxeni Computer Academy (private), that offer programmes in computer
literacy, motor mechanics, electrical engineering, and office administration,
amongst others. A community needs assessment for Mavalani village
conducted in 2011 found that the majority of youth of Mavalani village are
unemployed, and are barely trained or educated (Milliner, 2011).
Data collection and analysis

The participants were 10 out-of-school youth (five men and five women)
between the ages of 18 and 30 who live permanently in Mavalani Village, and
grew up and went to school there. In 2012, when the study was conducted,
none were working or studying. The highest level of education that the
participants held is Grade 12, with two of the ten not having achieved this.
Data was gathered from the group using Community Mapping; Community
Timeline; Political, Economic, Social and Technological (PEST) Analysis;
and Focus Group Discussion (FGD). The participatory tools were used as the
basis for the discussion in the FGD. Community mapping allows participants
to produce a visual representation of the village, community or place under
investigation in order to create a common knowledge base among the
participants (Melcher, Keith, MacDowell, Foster-Fishman, Buurma, and
Rozdilsky et al., 1998–1999). A community map also shows the structure of
the community and the resources available, as well as their location and
availability (Harley and Butler, 2009). A ‘timeline’ is a participatory tool or
technique used to show the history of remembered events with approximate
dates and how things have changed within a particular community or village
(Chambers, 1994). It helps participants see connections between events, and
make future decisions. The timeline was used to locate the community in
history; to identify education and training interventions that took place in the
past; problems that required education and training; and interventions that
succeeded and those that did not. This helped the participants discuss the type
of TVET that they thought would be appropriate and relevant to their rural
context. In the Political, Economic, Social and Technological (PEST)
analysis, each of these aspects are broken down and considered at local,
national and global level, so that their impact on other aspects of society is not
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overlooked (Bensoussan and Fleisher, 2008). Freire (1970) asserts that
learners need to be able to read the world, not only the word; and PEST is
useful for this. These participatory methods allowed for maximum
participation by the youth, and meant that the process was driven by their own
understanding and analysis of their lived experience.
Most of the data related to the kind of TVET system they believed would
better serve their interests was gathered during the FGD. The deep discussion
enabled reflection from participants and the collection of in-depth
information. The FGD was conducted in Xitsonga, the mother tongue of all of
the participants, to allow them to express themselves fully without a language
barrier. The entire data collection process was recorded, transcribed,
translated and then thematically analysed.
At the time of the research, the White Paper on Post School Education and
Training had not yet been published, only the prior Green Paper. No
participants were aware of the Green Paper, but all had some ideas and
understanding about TVET training colleges. Current and proposed
government policy, up to that date, particularly regarding TVET, was
accordingly presented to the group.1

Findings
The participatory methods allowed participants to begin from their own, lived
experience. The participants identified many context-related problems faced
by the youth of Mavalani Village, including those of poverty, unemployment,
and education, which they understood to be interlinked. On the whole, the
youth were very critical of the existing education system, both at schooling
and post-school levels. Criticisms of school focused on the quality of
education offered in rural areas:

1

Although some of the terminology used in the White Paper is different from that in
the Green Paper, the key concepts remain the same. Thus whilst the research explored
responses to the CETCs proposed in the Green Paper/task team report, these are
clearly applicable to the Community Colleges proposed in the White Paper.
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When we look at rural schools, it seems as if the education there is very
poor. You find that a matric student passes matric without the ability to
use the English language, whether it is to read or write. They experience
serious problems when they get to institutions of higher learning. But
kids from urban areas are far better than those from rural areas
(Mujaji).
Many of the participants spoke about barriers to schooling and post-schooling
education, such as the cost of uniforms or transport, high rates of teenage
pregnancy (a very significant problem in the area, which made national
headlines in early 2014), and alcohol abuse; but also, significantly, the lack of
incentive to attend and complete high school, because of high post-schooling
unemployment rates:
Another thing is that some people are weak. Their weakness is that when
they see older youth who have been to institutions of higher learning
staying at home without employment, they use it to explain why they do
not need to go to school. They would say ‘so and so went to university
but he is not working, so what difference does it make? Why should I
even bother going to school?’(Mujaji).
Many of the youth also spoke about a lack of guidance about future
possibilities, and lack of support and resources:
The time we were still at school we did not know a lot of things in terms
of education and many other things, or knowledge that would help us
make right decisions. You would find that when you wanted to follow a
certain career in a certain university or technikon, or wherever, you
would find that you knew very little about such a career. In class there is
nothing you learn about careers, and at home it is worse; there is no one
to guide you. You see, so according to my views, to be in a situation
where there is no one to guide us is one of the main problems that we are
facing. On top of that, as we said...poverty. Sometimes some people have
a desire to do something good in life, but you find that their financial
situation does not allow them to move forward. Some people do wish to
go to school, sometimes they receive relevant information about
financial assistance, but they cannot afford travelling costs, and you find
that they have many other problems. So you find that poverty can be a
major problem in our lives as youth (Muyisa).
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Participants were largely critical of current post-schooling TVET, particularly
in the case of FET (TVET) Colleges. Firstly, they were very critical of the
kind of TVET provided by these Colleges:
Yes, FETs have been built, there are FETs all over. But let us look at
the education that people receive at FET colleges. . .They have built
FET colleges, but they did not put in place programmes that will help
people with necessary skills, the skills that are needed by the citizens
who are living at this time we are living in (Yila).
However, they also argued that there were simply too few colleges to allow
sufficient access:
Although we have a small number of FET colleges. . .if people pass
Grade 12. . .if indeed the government would put more value on
vocational training, and improve the programmes that exist in the
existing colleges, would they be big enough to accommodate all people
who need access? Would all people be accommodated? Do we have
enough colleges? In other words I can say the government has not
made enough effort to make sure that people receive education and
training, especially vocational training (Yila).
As mentioned previously, no participants were aware of the Green Paper,
although all had some idea of what is going on in the education and training
system in South Africa. They were also largely critical of emerging TVET
policy, which they did not see as offering anything new. In fact, youth tended
to be fairly negative about government in general:
The government is failing to reach out to the people who want to
further their education and training. Even though people initiate their
own projects, it takes a long time for the government to fund such
initiatives. In fact the government is useless to young people (Mujaji).
The youth had many ideas for a reimagined TVET. In many respects their
vision contrasts sharply with that proposed in current government policy.
They argued for a broader conception of TVET than that offered by the
Colleges, one that includes not only skills for possible employment in urban
areas, but also locally useful, livelihoods-related skills, including agriculture,
but also construction, bricklaying, plumbing, motor mechanics, carpentry,
sewing, and skills required in beauty salons. They saw these skills as
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continuously in demand, because they are skills necessary for daily lives.
They emphasised the need for both up-to-date technological know-how and
locally appropriate technologies:
The process of building is unending…Even if we can build everywhere
and leave no space for new buildings, some people will want to
change something, or renovate. The water pipes that have been
installed do erupt some times, and they need to be fixed. We, in the
rural areas do not even have a sanitary system. There is no sewage
system here at Mavalani. Maybe we can build it. . . If now we wanted
to create a sewage system, we call someone from Japan to do it for us
here at Mavalani. But if we can have young people who have learned
the skills to sit together, and plan, they can create a sewage system
for us. If you can combine plumbing and drawing, drawing is
engineering. . . you can do a lot (Yila).
The youth clearly saw these kinds of skills as part of building a local
economy:
Products can be produced here, and we can buy them from here. If we
buy from other places our money goes away. But if we buy locally, the
money circulates in our community. For example, there is a place at
Shayandima in Venda where people produce wardrobes. Some of
these people are people with disabilities. So people from Shayandima
do not go out to buy wardrobes and the wardrobes that they buy
locally are cheaper (Mujaji).
This is not to suggest that participants did not talk about skills related directly
to the market. Indeed, many of the participants saw skills as being as much
about the broader marketplace as local livelihoods, and argued that TVET
needed to include skills related to manufacturing and marketing. So
discussions about farming, carpentry and sewing were also related to these
broader issues and skills:
The issue of farming takes the front seat, not that other things are not
important, but farming is basic. It is not bad for us to make tomato
sauce. What is wrong if tomato sauce is sold here at Mavalani? What
is wrong if we make tomato sauce that is sold in the whole country
from our village farm? It is not wrong. Or there is a firm that
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manufactures baked beans, and the beans are grown in a local farm.
What is wrong with that? There is nothing wrong with that. These are
the things we must understand, and the process of doing it. We must
compile a list of all we need, and it is what must be taught and
learned. And the issue of. . . in the secondary sector, we need skills to
make things, we must manufacture things. Carpentry is a secondary
sector activity, it is manufacturing (Yila).
However, significant emphasis was placed on making things by hand, rather
than by machine:
I think carpentry can be very important in our village, in terms of
developing people. . . and as a way to bring something good to our
community. Like for example, back in the day I was lucky to see my
grandfather doing carpentry. In fact there are beautiful things to
adorn the house and they come in different shapes. These days when
you look at the headboards, you can see that the art that is used there
is not of a machine, but of someone’s hands who gave himself time to
craft, to carve, using different kinds of tools (Muyisa).
Something that is made by hands is more attractive than something
made by a machine. If there can be people who would do carpentry,
they can be able to produce sellable goods. For example, when a
radio is playing, no one pays attention, but if one plays the traditional
drums, people pay attention and they dance to it. So when it comes to
carpentry, people prefer products made by hand, as opposed to those
made by machine, because the ones made by hand are more beautiful.
As a result of carpentry we can manage to sell things that are made by
us (Munhu).
What is also profoundly different about the youth’s reconceptualisation of
TVET was the considerable emphasis placed on inclusiveness – both in terms
of different cognitive abilities and also physical abilities:
The government encourages people to do Science and Mathematics.
But you find that there are young people who cannot do those
subjects. But. . .with their hands, they can do a lot. So if there is
something like carpentry, there will be some form of equality because
everyone will do what they like, and they will find themselves doing
something in life. Those who fail to go to university, those who fail to
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do subjects that are promoted by society, they can resort to something
like carpentry if it is their thing, and they will earn a living (Khubani).
Vocational skills like carpentry are good in a community like this
one. . .some people are deaf and there is no provision for such people
locally. . . A deaf person cannot learn with people who are not deaf,
and since there is no provision for deaf people, there must be
alternatives. To do carpentry you do not need ears, just your hands
and eyes, so deaf people can do it as well (Rito).
Here TVET is not simply a mechanism to build individual ‘human capital’,
but a potentially communal, collective endeavour. Participants argued that
TVET could and should contribute to the general well-being of the village;
build social relations; improve communication between people; and develop a
broader and deeper understanding of the world:
The importance of education is to ensure that when we meet with
other people, we are able to relate to them, for example through
language and social understanding. Education helps us communicate
well with other people (Rito).
The importance of education varies from one person to the next. Some
people need education just to secure employment, and it is ok to
them. . .better job. . .better job. But the importance of education also
includes learning the behaviour, how you conduct yourself. But some
people want to get jobs, nothing more, and they do not care about
self-conduct. But the importance of education is to teach you how to
treat other people well, and to get a job perhaps (Mujaji).
[E]ducation teaches you how to speak with other people in a good
way. You do learn that you do not just say anything randomly; you
learn a constructive way of communicating with other people
(Khubani).
Thus, in their discussion, producing local goods was also frequently tied to
preserving and promoting local culture. So, for example, making clothing
locally would not simply save money, but also build local culture.
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As discussed, participants felt that TVET in South Africa is of very poor
quality, does not speak to local needs, and that government has done very
little to improve it. Since TVET colleges remain the most important providers
of TVET, the participants argued that TVET in these colleges needs to be
improved, and needed to allow for education that was more than simply ‘to
secure employment’ (Khubani).
In relation to the proposed community learning centre (CLCs – now called
Community Colleges), the youth emphasised that these must be accessible to
all:
First and foremost it must be in a place where most people can access
it, and it must be designed to accommodate everyone. I think that
anyone who wants to learn certain skills or skills that will be offered
is welcome to attend (Yila).
It must be accessible to anyone who is interested in attaining some
education and training (Munhu).
Participants discussed the nuts and bolts of provision at the CLCs extensively,
covering aspects such as payment, accreditation and certification, and
educator training. While one participant believed that “It must be free because
some of us do not have money...[people] may end up stealing money in order
to pay because there is no money at home” (Rito), the other participants
argued that when people pay, they place value on the education and training
that they receive, and take it seriously.
For people to place value in the CLC, not that we want to make things
difficult, there must be a certain amount that a person pays. It can be
in form of a study loan which people can pay when they start working
or when they have started to make production. We do this so that
people can place value in their education that they will obtain from
the centre (Yila).
Participants strongly believed that qualifications should be accredited and
certificated: “Some people cannot speak for themselves, so the certificates
will speak for them. The certificates will indicate what the person has learned,
and their abilities” (Munhu). Some argued that without certificates, any
person can claim that they graduated from the local CLC even if they cannot
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perform a task, and that will bring the local CLC into disrepute. Moreover,
certificates help control the education and training system as a whole:
It is like when people pass Grade 12, they receive statements of
results. If there were no statements of results, we would all move from
Grade 12 straight to universities and start attending. The universities
would be overcrowded to an extent that lecturers would fail to teach.
Since there are papers, they are able to control the number of people
who go in, and people will always know that to gain access they must
work for it. People will always know that they have to work hard to
get a certificate in order to gain future access in various areas. So if
there are no papers it would be chaos everywhere; there will be no
system of control (Rito).
Thus certificates help motivate people to study:
Those who decide not to attend the CLC will see the certificates of
those who attend, and they will see that they are progressing, so they
will be motivated to attend too. But if there are no papers, people will
just laugh and say: ‘how do we see that you are learning? Where are
the papers to prove that you are learning?’(Muyisa).
Two participants argued that accreditation and certification promote
professionalism and ‘seriousness’: “Certification and accreditation will help
with professionalism. . . Professionalism means that people will not take our
CLC for granted, thinking that it is a game” (Yila).
In terms of educators at CLCs, participants argued that local people should be
employed as educators at the CLCs, and clearly valued the skills that local
people possess:
I would say that since there are too many of us in the village, if we
look for external people to teach, it will not benefit local people but
outsiders. Since we know what specific individuals can do, for
example we know who does some form of carpentry, so we can
appoint that person to teach. We know that grandfather Goda is a
good bricklayer, so we can appoint him to teach people how to build.
What will actually happen is that people will be happy to be taught by
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grandfather Goda to build because he is good, they will want to build
like him (Tivani).

Discussion and conclusion
In many ways, the Mavalani context is fairly typical to that of other rural
youth around the country, facing very similar problems and issues (see, for
example, Bhana, Clowes, Morrell, and Shefer, 2008; Gardiner, 2008; NMF,
2005; Macleod and Tracey, 2010; Pretorius, 2007). So, while the results of
this small qualitative study are not necessarily generalisable, the participants’
perceptions are useful in reimagining how TVET might be made more
appropriate to local, rural contexts; specifically, that TVET should be not only
provide skills for employment, in urban areas, but rather should be locallyuseful and livelihoods-related. Such TVET should include a broader
understanding of education that contributes to general well-being and
improved social relations, rather than focusing on the individual; it should
thus be inclusive in nature, and link to local culture.
Some key provisions of the White Paper clearly ‘fit’ the concerns of the
participants. Improving TVET colleges is welcomed by the participants, as is
the suggestion of local Community Colleges. The creation of Community
Colleges could address issues of accessibility, both in terms of geographic
locality and in terms of providing an alternative access route for those who do
not qualify for TVET colleges because of poor quality local schooling.
Community Colleges also potentially allow a second chance to those who did
not complete their schooling because of teenage pregnancy (although
childcare might need to be provided), poverty (although costs would need to
be kept low, or financial assistance provided), or a lack of incentive
(although, clearly, they would need to find an incentive for a second chance).
In their discussion on how new and improved TVET and Community
Colleges might function, their emphasis on accreditation and certification is
telling. Their discussion reflects the ways in which the labour market ‘judges’
their ‘employability’ – it is clearly not sufficient for people to undergo
education and/or training, whether formal, non-formal or informal, and
demonstrate the skills, knowledge and attitudes learned, since employers will
not accept this as ‘proof ’. However, the youth are clearly very aware that
many ways of learning outside of the formal – by watching others, by simply
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doing – are powerful and useful, as is evidenced by their arguments about
who should be allowed to teach in TVET and Community Colleges.
What is clearly critical is the kind of TVET offered, whether by TVET or
Community Colleges. Those critical of the neoliberal influence argue for a
different conception of TVET, emphasising its importance in broader social
development (Motala and Vally, 2014; Powell, 2014; Wedekind, 2014). This
requires that we rethink education in relation to the kind of society we want,
potentially outside the capitalist frame, and draw on notions such as
capabilities (Powell and McGrath, 2014), or socially useful work (Motala,
2014) in exploring what a new TVET might look like:
Education and training must relate not only to the diminished possibilities of formal
employment but also to socially useful jobs outside of the formal labour market (Motala and
Baatjes, 2014).

We also think that the notion of “really useful knowledge”, as opposed to
“merely useful knowledge” (which simply serves to retain the status quo, and
keep people in their place) is worthy of further exploration in this regard.
“Really useful knowledge” emerged in the early 19th Century from the worker
self-education movement in parts of Europe; and has been explored in relation
to vocational education by, amongst others, Kilminster (1997) and Fischer
and Ziebell (2005). However, there has been relatively little work done in this
area, and we would propose this as a fruitful area for further research.
This study sought to investigate what kind of TVET the participants find
appropriate for local development needs, as opposed to what labour markets
and governments think. It is clear that rural youth are perfectly capable of
both analysing emerging policy, and proposing alternative models which
better reflect their lived reality and interests. In this, they are suggesting a
reconsideration of the very purpose of TVET in the current context.
We would argue that what the youth have to say is an important part of the
process of not simply reimagining TVET, but reimagining it in relation to a
new kind of society. Participants emphasised the need for TVET relevant to
their local context that provided them with both vocational skills and broader
education. They wanted skills for the market place, but also for livelihoods, to
develop and secure local culture, to improve inter-personal communication, to
help them understand the local and wider context. According to the
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participants, education is about communication, social interaction and
intellectual development. We need to learn in order to understand our position
in society as a whole, and how we fit in, as well as how we can make
contributions and changes in the already existing structures, and most
importantly, how we can create our own systems:
You must understand how you live as a human being, and how the
person next to you lives. . . For example you must know that when
food is produced, how the systems that are set up in the world
operate. It enables you to understand how things work, and how you
as a person fit in, and understand how you need to survive as an
individual and how your brother/sister next to you survives. That is
what I know the importance of education to be. . .Education must give
you the foundation to understand how the world systems work, or to
create new systems of your own if necessary (Yila).
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Abstract
This article provides a detailed analysis of the data from a range of official sources that
have been used to enumerate the number of people who can be described as totally or
functionally illiterate and estimates whether illiteracy in South Africa can be reduced in the
foreseeable future.
The study examines the use of years of schooling (conventionally now set at Grade 7) as
the proxy indicator of a person being functionally literate by the main sources, the General
Population Censuses of 1996, 2001, and 2011 and the annual General Household Surveys
and shows that these sources give somewhat contradictory and discordant estimates of the
rate at which there is gradual decline of illiteracy in South Africa. Other indicators based on
self reporting, also used in the Census and General Housing Surveys, show that a large
number of adult South Africans have difficulty in reading, writing and calculating with
numbers. The study also shows that the data presented by these surveys about participation
in literacy and adult basic education and training classes is inaccurate. Note is made that
currently South Africa does not make use of any means of direct testing of adult literacy.
The article concludes with an exploration on whether South Africa is able to reach the goal
of halving illiteracy by 2015. The target of such a reduction is necessarily based on what
the baseline number of illiterates is as well as decision on whether full function literacy
must be obtained or a merely a basic level of alphabetisation. Through a detailed estimation
of the results of the Kha Ri Gude adult literacy campaign since 2008 a finding is made that
the halving of illiteracy will be made, but only at the most basic level, and that attaining
full functional literacy for all South Africans remains a major task.
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What is the current state of adult (il)literacy in South
Africa?
The answers to this question:
!

require an examination of a variety of data (much of it somewhat suspect)

!

imply judgements about the successes and failures of the provision of
adult education in the twenty years since South Africa became a
democratic state

!

provide the baseline data for the planning of the final eradication of
illiteracy

!

inform prognostications about how long that process will take.

This article, which tries, inadequately, to answer the question, is broken down
into two parts, the first looks at the data on illiteracy and the second at the
whether the efforts to significantly reduce illiteracy have succeeded (or will
succeed) in the near future.

The data on adult (il)literacy levels
The data on literacy levels in South Africa is derived from three types of data:
!

proxy measures of literacy based on education (schooling) levels
(recorded through census and other surveys)

!

self-reports of literacy competency (usually collected through surveys)

!

direct measures of literacy skills (usually done through smaller surveys or
studies).

Estimating literacy using proxy indicators
Conventionally and until recently, UNESCO has recorded national statistics
on illiteracy using proxy measures such as census data on education levels.
Such proxy measures usually recorded “No schooling” as meaning totally
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illiterate and “Below a certain grade level” as indicating functional illiteracy.
In 1995 Harley et al. argued that in South Africa an adult with less than grade
7 was likely to be functionally illiterate (Harley et al., 1996, pp. 23-25), a
position accepted by Statistics South Africa in its General Housing Survey
reports (see Statistics South Africa, 2014, p. 24) and by the Department of
Basic Education (see Department of Basic Education, 2014, p. 38).

The estimates based on census data
Table 1 summarises figures for the literacy and basic education levels of adult
South Africans aged 15 and over, using data from the 1996, 2001 and 2011
General Population Censuses. (The age of 15 is chosen as the lower age limit
because this is UNESCO usage in recording adult literacy levels.)
Table 1

Literacy and basic education levels of South Africans aged 15 and
over
Level of education

General Population Census
1996

2001

2011

Full general education (grade
9 and more)

13.1 million (50%)

15.8 million (52%)

24.3 million (68%)

Less than full general
education (less than grade 9)

13.2 million (50%)

14.6 million (48%)

11.5 million (32%)

None to less than grade 7

8.5 million (32%)

9.6 million (32%)

6.9 million (19%)

No schooling

4.2 million (16%)

4.7 million (16%)

2.7 million (8%)

These figures show that by 2001 there had been no decrease since 1995/1996
in the percentage of functionally illiterate adults (less than grade 7) and they
had actually increased in raw numbers. Some 32% of the adult population of
about 30½ million could therefore be regarded as functionally illiterate and the
functional literacy rate (taking grade 7 education as the criterion of functional
literacy) amongst the adult population had accordingly remained at 68% since
1996. There had been a very slight drop in the in the proportion of no
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schooling illiterates but their raw number had increased. All provinces, except
the Northern Cape had increasing numbers of adults with no schooling.
These estimates assume the accuracy of the 2001 census figures, which also
correspond to similar estimates in October Household Surveys from the late
1990s. The estimates informed the planning of the Kha Ri Gude literacy
campaign (Aitchison, 2006). The corollary of these statistics is that the state
system of adult basic education and training and its parallels in the business
sector and non-governmental organisations had by 2001 failed to reduce the
number or percentage of functionally illiterate people in South Africa. At best
ABET provision was keeping the percentage of functional illiterates the same,
though their raw numbers continued to grow.
However, the situation shown in the 2011 census suggests a startling reversal
of the growth in raw numbers of the poorly educated and a rapid decline in the
percentage of those with less than grade 9 and grade 7. In addition, a new set
of proxy based estimates now also challenge the 1996 and 2001 census based
figures (and also, though to a lesser extent, the 2011 census data itself).

The estimates based on post-2001 General household
Surveys
Subsequent to the General Population Census of 2001, a number of annual
general household surveys1 present a suite of results of proxy-based estimates
which generally suggest a lower and declining number2 of both total illiteracy
(No schooling) and functional illiteracy (Less than Grade 7 amongst those

1

2

General Household Surveys are conducted annually by Statistics South Africa and collect
data from a sample of private households and residents in worker hostels in the whole
country. The aim of the survey is to provide government departments and organisations
with information on the progress of development in South Africa for monitoring and policy
purposes. The survey covers six broad areas, namely education, health and social
development, housing, household access to services and facilities, food security, and
agriculture (Statistics South Africa, 2015, p. 10). A Community Survey, by comparison, is a
mini census, undertaken in 2007 in South Africa, because of the large ten year gap between
the 2001 census and the 2011 census.
They also suggest lower overall population figures for South Africa than extrapolations of
the 2001 census data would predict.
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with only some primary education) as seen in Table 2 based on Figure 9 from
the General Household Survey 2013 (Statistics South Africa, 2014, p. 23):3
Table 2

Literacy and basic education levels of South Africans aged 20 and
over
General Household Surveys 2002 to 2013

Date of survey

No schooling

Some primary

Both

2002

10.6%

17.0%

27.6%

2003

9.9%

15.8%

25.7%

2004

9.6%

15.5%

25.1%

2005

9.4%

15.0%

24.4%

2006

9.5%

14.3%

23.8%

2007

8.6%

14.3%

22.9%

2008

8.7%

13.9%

22.6%

2009

7.2%

12.3%

19.5%

2010

6.8%

12.1%

18.9%

2011

6.4%

11.5%

17.9%

2012

5.8%

10.9%

16.7%

2013

5.6%

10.7%

16.3%

The General Household Survey report starts with an estimate of the No
schooling group as having been 10.6% (3 016 000 people) in 2002 (indicating
considerable divergence from the Census 2001 estimate of 17.9% for those
aged 20 and over with No schooling) dropping to 5.6% (1 788 000 people) in
2013, both a percentage decline and a real number decline.
The decline in numbers each year (except for 2006 and 2008 when there were
small increases in the No schooling percentages) is erratic, ranging from 1% to

3

It needs to be noted that every year these figures are retrospectively revised downwards
(presumably by reweighting). The original General Household Survey figures in the report
on each year from 2002 to 2013 have these No schooling figures: 11.8%, 11.2%, 10.8%,
10.4%, 10.5%, 9.3%, 8.7%, 7.4%, 7.0%, 6.6%, 5.8%, 5.6%. Only 2012 and 2013 remain
unaltered.
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13%. Given that the explanation for the decline would presumably focus
mainly on the fact that older people with no education would gradually be
dying out and younger people who had benefited from the more general
availability of schooling would be coming in, the erratic nature of the declines
suggests some kind of error, whether of sampling or weighting (and
retrospective reweighting – as it is clear that with each successive annual
household survey the previous survey figures are retrospectively revised
downwards (as shown in the example of the 2009 survey in the Table 3
below)).
The 2013 general household survey claims a decline in total illiteracy (No
schooling) and functional illiteracy (schooling of less than Grade 7) among
adults aged 20 years and older from 27.3% in 2002 to 16.2% in 2013.
Table 3

Percentage of adults (aged 20+) with less
than Grade 7 education
Year

GHS of the
year

GHS 2009

GHS 2013

2002

28.9

27.9

27.3

2003

27.4

26.2

25.5

2004

26.5

2005

25.6

2006

25.1

2007

23.7

2008

22.4

2009

19.7

2010

19.2

18.8

2011

18.1

17.7

2012

16.5

16.5

2013

16.2

16.2

25
24.8

24.2
23.7

23.2

22.7
22.4

19.7

19.3
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Table 3 shows that the General Housing Surveys from 2002 to 2013 indicated
a decline every year in the percentage of undereducated adults. The General
Housing Survey of 2013 show how Statistics South Africa has also
retrospectively re-weighted the figures for most years.
The Department of Basic Education has made use of these General Household
Survey reports and has issued reports based on their own analysis and
calculations of the education statistics in the General Household Surveys from
2009 to 2013 (Department of Education, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014) as well as a
summary one on the 2002 to 2008 surveys (Department of Basic Education,
2010).
Their latest summary (Department of Basic Education, 2014, p. 40) of literacy
progress using the Grade 7 and higher proxy measure of functional literacy is
shown in Table 4:
Table 4

Percentage of adults aged 20 and above who have completed
Grade 7 and higher, 2009 - 2012
Group

2009

2010

2011

2012

African

75.0

76.0

78.9

79.1

Coloured

83.9

85.5

72.3

86.4

Indian/Asian

95.5

92.1

92.6

92.0

White

99.8

98.8

98.0

97.5

All

79.4

80.0

80.7

82.2

[It might be noted that it is impossible for any country or population group in the world to actually
have a 99.8% Grade 7 schooling achievement – because there is a percentage (usually at least 3% to
5%) of every population which is largely uneducable because of major physical or mental handicap.
Current estimates suggest that as many as half a million disabled South African children may not be
in school (Human Rights Watch, 2015, pp. 74-75).]

The Department of Basic Education’s General Housing Survey (GHS) 2012
Report – Focus on schooling (Department of Basic Education, 2014, p. 40)
states:
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Overall the percentage of adults who are literate across all population groups has increased
from 79% in 2009 to approximately 82% in 2012. This may be attributed to the introduction
of Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) now known as Adult Education and Training
(AET), the Kha Ri Gude literacy campaign and other initiatives introduced to improve the
literacy rates of adults by Government.

This statement has a puzzling set of claims about the causes of the reduction in
illiteracy (and ignores the most obvious one, the deaths of older illiterates).
Firstly, the number of ABET learners had remained more or less static since
the mid-1990s and the output of learners with a full ABET grade 9
equivalence was derisory (only 8 221 in the six years from 2001 to 2006). Socalled AET is not the same as ABET as it includes both ABET (grade 1 to 9
equivalence) and adult Further Education and Training (grade 10 to 12
equivalence). Further, the Kha Ri Gude literacy campaign, whatever it
achievements in reducing total illiteracy, has little impact on functional
literacy statistics as its output level is grade 3 equivalence only.4

Anomalies in the post-census 2001 surveys
The anomalies in the post-census 2001 surveys are a cause for perplexity.
Take the following example in Table 5 of a comparison between the
Community Survey 2007 and the General Housing Survey 2007 with the
Census 2001 figure. The variations in the differences in the separate
provincial declines in the number of illiterates are inexplicable (and they
certainly cannot be explained away by assuming either systematic sampling,
weighting or coding errors in the whole datasets for Census 2001, or the two
2007 surveys, or a selective genocide of illiterate adults over the age of 50).

4

As the Department of Basic Education (2014, p. 38) notes: “an adult who has completed
Grade 7 and above is regarded as literate. The completion of primary education is used as a
proxy for measuring literacy; that is, it is assumed that the person is capable of reading,
writing and doing some basic numeracy. This calculation is in line with the UNESCO
Institute of Statistics calculations.”
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Table 5
Decline in number of unschooled persons between 2001 and 2007
Census 2001

Community

Decline as %

Survey 2007

General

Decline as %

Household
Survey 2007

KwaZulu-Natal

1 539 299

645 471

58%

617 000

60%

Limpopo

858 681

511 714

40%

480 000

44%

Eastern Cape

778 204

366 590

53%

399 000

49%

Gauteng

515 747

277 285

46%

238 000

54%

Mpumalanga

468 747

307 740

34%

296 000

37%

North West

437 791

260 381

41%

230 000

47%

Free State

257 140

132 110

49%

126 000

51%

Western Cape

167 619

94 724

43%

84 000

50%

Northern Cape

91 304

76 358

16%

71 000

22%

5 114 532

2 672 373

48%

2 541 000

50%

South Africa

To be noted are the large declines in provinces with the highest illiteracy
levels (KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo and the Eastern Cape) and the tiny decline in
the Northern Cape.
Even more alarming are some other results in the General Household Survey
2009 (Statistics South Africa, 2010). For example, as shown in Table 6, it
reports (p. 9) that there were only 18,000 person attending literacy classes at a
time when the Kha Ri Gude adult literacy campaign had 613 643 learners
registered that year (and of whom some 545 666 submitted their final
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assessment portfolio at the end of the six month programme) (South African
Qualifications Authority, 2010, 2013).5
Table 6
Comparison between Kha Ri Gude registrations in 2009 and the General
Household Survey 2009 tally of people in literacy classes

Province

Kha Ri
Gude

GHS 2009

GHS as % of Kha Ri
Gude

Eastern Cape

142 671

6 000

4.2%

KwaZuluNatal

133 486

2 000

1.5%

Limpopo

103 828

4 000

3.9%

Gauteng

75 678

1 000

1.3%

Mpumalanga

55 971

< 1000

<1.3%

Free State

50 984

4 000

7.8%

North West

32 193

1 000

3.1%

Western Cape

11 173

1 000

9.0%

Northern Cape

7 654

< 1000

<13.1%

613 643

18 000

2.9%

Even if one assumes that some literacy learners have been recorded as being in
Adult Basic Education and Training Classes (the survey records 120 000

5

The Kha Ri Gude adult literacy campaign was launched in April 2008 after a two year
process of investigation and development. Some 357,195 learners were enrolled in 2008,
613 643 in 2009, 609 199 in 2010, 660 924 in 2011, 676 323 in 2012, and 562 926 in 2013.
The South African Qualifications Authority has conducted an annual verification exercise
involving a moderation of a sample of Learner Assessment Portfolios that are submitted
from every learner and conveyed to the head office for moderation and verification. By the
end of 2012 some 2 305 492 learners had passed this assessment and been recorded on the
National Learner Record Database. The Auditor-General also conducted a verification
exercise in 2014. Even allowing for some margin of error in the statistics it is incontestable
that huge numbers of people participated in Kha Ri Gude classes.
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attendees), this is still far short of the number of Kha Ri Gude registrations.6 It
is a catastrophic miscount.
So, on questions of accurate sampling, the General Household Survey of 2009
hardly inspires confidence.
Table 7 shows the situation with the 2012 General Household Survey
(Statistics South Africa, 2013, p. 9) and exposes an equally dire miscounting
problem:
Table 7
Comparison between Kha Ri Gude registrations in 2012 and the
General Household Survey tally of people (aged 5+) in literacy
classes
Province

Kha Ri
Gude

Eastern Cape

161 155

Less than 5 726

Less than 3.6%

KwaZuluNatal

148 687

Less than 1 688

Less than 3.9%

Limpopo

109 035

Less than 1 002

Less than 0.9%

Gauteng

88 821

Less than 1 543

Less than 1.7%

Mpumalanga

56 907

Less than

659

Less than 1.2%

Free State

52 892

Less than

397

Less than 0.8%

North West

35 917

Less than 1 018

Less than 2.8%

Western Cape

15 315

Less than 3 684

Less than 24%

Northern Cape

7 589

Less than

162

Less than 2.1%

15 692

2.3%

676 323

6

GHS 2012

GHS as % of Kha Ri
Gude

The General Household Survey seems to have been somewhat confused (as many people
are) on the distinction between literacy classes and ABET classes. Buy even such confusion
does not explain the overall miscount.
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So the general question arises: “If the General Household Survey can get this
data so wrong, how can one trust any of these post-census 2001 surveys’
illiteracy statistics?”

The problems with the two suites of proxy estimates
Estimating South Africa’s illiteracy levels using proxy measures is
complicated by what are now clearly two suites of statistics – the earlier
Census and pre-2000 Household Surveys and the new set of Community and
Household surveys. These latter surveys have come up with figures that
suggest three options:
!
!
!

the Census figures were wrong
there has been a dramatic decline in illiteracy
the recent survey figures themselves are inaccurate.

Thus, for example, the 2007 Community Survey, found that the people with
No schooling (the comparable cohort of people enumerated in the Census
2001 would now be aged 20 and over) totalled only 2,672,373 (an enormous
difference of 2,048,253 from the census figure of 4,720,626). The October
Household Survey of 2008 estimated that the Number of people adults aged
20 with No schooling was now about 2,451,856. This would suggest that the
number of No schooling=Total illiterates would be about 9% rather than the
16% of the 2001 Census.
If these new surveys, using proxy measures, are accurate, then the literacy
problem is nearly halved.
This may be considered good news, though the raw number of illiterate people
is still a huge challenge, even if one now assumes that the actual number of
functional illiterates may be less than the Census 2001 estimate of 9.6 million,
possibly about 8.25 million (25% of adults) (Gustafsson et al., 2010, p. 21, p.
14).
However, the continuing ambiguity of the statistics affirms the need for a well
conducted literacy survey such as those run in Kenya and Botswana (which
both showed the actual literacy levels to be lower than previously estimated)
using direct measuring of literacy skills.
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Self-report measures of literacy
Some recent South African community and household surveys have made use
of self-report measures of literacy, though one should note the caveat of
Gustaffson et al. (2009, pp. 3) that literacy data from a number of countries
indicates that self-reported literacy rates tend to be higher than rates based on
proxy measures and may lead to over-estimates of adult literacy.

The General Household Survey of 2008

The General Household Survey of 2008 asked respondents whether they and
their household members could read and write and found that 10.5% of adults
aged 15 or over could not read or write, slightly more than the same survey’s
proxy measure estimate of total illiteracy at about 8%.7
Table 8
Cannot read or write. General Household Survey 2008
Age group

Fem ale

Both

As %

15-19

86000

48000

133 000

3.8%

20-24

70000

44000

114 000

3.3%

25-29

92000

67000

158 000

4.5%

30-34

96000

95000

191 000

5.5%

35-39

84000

125000

209 000

6.0%

40-44

92000

165000

256 000

7.3%

45-49

138000

212000

350 000

10.0%

50-54

138000

257000

396 000

11.3%

55-59

153000

243000

396 000

11.3%

60-64

125000

227000

353 000

10.0%

65-70

127000

223000

349 000

10.0%

70-74

94000

177000

270 000

7.7%

100000

226000

326 000

9.3%

1 394 000

2 108 000

3 501 000

100.0%

75+
Totals

7

Male

One needs to note the caution by Posel (2011, p. 43-44) that respondents my over-estimate
their literacy competence when faced with Yes/No options.
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Of interest is that the raw number of illiterates peaks amongst people in their
fifties and that adult illiteracy will, in the future, become predominantly a
male problem, both trends evident from the Figure 1.
Figure 1

These findings are replicated in the General Household Surveys in subsequent
years.

The General Household Surveys from 2009 to 2013
The General Household Surveys from 2009 to 2013 asked respondents a more
nuanced set of questions about whether those aged 15 or more and with less
than Grade 7 education could write their own name, read, fill in a form, write a
letter, calculate the change they should receive, and read road signs on a scale
of No difficulty/ Some difficulty/ A lot of difficulty/ Unable to do (Statistics
South Africa, 2011, 2012, 2013).
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Table 9
Literacy and numeracy skills of adults aged 15 + with no or less than
Grade 7 level of education [General Housing Surveys 2009 to 2013]

Reading

Reading

Reading road

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

No difficulty

50%

52%

52%

51%

50%

Some difficulty

14%

11%

10%

10%

10%

A lot of difficulty

10%

9%

9%

9%

10%

Unable to do

27%

28%

29%

30%

30%

No difficulty

49%

48%

51%

54%

58%

Some difficulty

15%

13%

12%

12%

11%

9%

11%

9%

9%

8%

Unable to do

27%

28%

28%

26%

25%

No difficulty

72%

71%

70%

70%

70%

Some difficulty

5%

4%

5%

4%

4%

A lot of difficulty

4%

4%

4%

4%

4%

Unable to do

19%

20%

21%

21%

22%

No difficulty

32%

28%

32%

29%

29%

Some difficulty

16%

15%

13%

14%

13%

A lot of difficulty

14%

16%

15%

15%

14%

Unable to do

38%

41%

40%

42%

44%

No difficulty

47%

47%

47%

48%

47%

Some difficulty

13%

10%

11%

10%

9%

A lot of difficulty

10%

10%

10%

10%

9%

Unable to do

30%

32%

33%

32%

34%

No difficulty

67%

71%

73%

74%

76%

Some difficulty

11%

9%

8%

8%

7%

6%

6%

5%

5%

4%

16%

14%

13%

13%

12%

signs

A lot of difficulty

W riting

W riting name

Filling in a
form

W riting a letter

Numeracy

Calculating
change should
receive

A lot of difficulty
Unable to do
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Alarmingly these figures suggest a possibly worsening illiteracy problem
amongst people with less than a grade 7 level of education – in 2008 some
27% were unable to read at all, in 2013 it was 30%; in 2008 some 38% could
not fill in a form, in 2013 it was 44%.8 This may correlate with the known
prevalence of functional illiteracy amongst children at school and people who
have been through primary school (Smith-Greenaway, 2015).
Statistics South Africa developed two possible indices of subjective literacy
based on these questions in the 2009 to 2011 surveys. The first index took the
No difficulty and Some difficulty answers to the questions on whether
respondents could read (a newspaper or book) and write a letter. The second
index added the question on filling in a form (Roux, 2012).9
8

However one needs to note the caveat from Gustafsson (2012) who states:
... Very importantly, the way people judge their own level of literacy in these kinds of questions
where you tell a fieldworker what you can do (as opposed to show what you can do, for instance
in a test) seems to be unstable over time. I say this because people with the same level of
education, in terms of highest grade attained, provide changing judgements of their level of
literacy. Specifically, it seems South Africans have become more demanding of themselves, so
over time they become less and less inclined to say they are literate, when controlling for grade.
Past standardised tests have indicated that literacy levels by grade have remained more or less
unchanged, so people with the same level of education are not becoming less literate in reality, it
seems. I suspect that greater social demands to be literate are making people more aware of their
own limitations.
W hat does this mean for interpreting the data? Firstly, one needs to be extra careful when
making comparisons over time. No change could in fact mean there’s an improvement, but
people are not acknowledging this because they are becoming stricter on themselves. Secondly, I
think we should present literacy statistics by level of schooling attained to make it easier to
identify the anomalies I’m referring to.

9

The Kha Ri Gude literacy campaign CEO, McKay (2012b) commenting on these two
indices noted that:
when we designed the questions I had hoped for a more nuanced interpretation. because we
used the competences of the Botswana, Kenyan and LAMP surveys as indicators of different
levels of competence so that we could see literacy/illiteracy as a continuum. The approximate
levels that could be denoted - based on the other surveys (which were direct testing) were:
Level 0: the learner cannot write his/her name
Level 1: the individual can write his/her name, demonstrates some form of emergent
literacy and can read shop and road signs or labels on a package.
Level 2: considered a suitable minimum for coping with demands of daily life. Can read a
newspaper or book or other extended text.
Level 3: Can do the above and can also produce text in the form of a letter or form.
Respondent demonstrates higher-order information processing skills.
Calculating change would say a lot about a degree of numeracy.
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In terms of raw numbers, taking the components used in these two indices
(reading, writing a letter and filling in a form), those who cannot do these or
only with great difficulty are as follows:
Table 10
Functionally illiterates among those aged 15+ with less than Grade
7 [General Housing Surveys 2009 to 2013]
2009
Read

Unable to do
A lot of difficulty
Totals

W rite a letter

Unable to do
A lot of difficulty
Totals

Fill in a form

Unable to do
A lot of difficulty
Totals

2010

2011

2012

2013

1536000

1 530 000

1 582 000

1 498 000

1 542 000

538000

517 000

491 000

467 000

485 000

2 074 000

2 047 000

2 073 000

1 965 000

2 027 000

1 662 000

1 760 000

1 786 000

1 641 000

1 737 000

577 000

571 000

533 000

510 000

473 000

2 239 000

2 331 000

2 319 000

2 151 000

2 210 000

2 087 000

2 249 000

2 198 000

2 122 000

2 261 000

800 000

877 000

807 000

747 000

700 000

2 887 000

3 126 000

3 005 000

2 869 000

2 961 000

These numbers are more or less consistent with these surveys’ estimates of the
numbers of number of people with no education or very low levels of
education.

Direct measures of literacy
UNESCO’s Institute for Statistics is now demanding more direct measures of
literacy from member countries (a good African example of such being the
Kenya National Literacy Survey of 2007) (Aitchison and Alidou, 2009, p. 26)
that will lead to better aligned policies. Gustafsson et al. (2010, p. 3) argue
that South Africa should periodically test adult literacy levels and would be
relatively inexpensive relative to the cost of adult education programmes.
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In South Africa the aforementioned 2008 October Household Survey and the
General Household Survey 2009 did ask questions about whether household
members could read or write (some 3,501,000 adults could not in 2008) and
perform certain literacy skills (1,536,000 could not read in 2009) but these
were not direct qualitative test-based measures.10
However a number of direct measures of reading, writing and calculation
skills directed at South African schoolchildren have indicated that, when
tested with widely used international instruments, the South African schooling
system is underachieving in literacy and numeracy (even when compared with
other far poorer countries in the rest of Africa) (see the summary of these
studies in the EFA Country Report of 2009 (Department of Basic Education,
2009, pp. 29-32)). Though the testing of reading and mathematical
competencies amongst schoolchildren does not directly tell us about adult
illiteracy, it does show that “there is a low correspondence between grade
level and literacy level” (Posel , 2011, p. 41) and explain why many
schoolchildren graduate into functionally illiterate adults.11 This would suggest
that South Africa’s rate of functional illiteracy amongst adults will indeed be
very high (indeed higher than the General Household Survey estimates since
2009 using proxy measures).
Gustafsson et al. (2010, p. 39) note that one interesting measure is how may
hours an adult spends reading each week and suggest that less than a hour
could be a useful measure of functional illiteracy (and in which case about
25% of South African adults are functionally illiterate).

10

11

The Kha Ri Gude literacy campaign had engaged with Statistics South Africa about testing
General Housing Survey 2009 respondents through reading a paragraph and writing a
paragraph but the cost implications proved difficult and the suggestion to have a separate
module during the fieldwork to focus on literacy did not materialise (McKay, 2012a).
Gustafsson et al. (2010, p.4) estimate that “ if the quality of schooling in South Africa were
where it should be (at a level befitting a middle income country), GDP would be R550
billion higher than it currently is, or 23% above the current level. .. poor quality schooling
at the primary level, which increases adult illiteracy in future decades, is undoubtedly a
large, and arguably the largest, inhibitor of South Africa’s growth and development.”
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Reducing illiteracy – have the plans to halve illiteracy
by 2015 worked?
In 2000 South Africa committed itself to the revised (Dakar) Education for All
goal of a 50% reduction in illiteracy by 2015.12 Has this commitment been
adhered to?

Setting targets

In planning for the growth of a fully literate society one first has to make some
further estimates of what reduction in illiteracy is already being made by
existing programmes (and of course the death of elderly illiterates) and then,
on the basis of the data gained from the various measures of literacy
(described above), define the target numbers before planning programmes to
achieve these literacy goals.
As already indicated, the process of working out how many people in South
Africa are illiterate is not an exact science. Numerous caveats and quibbles
must be made about the data from proxy and self-reported measures. In
addition all countries have a percentage of the population of sub-normal
intelligence or severe mental or physical handicap and it is unrealistic to think
that any but those countries with very high budgetary commitment to
education can address their needs (in passing it is this problem that renders
suspicious any country’s claim to have a literacy level that rises much above
the 95% mark). But the bottom line is that, however one massages these
estimates, South Africa definitely has several million illiterate adults who
could benefit from literacy and/or adult basic education provision.
Apart from contending with the divergencies between the census 2001 and
2011 and more recent household survey estimates, another, more pedagogical
issue intrudes – what intervention genuinely guarantees the lifelong
acquisition of literacy skills? Whilst people with no schooling can safely be

12

The Dakar Framework for Action has two of its six goals address the themes of adult
learning. These are Goal 3 – ensuring that the learning needs of all young are met through
equitable access to appropriate learning and life-skills programme, and Goal 4 – achieving
an improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015 especially for women and equitable
access to basic and continuing education for all.
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assumed to be illiterate, how many years of schooling is likely to result in the
lifelong retention of literacy competency? Harley et al. (1996) in their major
survey of South African literacy and adult basic education used Grade 7 as the
retention indicator (a position that has been accepted by Statistics South
Africa), but possibly many of those who dropped out of school before
reaching grade 7 may well be functionally literate (Posel, 2011, p. 40; SmithGreenaway, 2015). The Department of Higher Education used a more
ambiguous indicator for functional literacy of “both read and write with
understanding a short simple statement on their everyday life” (Auditor
General of South Africa, 2014, p. 18).
The major South African intervention to reduce illiteracy amongst adults, the
Kha Ri Gude literacy campaign, only claimed to reach a grade 3 equivalence
(ABET level 1) and the campaign drew attention to the need for follow up via
the state system of Public Adult Learning Centres (which did not happen).13
This leaves one in something of a quandary. If the grade 7 indicator is used
then there is no prospect of South Africa reducing illiteracy by 50% by 2015.
However, if the Kha Ri Gude outcome of grade 3 equivalence is accepted, the
target may well be met, and evidence for this is analysed below.

What is a realistic target?
Realistic targets have to factor in a number of complex variables, that will
reduce the number of people to far less than the raw statistics suggests. To
start with, how many of the potential candidates are in effect uneducable –
because of sub-normal intelligence or severe handicap? Probably about 1.7
million adults. About 2.4 million adults are over the age of 64. Should one
invest in people this old? It may not be directly of economic benefit but many
of the elderly play a crucial childcare role in South Africa and more literate
grandparents may have positive long term effects.
An obvious first target is to make literate the over 2 million unschooled adults
even though they are a hard to reach group and many of the truly uneducable
13

An Auditor-General of South Africa report (2014) notes both a 52% decline in Public Adult
Learning Centre enrolments between 2000 and 2013 (p. 11) and a failure to have Kha Ri
Gude learners progress to ABET level 2 (grade 5 equivalency) “and continue to achieve
functional literacy” (p.12).
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1.7 million adults are in this group. The other obvious targets are those who
dropped out of school after a year or so. It is likely that the bulk of the
reachable target will be people who, for whatever reasons, dropped out or
were extruded from schooling very early on. (The Kha Ri Gude literacy
campaign statistics for 2008 show that unschooled people made up 36% of the
learners and the largest group (48%) had only a year of schooling.)
Making a very rough calculation on the basis of there being probably at least
8.25 million functionally illiterate people, one can deduct the 1.7 million
uneducable and be left with a overall figure of 6.55 million. Half of this is
3.27 million. That would then be the initial Dakar goal related target.
However, that 3.27 million would have to be the actually achieved number.
Because of some inevitable drop-out and attrition from intervention
programmes this requires a larger expanded target than 3.27 million. Thus, for
example, the Ministerial Committee on Literacy report of 2006, which argued
for a target of 3.8 million, developed a plan to enrol 4.7 million illiterate adults
by the end of 2012 (Ministerial Committee on Literacy, 2006, pp. 17-18).

What progress has there been towards such a target?
Has the current provision of literacy and adult basic education successfully
reached over 4 million people?
The Department of Basic Education (2014, p. 40) makes the, already noted,
claim:
Overall the percentage of adults who are literate across all population groups has increased
from 79% in 2009 to approximately 82% in 2012. This may be attributed to the introduction
of Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) now known as Adult Education and Training
(AET), the Kha Ri Gude literacy campaign and other initiatives introduced to improve the
literacy rates of adults by Government.

Let us start with the Kha Ri Gude literacy campaign as it operated from 2008
to date rather than originally planned model (which aimed to enrol 4.7 million
by 2012 with double the funding that was eventually granted to the campaign).
A number of technical points need to be made. The majority of Kha Ri Gude
participants have had no, or virtually no, schooling – Kha Ri Gude is targeting
the genuinely functionally illiterate. In the first year of operation (2008)
participants who completed the programme engaged in a formal externally
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validated assessment process (overseen by the South African Qualifications
Authority) and of these a negligible number failed. The results from 2009 to
2013 were also externally validated and were equally positive.
The graph below shows the enrolments, completions and certifications of
success for the campaign for the years 2008 to 2014 (the figures for 2014 are
estimates).

Figure 2

The cumulative totals are 4 111 080 enrolled, 3 326 216 completed, and most
of those who completed were certificated as successful – 3 200 000. This is
close to the campaign plan’s target of 3.8 million.
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We also have to take into account the learners who gain basic literacy through
other literacy and Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET)14 programmes.
So far their impact on reducing illiteracy levels has been pretty insignificant
(Gustafsson et al., 2010, p. 15). Table 13 in the EFA Country Report for 2009
records the long standing inability of the Department of Education to
disaggregate figures for genuine ABET (up to NQF level 1) and those for
students studying for the Senior Certificate (NQF level 4). One cannot
therefore use this table to make reliable estimates on the ABET contribution to
reaching the 50% reduction in illiteracy. Gustafsson et al. (2010, p.15) note a
survey finding of about 50,000 per annum in ABET classes. The Independent
Examinations Board had an average of about 40 000 examination entries over
the years 2007 to 2009 (but these come from individuals writing several
course examinations) in industry and SETA sponsored programmes. The
General Household Survey of 2009 estimated 120,000 learners in “ABET”
classes. Probably one can be generous and estimate 100 000 learners a year in
ABET levels 1 to 4 programmes – and also assume, also overgenerously, a
50% success rate. Whatever the limitations of ABET provision, this output
would certainly take the overall Kha Ri Gude plus ABET class cumulative
total past the 3.8 million target. South Africa can make, indeed has made, the
50% reduction in total illiteracy.
This achievement, albeit much of it only to the most basic level of
alphabetisation, could never have been done without the Kha Ri Gude
campaign’s first six years of work which were a model of effective service
delivery (Aitchison and McKay, 2014) and women will have been the main
beneficiaries of the progress made.15
A caveat to this success is that basic literacy acquisition can be rapidly
undermined by lack of use and further development of reading, numeracy and

14

15

The Department of Basic Education (2014, p. 40) statement that Adult Basic Education and
Training (ABET) is now known as Adult Education and Training (AET) betrays a major
conceptual confusion (in both the Department of Basic Education and the Department of
Higher Education and Training). ABET refers to an adult equivalent of compulsory general
school education and in South Africa that is still currently school grades 1 to 9. AET refers
to all adult education at any level, both formal and non-formal, and therefore cannot be used
as a synonym for formal ABET (or even ABET and Further Education and Training (FET)).
Sadly, Kha Ri Gude now appears to be facing serious mismanagement problems and the
enormous potential it had to continue as a vehicle to deliver post-literacy education and
training largely compromised.
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associated skills. Unfortunately post literacy provision shows few signs of
being geared up adequately. There is little evidence that the national
Department of Higher Education and Training has geared up or is capable of
further servicing the graduates of the Kha Ri Gude campaign (in spite of the
Ministerial Committee on Literacy having warned about this back in 2006)
(Ministerial Committee on Literacy, 2006, pp. 52-53). The EFA Country
Report of 2009 very frankly acknowledged the failure of the ABET system to
deliver on scale (only 8 152 learners had exited fully qualified from the system
since 2001) and states that “As a mechanism for addressing the learning needs
of adults with no or little basic education the apparatus of public adult
education governance, provision, curriculum and support has evidently proved
unequal to the task.” (Department of Basic Education, 2009, pp. 22–23). The
current policy development and plans for a new system of community colleges
and community learning centres is still too insubstantial to be evaluated as to
its potential for making South Africa a more literate society.

Can any conclusions be made?
This article has attempted to analyse the available sources on adult literacy
statistics in South Africa and found a fair degree of inconsistency among
them. Some discrepancies are to be expected, particularly with reading and
writing and their use in the daily functioning of people in a very complex
society with high disparities in education and wealth and general living
conditions. In addition we have an evolution of what kind of literacy or socalled literacies are needed to function in modern society. However, one can
safely say that a more thorough form of direct testing of literacy capabilities is
needed for South Africa to have a more reliable set of baselines from which to
improve.
Although some of the data sources (particularly the General Housing Surveys)
have indicated that illiteracy (using Grade 7 schooling or equivalent as the
proxy for functional literacy) is less of a problem, percentage wise, in raw
numbers South Africa still has an embarrassingly large number of illiterate
people. I would personally estimate that we have a practical target of about 5
million people still to be reached.
It is clear that without the efforts of the Kha Ri Gude literacy campaign the
number of totally or near totally illiterate people would be about three million
people larger. But the follow up to this campaign has been more or less non-
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existent. One can safely predict that unless something radical happens to the
support and funding of literacy and adult basic education provision for
undereducated South Africans, this will take a long time.
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Abstract
The purpose of this article is to describe the different dimensions of the community- university
interactions that emanated from a Community Engagement Audit which was undertaken at the
University of Limpopo (UL) in 2014. The Audit methodology followed a quantitative survey
research approach. A sample of 278, out of a population of 559 academic staff at UL that included
196 with PhDs and 363 without PhDs, participated in the study. SPSS was used to compute factor
analysis. The results indicated the dominant partners that faculties interact with across the spheres
of engaged scholarship were multi-national companies, small, medium and micro-enterprises,
national regulatory and advisory and sectorial organisations. The types of relationship with external
social actors were contract research, continuing education and collaborative research and
development projects. Channels of information were popular publications, public conferences,
seminars or workshops, oral or written testimony or advice prominent. The outputs were new or
improved products/processes, scientific discoveries and community infrastructure and facilities.
The outcomes and benefits were regional development, improved quality of life for individuals and
communities and research focus and research projects, theoretical and methodological development
in an academic field, academic and institutional reputation. The main constrains experienced during
engagement are lack of academic resources and institutional support and relationships with external
social partners. The results provide guiding parameters to improve the scale and reach of CE at the
UL and a snapshot of the architecture and terrain of engaged scholarship at a rural-based HEI in
South Africa.

Introduction
This article presents the different dimensions such as the nature of external
social partners, types of relationship, the channels, the outcomes and benefit
and the challenges and obstacles of the academic-community interactions
which were reflected in data that emanated from a Community Engagement
(CE) Audit, undertaken from the 11th of November 2013 to the 30th May
2014 at the UL as rural based university. This university as described by
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Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC) (2011, p.8) is a “rural based
medium-sized” university situated in the rural enclave of Mankweng
Township, Ga-Makanye and Mamotintane villages in the Limpopo Province.
Rural-based universities are “historically disadvantaged offspring of the
so-called apartheid policy” of “separate development established during the
apartheid era in the former homelands” and were “institutionalized through
the Extension of University Education Act of 1959” (Mavhandu-Mudzusi and
Netshandama, 2014, p.372; Nkomo and Sehoole, 2007, p.2).
Alongside teaching and learning and research, CE is identified as one of the
core responsibilities of universities as mandated by the White Paper on
Higher Education (1997). Council on Higher Education (CHE, 2004, p.12)
defines CE as
Initiatives and processes through which the expertise of the higher education institution in
the areas of teaching and research are applied to address issues relevant to its community.
Community engagement typically finds expression in a variety of forms, ranging from
informal and relatively unstructured activities to formal and structured academic programmes
addressed at particular community needs.

Ramírez, Aitkin, Kora and Richardson, (2005) add that community
engagement as continuous process characterised by addressing evolving
needs and interests of the community. Both these definitions resonate with the
University of Limpopo’s CE policy that states CE “continuously negotiated
collaborations and partnerships between UL and the interest groups that it
interacts with, aimed at building and exchanging knowledge, skills, expertise
and resources required to develop and sustain society” (UL CE Policy, 2008,
p.8). CE is also included in the mission statement of the University of
Limpopo which read “A university which responds actively: To the
development needs of its students, its staff members and its communities,
through relevant and high quality education and training, research and
engagement, and in partnership and in collaboration with its different
stakeholders” (UL website, 2016).
Although the HEQC “commends the University of Limpopo for its range of
community engagement activities carried out by committed staff members”
(HEQC, 2011, pp.35) the nature, types, channels of information, outputs,
outcomes and obstacles and challenges of the academic-community
interactions that its faculties has with external social partners remain
undocumented. It is therefore, important to investigate different dimensions
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that emerge out the University of Limpopo’s academic-community
interactions.
In this article we briefly explore some of the literature that critically examined
the origins of community engagement, the context of engagement, a brief
history of engagement in South Africa, the perceived benefits of CE to both
university and community – and the constraints within the South African CE
context, the research methodology used to conduct the study before
introducing the results of the Audit.

Origins of community engagement
There is mounting interest in the way in which Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs) such as universities confront local, regional and national development
needs as echoed in 2009 World Bank higher education policy
recommendations (Nampota and Preece, 2012; Schuetze, 2010).
Internationally HEIs are responding to fundamental changes that are
occurring throughout the world by “transforming their functions, role and
purpose in order to respond to new needs and environmental conditions”
(Rowe, 2011, p.5). According to Boughey (2014, p.1) in agreement with a
“international trend in higher education (Arredondo and De la Garza, 2007;
Hall, 2010; Kaburise, 2007; Shah, 2007; Taylor, 2007). South African HEIs
over the past decade and a half have to greater or lesser degrees commenced
to address the issue of recognising and addressing CE a legitimate concern
alongside teaching, leaning and research.
The literature on community engagement suggest two modes of engagement
i.e. “a dispersed model” that involves the interaction with external
stakeholders of individual staff members “self-initiated projects” (Mulroy
(2004 cited by Nampota and Preece, 2012, p.107 and “a coordinated model”
that involves the interaction with external stakeholders both staff and students
“as teams across and within departments, reflecting the engagement
approach” (Nampota and Preece, 2012, p.107).
Almost two decades ago, the current focus on CE within South African higher
education was catalysed by the publication of the Education White Paper 3
(Department of Education (DoE), 1997). The White Paper states that higher
education in South Africa should undergo a process of transformation in order
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to contribute to the post-Apartheid development goals. It is therefore, crucial
HEIs in South Africa “. . .continue to serve as a medium of socio-economic
change and emancipation by involving surrounding communities in their
research projects in order to provide the necessary skills that will help to
improve quality of life” (Odeku and Meyer, 2014, p.667).
The national ambition was reinforced by the World Declaration on Higher
Education for the Twenty First Century that universities should provide
service to society as a contribution to reducing social ills such as “poverty,
hunger, intolerance, violence, illiteracy, environmental degradation and
diseases” (UNESCO, 1998, p.8). Consequently, South African HEIs gradually
began to become aligned to the new mission of responding “to the changes in
the demands and needs of society and stakeholders’ (Paleari, Donina and
Meoli, 2015, p.370) and work collaboratively with their immediate
communities to address and contribute to the developmental potentials of both
community and university (Nampota, 2011; Pratt, Matthews, Nairne, Hoult
and Ashenden, 2011). The UL also recognises this and through its CE Policy.
HEIs have responded to both the national and international (focus) better
word may be ‘imperative’ of the engaged university of the 21st Century in
diverse ways, producing a nascent framework for engagement. The drive to
develop redundant adjective ‘architecture’ of engagement that encapsulates
‘good’ scholarship. . .is premised upon the claim that engaged scholarship is
inherently ‘good’ scholarship – which we address later in the introduction.

The context of engagement
Although community engagement is an integral, mandated aspect of all HEIs
(including UL), the Council for Higher Education does not prescribe specific
modes of engagement at an institutional level, enabling specific institutional
contexts to shape the localised identity and nature of engaged scholarship
(CHE, 2006). Policies from different HEIs demonstrate that there are
similarities in the modes of structured and unstructured activities and
identities of different HEIs (McRae, 2012; Hall, 2010; Westdijk, Koliba and
Hamshaw, 2010). Generally, CE in most South African universities (including
UL) takes the form of service learning, structured outreach – or volunteerism
– and community centred research activities (Snyman, 2014; Nhamo, 2013;
Schuetze, 2010; UL CE Policy, 2008). In this respect, it is incumbent on each
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institution to formulate their own community engagement mode, often
reinforcing the identity of the particular HEI through processes of institutional
dialogue and procedures, influenced by the mission and vision of the
institution and the context/s in which the engagement occurs (Hester,
Adejumo and Frantz, 2015; Muller, 2010). Despite the relevance of these
activities, the issue of engaged scholarship which has to be negotiated – if
mutually beneficial outcomes are to be sustained – is often contested.

A brief history of engagement in South Africa
Since the ratification of the White Paper, the South African Higher Education
system policies and legislation has gradually increased the scope and focus of
engaged scholarship. The overall focus of these shifts reflects the ambition of
bringing community and universities closer together, underpinned by the
belief that such ‘closeness’ holds potentials to unlock new forms of
knowledge (Van Schalkwyck and Erasmus, 2011; Erasmus and Albertyn,
2014).
The drive to produce knowledge that is both relevant at the local scale and
can be used by communities has resulted in the development of some core
themes that are intended to take the community-university relationship
beyond the traditional pedagogy of teaching and learning and conducting
research in the pursuit of knowledge that could be used is believed to reside at
the dynamic academic-community interface. The central themes include:
(i) the transformation of HEIs at an institutional level so that they are better
positioned to facilitate, implement and disseminate findings from engaged
activities (Snyman, 2014); (ii) the orientation of both academics and
community partners to the relevance and utility of engaged scholarship and
(iii) the expansion of specific, niche institutional knowledge areas – such as
socio-economic development, environmental concerns and the inclusion of
indigenous knowledge. In the last two decades these themes have become
operationalised through a diverse portfolio of interactive partnerships
between communities and universities which has included both formal and
informal community engagement practices such as service-leaning,
internships, participatory-action-research and volunteerism.
It has been argued – and reported – that the ‘glue’ that holds these unique
partnerships together reflects some, or all of the following characteristics:
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knowledge co-generation, horizontal social relations, trust, the sharing of
experiences and lessons learnt in a process of community-university praxis
from which unique forms of knowledge and ‘knowledge enablement’ have
been produced (Erasmus & Albertyn, 2014). It has been argued from many
perspectives that whilst traditional forms of teaching and learning and
research add value to many aspects of development, engaged scholarship
produces unique benefits as diverse communities intersect with HEIs. By
participating in CE activities students achieve professional development,
enhanced learning and develop positive impact on their academic learning by
bridging the gap between classroom theories to practice (Preece, 2013;
Netshandama, Maluleke and Kutame, 2011). HEIs get improved institutional
commitment to the curriculum increase their networks, pedagogical skills and
research possibilities and recognition in the community (Benneworth, 2015;
Preece, 2013; Briscoe, Keller, McClain, Best and Mazza, 2009) while the
Community enhance their knowledge to address their own social and
economic needs, members gain in terms of self-esteem, trust, skills
acquisition, confidence and problem solving skills (Preece, 2013, p.271;
Ahmed and Palermo, 2010, p.1380).

The perceived benefits of community engagement
The continuous interaction and mutual beneficial partnership between HEI
and their external actors may have yielded outcomes as “the changes, benefits,
learning or other effects” as a result of the interaction (Hart, Northmore and
Gerhardt, 2010, p.36) and outputs as “the products and services delivered” as
a results of the interaction (Cupitt and Ellis, 2007, p.6). These include social
and economic outcome and outputs including new or improved products, new
or improved processes, scientific discoveries, community infrastructure and
facilities and traditional academic outcome and outputs including students,
academic papers and conference presentations and reports, policy documents
and popular publications (Kruss, Diwu, Nyoka, Ranchod and Manamela,
2013, p.84).
It has been argued that the value contained within the community-university
interface includes mutual benefits for academics, their institutions and the
communities they engage with as HEIs get improved institutional
commitment to the curriculum increase their networks, pedagogical skills and
research possibilities and recognition in the community and the community
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enhance their knowledge to address their own social and economic
needs.(Rowe, 2011; Hart & Northmore, 2010; Mohamed, 2006; Muirhead,
Graham and Brown, 2002). Through academic programmes such as
internships and service-learning the universities claim they are able to add
value to both the community and the university as well as leveraging spaces
for students to develop values associated with civil awareness and social
responsibility – whilst simultaneously acquiring a stock of ‘real-world’
experiences that they can apply in both their academic work and future
careers (Wood and Zuber-Skerrit, 2013; Kruss, Visser, Aphane and Haupt,
2012; Ahmed and Palermo, 2010; Strydom and Mentz, 2010; Global Alliance
on Community Engaged Research, 2009; UNESCO, 2009).

Challenges confronting the community engagement
mandate
Practical constraints

The historical positioning of UL and other HEIs in South Africa reflects the
apartheid legacy which has resulted in an uneven HEI landscape and
subsequently an uneven Community Engagement portfolio across South
Africa. Particular constraints that have been highlighted include, inter alia:
time constraints to do CE, gaining entry to communities and the negative
perceptions of communities about the relevance of universities to
marginalised households (Levitt, 2014; Mabuza, Diab, Reid, Ntuli, Flack,
Mpofu, Daniels, Adonis, Cakwe, Karuguti and Molefe, 2013; Kruss et al.,
2013; Chimucheka, 2012). These ‘day to day’ constraints tend, however, to be
underpinned by a more universal— mosaic of structural and ideological
constraints which intersect with the practical constraints outlined above.

Structural constraints

Integrating successful and sustainable community engagement activities
within the fabric of UL and other HEIs poses challenges for universities
throughout South Africa (Israel, 2014; Wood & Zuber-Skerrit, 2013; UL CE
Policy, 2008). Both national and international literature suggests that CE is
often situated at the peripheries of the institutional hierarchy of importance. It
is argued that the ‘second cousin’ (Moore and Ward, 2010 as cited by
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Kearney, 2015. p.27; Bender, 2008) status sustains uncoordinated,
marginalised and inadequately supported – particularly funded – CE
portfolios at many HEIs resulting in weak and lack lustre institutional impact
(Pienaar, 2014; Erasmus & Albertyn., 2014; Hall, 2010). It has been argued
that this is often exacerbated by the lack of clarity about the ‘meaning’ of CE,
rendering evaluation and measurement of the impacts of CE on uncertain
ground (Mirza, Vodden, and Collins, 2012; Hall, 2010). This claim that
measurement cannot be precise if there is no clarity about what is to be
measured (impact, commitment, responsiveness, community involvement,
partnerships, types of knowledge generated, utility of the knowledge to
different parties) is echoed from many quarters (Nhamo, 2013; Slamat, 2010).
It is not just internal institutional inconsistencies that make CE difficult
terrain to navigate. Historically, universities have been perceived as ’ivory
towers’ that are populated by an elite who reproduce elite, Mode One
knowledge (Gibbons, Limoges, Nowotny, Schwartzman, Scott and Trow,
1994) often with little – if any – practical utility to third sector agencies which
are the civil society that include large and small non-profit voluntary sectors
including non-governmental community based organisations, trusts, social
enterprises and cooperatives (Albertyn and Erasmus, 2014; Corry, 2010;
Boughey, 2014; Netshandama, 2010; Bender, 2008). The historical
inconsistency remains a dominant influence within the broader UL
architecture as an institution that compete for national and international
recognition and status – which often favours Mode 1 knowledge over other
forms of knowledge – through traditional indicators, such as accredited
publication outputs and throughput rates (Gerber, 2005, p.1398). This terrain,
which CE practitioners are as bound to negotiate as any other academic, often
produces unintended obstacles that frustrate institutional and individual
efforts to facilitate CE.
It is not just the contemporary positioning of HEIs in the broader,
international academic context that influences the impacts and outcomes of
CE activities. There are internal structural inconsistencies which also have
discrete – yet profound – impacts on the CE landscape. One example of a
discrete, structural obstacle is highlighted by Pienaar (2014) and Stillman
(2014) who argue that outdated ethics committee protocols – inclusive of
implicit epistemological clashes about the validity of different knowledge
forms – frustrate the CE ambition.

Aphane, Mtapuri, Burman and Mollel: Academic interaction. . .

147

We suggest that the existing CE panorama in South Africa is an uneven one,
influenced by historical, structural and practical challenges – yet despite these
challenges a rich, diverse and reflective portfolio of CE activities has been
developed within the neighbourhoods of both disadvantaged and advantaged
HEIs. This reflects – albeit through a contested process – considerable
individual and institutional efforts to embrace the CE ethos, rather than ignore
it.
The study was to analyse existing relationships that UL faculties has with
external social partners. Specifically this study sought to answer the following
research question relating to UL’s interaction with its external social actors:
What are the different dimensions of the University of Limpopo’s
academic-community interactions?

Research methodology
A quantitative survey-based research approach using factor analysis was used
in conducting the audit to measure and explain different forms of interaction
of University of Limpopo academic staff “with a wide range of external social
partners” (Kruss, Visser, Aphane, & Haupt, 2012, p.13; Sampson, 2012;
Bryman, 2012). The research design was appropriate for obtaining relevant
information about the different forms interaction with wide range external
social partners of the UL academics. The study population comprised of 559
personnel from the University of Limpopo which included 196 academics
with PhDs and 363 without PhDs. A probabilistic simple random technique
was used to select a sample of 228 respondents while ensuring that each
element of the population had an equal chance of being included in the study
(Monette, Sullivan, Dejong, and Hilton, 2014). An additional 50 participants
were further randomly selected for replacement purposes bringing the total to
278. The sample satisfied the inclusion criteria that of being full/part-time
academic personnel involved in teaching and learning, research and
community engagement. Ethical clearance to conduct the study was obtained
from the Turfloop Research and Ethics Committee (TREC) of the University
of Limpopo. The anonymity, confidentiality and informed consent of
individual participants were ensured.
Data were collected using an interviewer-administered survey Instrument
adopted with permission from the Individual Academic Interaction Instrument
designed by the Human Science Research Council (HSRC) (Kruss et al.,
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2012). “A rigorous process and steps were followed in the adaptation of the
instruments, namely: grounding it in the emergent literature in South Africa,
and in comparative literature on university community engagement,
triangulated with instruments on civic engagement used in American and
British universities, piloted in two universities with projects leaders, deans,
senior managers, and other academics then revised it” (Kruss et al., 2012,
p.16).
The instrument consisted of 2 sections. Section 1 captured the demographic
characteristics of the respondents which included the faculty, academic rank
and qualifications of the participants. Section 2 consisted of 6 scales in order
to investigate the nature, types, channels of information, outputs, outcomes
and obstacles and challenges of the academic-community interactions using
with a 4 point Likert Scale with following options 1 – Not at all; 2 – Isolated
instances; 3 – On a moderate scale and 4 – On a wide scale. The six scales
included; the first scale consisted of 29 items and covered identification of the
external social partners, the second scale consisted of 22 items and covered
the types of interactions, the third scale consisted of 20 items that covered the
channels of engagement, the fourth scale consisted of 12 items that covered
the types of outputs produced, the fifth scale consisted of 21 items that
covered the outcomes and benefits of the engagements and the last scale
consisted of 14 items that covered challenges and constraints academic
interaction with external social actors (see Appendix 1).
For example, scale 1 asked: To what extent do you interact through your
academic work with any of these external social actors? (e.g. local
government agencies; National government departments, clinics and health
centres, schools, trade unions, national universities, community organisations,
small-scale farmers and so forth). The scale 2 asked: To what extent does your
academic scholarship involve these types of relationships with external social
actors? (e.g. service learning, research consultancy, technology transfer,
contract research, student voluntary outreach programmes, collaborative
curriculum design and so forth). Scale 3 asked: To what extent have you used
each of the following channels of information to transfer your knowledge to
external social actors? (e.g. Popular publications, Public conferences,
seminars or workshops, Informal information exchange, Oral or written
testimony or advice etc.). Scale 4 asked: To what extent has your academic
interaction with external social actors had the following outputs? (e.g. New or
improved products, New or improved processes, Academic publications,
Dissertations etc.). Scale 5 asked: To what extent has your academic
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Interaction had the following outcomes or benefits? (e.g. Relevant research
focus and research projects, Theoretical and methodological development in
an academic field, Academic and institutional reputation, Interventions plans
and guidelines, Community-based campaigns etc.). Scale 6 asked: In your
experience, how important are the following obstacles and challenges to your
academic Interaction with external social actors? (e.g. Legal problems, Lack
of mutual knowledge about partners’ needs and priorities, Unequal power
relations and capabilities in relation to external social partners, Too few
academic staff etc.). (See Appendix 1).
Table 1: Dimensions of the community-university interactions
Dimension

No. of items

Identification of the external social partners

29

Types of interactions

22

Channels of engagement

20

Types of outputs produced

12

Outcomes and benefits of the engagements

21

Challenges and constraints of engagement

14

The Statistical Package for Social Science (version 22) was used for data
reduction and to produce statistical outputs using factor analysis. Because a
scalar questionnaire was used, the responses were therefore, grouped into like
segments using a factor analysis to evaluate the inter-relationships among
items and cluster them together to find out which items/variables load to
particular components (Bartholomew, Steele, Galbraith and Moustaki, 2008;
Kaiser, 1974). A factor in factor analysis is a new latent variable which
represents many variables. According to Field (2009, p.639), factors with
relatively large eigenvalues are retained and those with small are discarded
because “the eigenvalue is a measure of the substantive importance of the
eigenvector with which it is associated”. Field (2009, p. ??) notes that Kaiser
(1960) recommended the retention of all factors with an eigenvalue of 1
because “eigenvalues represent the amount of variation explained by a factor
and that an eigenvalue of 1 represents a substantial amount of variation”. This
approach was adopted in this study in which only factors with eigenvalues
above 1 were retained.
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Results
Results of the reliability tests and KMO and Bartlett's Test of the scales

The KMO is a measure of sampling adequacy and varies between 0 and 1.
According to Field (2010, p.647) a value close to 0 indicates “diffusion in the
pattern of correlations, hence, factor analysis is likely to be inappropriate”;
when the value is close to 1, this shows that there is compactness in the
correlations such that factor analysis will “yield distinct and reliable factors”.
Field (2010) avers that Kaiser (1974) considers values greater than 0.5 as
‘barely acceptable’; values between 0.5 and 0.7 as ‘mediocre’; values between
0.7 and 0.8 as ‘good’; values between 0.8 and 0.9 as ‘great’ and those above
0.9 as ‘superb’.
In this study, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure for dimensions 3 (.904) and 5
(.913) were excellent and for dimensions1 (.837), 2 (.883), 4 (.868) and 6
(.862) were all commendable. Therefore, the entire sample for all the scales
was satisfactory for factor analysis and significant at level of .000 (Kaiser,
1974).
Dimension one yielded a good Cronbach Alpha value of .896, dimension two
yielded an excellent Cronbach Alpha value of .922, dimension three yielded
an excellent Cronbach Alpha value of .903, dimension four yielded a good
Cronbach Alpha value of .862, dimension five yielded an excellent Cronbach
Alpha value of .926, dimension six yielded a good Cronbach Alpha value of
.851. The overall reliability test of the questionnaire yielded a Cronbach
Alpha value .968 which reflects an excellent internal consistency of the scale
(Bonett, and Wright, 2015; Eisinga, Te Grotenhuis, & Pelzer, 2013).
Only group variables with more than one item were reported in this study
because factor analysis is about correlations between items. One could
consider a single item as an outlier and may warrant removal from the data set
because it has low correlations with other items and this can also indicate
what Field (2010, p.675) calls a “reverse-phrased item” – that is an item
which requires an opposite response to all other questions.
Demographics of research respondents

From the four faculties and Research Administration results, nearly 9% of the
participant’s preferred to keep their faculties anonymous. The majority of the
participants (35%) were from the faculty of Science and Agriculture. In terms
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of academic rank nearly 8% preferred to keep their rank anonymous and 38%
were senior lecturers. With regard to their qualifications, close to 36% of the
participants had PhDs, while nearly 11% preferred to keep their qualifications
confidential. (See Table 2).
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Table 2: Demographic characteristics of respondents
Responses
Variable
Faculty

Academic rank

Qualification

Category

Frequency
(n)

Percentages
(%)

Health Sciences

32

13.5

Humanities

52

21.9

Science and Agriculture

83

35

Management and Law

42

17.7

Research Administration

7

3

No response

21

8.9

Total

237

100

Director

2

0.8

HOD

14

5.9

Senior Lecturer

91

38.4

Junior Lecturer

83

35

Tutor

7

3

Academic Support Service

19

8

Non-Academic Support Service

3

1.3

No response

18

7.6

Total

237

100

Junior Degree

5

2.1

Honours Degree

34

14.3

Masters Degree

83

35

Doctoral Degree

85

35.9

Post Grade 12 qualifications

5

2.1

No response

25

10.5

Total

237

100
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Type of external social actors the UL interact with

The Table 3 below shows the results of the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) and
Bartlett Tests specifically for dimension one: the external social partners. For
this dimension, the KMO value is 0.837 which is considered ‘great’ and we
can conclude that the sample size is adequate for factor analysis. Barrtlett’s
test of sphericity which yielded a chi-square = 2127.447, p 0.000, indicates
that correlations between items were sufficiently large for factor analysis.
Table 3: KMO and Bartlett's Test
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity

0.837

Approx. Chi-Square

2127.447

df

378

Sig.

0

Table 4 illustrates that the types of external social partners included firms,
civil society, academic, government, households and agencies. It is evident
that firms accounting for 21.2% of the variance (and an eigenvalue of 5.939)
and civil society (with 11.3% of the variance and an eigenvalue of 3.185) are
the main type of external social actors the faculties interact with. These six
components had Eigenvalues above Kaiser’s criterion of 1 and account for a
cumulative 61.2% of the total variance while the rest of the variance is
accounted for by extraneous factors. The scree plot confirmed these six
components. The items that clustered on the component we called ‘Civil
society’ are led by religious organisations which had a high factor loading of
0.811.
In this study, among the social actors were large national firms (with a high
factor loading of 0.804, multi-national companies (0.792), Small, medium and
micro-enterprises (0.714), national regulatory and advisory agencies (0.591)
and sectoral organisations (0.570) which were clustered/loaded onto
component/factor which we called ‘Firms’ (See Table 4 below).
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Table 4: Rotated component matrix on the type external social actors the
faculties interact with
Rescaled
Component

Firms

Large national firms

0.804

Multi-national companies

0.792

Small, medium and microenterprises

0.714

National regulatory and
advisory agencies

0.591

Sectorial organisations

0.57

Civil
society

Religious organisations

0.811

Political organisations

0.692

Social movements

0.658

Trade unions

0.566

Community organisations

Academic

Government

Households

External
agencies

519

African universities

0.764

International universities

0.731

Provincial/regional
government department or
agencies

0.864

Local government agencies

0.784

National government
departments

0.617

Individuals and households

0.877

A specific local community

0.749

Science councils

0.819

Funding agencies

0.715

Eigenvalues

5.939

3.185

2.526

2.084

1.791

1.616

% Explained variance

21.21

11.37

9.021

7.443

6.397

5.773

Cummulative % of variance

21.21

32.59

41.61

49.05

55.45

61.22
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In table 4, loadings of 0.5 and above were considered significant and reported.
The extraction method was Principal Component, with orthogonal (varimax)
rotation in which Kaiser normalisation was achieved in 6 iterations. (The
same applies to tables that follow).
There are 19 items/variables remaining because of the substantive importance
of factor loadings in which coefficients less than 0.5 were suppressed in line
with Stevens (2002 cited in Fields, 2010) who recommends interpreting only
factor loadings with an absolute value greater than 0.4. The rest of the
variables were, thus, discarded. As such, in this study, only items with factor
loadings of 0.5 and above were reported. Field (2009, p.644) argues that
“factor loadings are a gauge of the substantive importance of a given variable
to a given factor”.
Types of relationship with external social actors

This dimension recorded a KMO coefficient of 0.883, which is also ‘great’
suggesting the sample size’s adequacy for factor analysis. The Bartlett’s test
of sphericity was also significant at p 0.000 indicating that the data set did not
resemble an identity matrix which is composed of zero correlations. The test
produced a value of chi square of 1986.912 (See Table 5).
Table 5: KMO and Bartlett's Test
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity

0.883

Approx. Chi-Square

1986.912

df

210

Sig.

0

Table 6 illustrates that the component matrix has four factors. Notably, the
type of relationships with external social actors was mainly concerned with
research, education and training and engaged learning. The first factor,
Research, explained about 33.4% of the total variance in this dimension with
an eigenvalue of 7.013 in which contract and collaborative research as well as
technology were prominent in the engagements given their high factor
loadings above 0.7. Under the factor of Education and Training, ‘Continuing
education or professional development’ was prominent with a factor of
loading of 0.746. These four factors account for 59.98% of the variance in
this dimension.

156

Journal of Education, No. 66, 2016

Table 6: Rotated component matrix types of relationship with external
social actors
Rescaled
Component
Research
Contract research

0.788

Collaborative research and development
(R&D) projects

0.779

Technology transfer

0.721

Participatory research networks

0.662

Joint commercialisation of a new
produced

0.644

Research consultancy

0.606

Community based research project

0.574

Education
&
Training

Continuing education or professional
development

0.746

Collaborative curriculum design

0.691

Monitoring, evanluation and need
assessment

0.678

Customised training and short courses

Engaged
learning

Technological
transfer

589

Policy research, analysis and advice

0.569

Education of students so that they are
socially responsive

0.721

Service learning

0.712

Alternative modes of delivery to
accommodate non-traditional students

0.672

Work-integrated learning

0.665

Student voluntary outreach programmes

0.525

Clinical services and patient or client care

0.72

Design and testing of new interventions or
protocols

0.671

Eigenvalues

7.013

2.312

1.903

1.369

% Explained variance

33.4

11.01

9.963

6.158

Cummulative % of variance

33.4

44.41

53.47

59.985
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Channels of information

This dimension recorded a KMO of 0.904 which is deemed to be ‘superb’ for
adequacy of the sample and a Bartlett’s test of sphericity which yielded a
significant chi-square value of 1647.675 at p 0.000 – with both tests hinting at
the appropriateness of factor analysis. (See Table 7).
Table 7: KMO and Bartlett's Test
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity

0.904

Approx. Chi-Square

1647.675

df

171

Sig.

0

Table 8 illustrates that four components were extracted, namely
Technological, Research and Informal Engagements as well as Public Media
– which they have used as the stated channels of information to transfer their
knowledge to external social actors. For instance, technological engagements
account for 35.6% of the variance in this dimension with an eigenvalue of
6.775, while public media with an eigenvalue of 1.385 accounted for about
7.3% of the variance in this dimension. These four factors accounted for about
59% of the variance in this dimension while extraneous factors accounted for
the remaining 41% of the variance. Under public media, popular publications
(factor loadings of 0.773) and public conferences, seminars and workshops
(with 0.724) were prominent.
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Table 8: Rotated Component Matrix on Channels of Information
Rescaled
Component
Technological

engagements
Spin-off firms from the university
(commercial or not for profits)

0.69

Software development or adaptation for
social uses

0.679

Technological incubators or innovation
hubs

0.635

Patent application and registration

0.633

Interactive websites

0.626

Technolgy development and application
networks

0.574

Reports and policy briefings

0.523

Research
engagement

Participatory or action research projects

0.699

Research contracts and commissions

0.648

Demonstration projects or units

0.639

Training and capacity development or
workshops

0.602

Cross-disciplinary networks with social
partners

0.598

Intervention and development
programmes

0.571

Informal
engagement

Informal information exchange

0.755

Oral or written testimony or advice

0.748

Students

Public
media

0.6

Popular publications

0.773

Public conferences, seminars or
workshops

0.724

Eigenvalues

6.765

1.696

1.399

1.385

% Explained variance

35.61

8.929

7.362

7.288

Cummulative % of variance

35.61

44.54

51.9

59.185
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Outputs from engagement

This dimension recorded a KMO of 0.868 which is deemed to be ‘great’ for
adequacy of the sample and a Bartlett’s test of sphericity which yielded a
significant chi-square value of 1112.387 at p 0.000 – with both tests hinting at
the appropriateness of factor analysis (See Table 9).
Table 9: KMO and Bartlett's Test
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity

0.868

Approx. Chi-Square

1112.387

df

55

Sig.

0

Table 10 illustrates that the outputs that resulted from academic interaction
with external social actors were of an academic, and social and economic
nature as the only two factors which were extracted. The items which
clustered under the social and economic factor were new or improved
products/processes, scientific discoveries and community infrastructure and
facilities with factor loadings above 0.7.
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Table 10: Rotated Component Matrix on outputs
Rescaled
Component
Social &
economic
New or improved products

0.875

New or improved processes

0.803

Scientifc discoveries

0.719

Community infrastructure and facilities

0.707

Snip-off companies

0.664

Cultural artifacts

0.539

Traditional
academic

Academic publications

0.841

Dissertations

0.841

Reports, policty documents and popular publications

0.733

Academic collaboration

0.704

Graduates with relevant skill and values

0.657

Eigenvalues

3.684

2.95

% Explained variance

33.487

26.814

Cummulative % of variance

33.487

60.301
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The results indicate that the social and economic factor had an eigenvalue of
3.684 and accounted for about a third (33%) of the variance in this dimension.
The two factors accounted for two thirds of the variance in this dimension.

Outcomes and benefits of engagement

This dimension posted a ‘superb’ KMO value of 0.913 and a Bartlett’s test of
sphericity chi square of 2452.745 (190) significant at p 0.000. These results
also attest to the appropriateness of using factor analysis in terms of sample
adequacy and sphericity (See Table 11 below).
Table 11: KMO and Bartlett's Test
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity

0.913

Approx. Chi-Square

2452.745

df

190

Sig.

0

Table 12 illustrates that the outcomes and benefits that resulted from their
engagement with external social partners were mainly social development and
academic. Eight items clustered around the Social Development factor which
had an eigenvalue of 8.704 and accounted for about 44% of the variance in
the outcomes and benefits dimension. These items range from regional
development to incorporation of indigenous knowledge. Under Engagement
clustered items such as Intervention plans and guidelines as well as policy
interventions.
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Table 12: Rotated Component Matrix on outcomes and benefits
Rescaled
Component
Social
Development
Regional development

0.793

Improved quality of life for individuals and
communities

0.781

Improved livelihoods for individuals and
communities

0.761

Community empowerment and agency

0.719

Community employment generation

0.645

Firm employment generation

0.628

Firm productivity and competitiveness

0.598

Incorporation of indigenous knowledge

0.559

Academic
benefit

Relevant research focus and research projects

0.793

Theoretical & methodological development in
an academic field

0.79

Academic and institutional reputation

0.779

Participatory curriculum development, new
academic programmes and materials

0.675

Cross-disciplinary knowledge production to deal
with multi-faceted social problems

0.633

Engagement

Interventions plans and guidelines

0.711

Community-based campaigns

0.707

Community training and skills development

0.675

Policy interventions

0.657

Public awareness and advocacy
Eigenvalues

8.704

2.474

1.935

% Explained variance

43.521

12.372

9.676

Cummulative % of variance

43.521

55.893

65.569
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Obstacles and challenges to engagement

The KMO test for this dimension produced a value of 0.862 which is
considered ‘great’. The Bartlett’s test of sphericity also recorded a chi square
value of 928.680 which is significant at p 0.000 (see Table 13 below).
Table 13: KMO and Bartlett's Test
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy

0.862

Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity

Approx. Chi-Square

928.68

df

78

Sig.

0

Table 14 illustrates that the main obstacles and challenges experienced during
engagement are lack of academic resources and institutional support and
relationships with external social partners. Four items clustered under the
factor which we termed Relationship. This factor with an eigenvalue of 4.111
accounted for about 32% of the variance in this dimension. Three items
clustered under the Institutional factor. The three factors account for about
59% of the total variance in this dimension.
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Table 14: Rotated Component Matrix on obstacles and challenges
Rescaled
Component
Relationship
Legal problems

0.785

Lack of mutual knowledge about partners’ needs
and priorities

0.759

Unequal power relations and capabilities in
relation to external social partners

0.73

Negotiating access and establishing a dialogue
with external social partners

0.709

Academic
resource

Too few academic staff

0.718

Competing priorities on time

0.603

Limited financial resurces for competing
university priorities

0.595

Instutional recognition systems do not reward
academic interaction activity sufficiently

0.547

Institutional

Risk of students involvement in interaction with
external social partners

0.681

Lack of clear university policty and structures to
promote interaction

0.67

University administration and bureaucracy does
support academic interaction with external social
patterns

0.58

Eigenvalues

4.111

1.826

1.731

% Explained variance

31.624

14.048

13.317

Cummulative % of variance

31.624

45.672

58.989
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Discussion
Modes of engagement

It was observed that for the University of Limpopo, the interaction with
external partners and faculties are primarily with firms and communities
which had high factor loadings. These findings concur with Kruss et al.
(2012, p.31) who found communities and firms as the “most frequent partners
. . . reported by academics in South African universities”. The engagement
with large firms, multinational enterprises and Small, Medium and
Micro-sized Enterprises (SMMEs), highlights the importance of
university-industry linkages. The link to community could be surmised to
reflect both the rural nature of the university as well as the relevance of
community engagement which is developmental in orientation.
Regarding the types of relationships with external social actors, the most
prominent variables which loaded to this factor were contract and
collaborative research, technology transfer and participatory research
networks. Typically such activities are bi-directional and mutually beneficial
representing examples of genuine community-university interactions.

Channels of information

With respect to channels of information, software development or adaptation
for social uses; technology and innovation hubs as well as patent application
were important in the case of UL. These channels of information are direct,
formal and arguably knowledge intensive. This opens new opportunities for
re-imagining and re-thinking new forms of community-university interactions
that are related to technological innovation. In contrast, Kruss et al. (2012,
p.54) found that “channels of information for rural based universities included
welfare and civil society”.

Outputs resulting from interaction

The outputs resulting from academic interaction with social actors were of a
traditional academic, social and economic nature. Likewise, Kruss et al.
(2012, p.45) also found that “academic and social economic outputs are the
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two main factors.” This indicates that community engagement provided a
feasible platform for knowledge exchange between the university and the
community which augurs well for mutual capacity development by enabling
the university and the community to further embed conventional knowledge/
development exchanges but does suggest that there is room for more
innovative forms of engaged scholarship that fit the challenges of the 21st
century (National Planning Commission, 2013).

Benefits from the interactions

Outcomes and benefits which result from community engagement with
external social partners represent the purpose of these engagements. The
benefits include regional development; improved quality of life for
communities; firm productivity and competitiveness; incorporation of
indigenous knowledge as well as cross disciplinary knowledge production.
This corresponds with findings of, Wood, and Zuber-Skerrit, (2013) and
Thomson, Smith-Tolken, Naidoo, and Bringle (2011). This suggests that
community engagement presents opportunities to produce new and creative
responses to societal problems through the enhancement of livelihoods.

Constraints to interactions

In this case, the key obstacles and challenges experienced during engagement
with external social partners were a lack of academic resources and
institutional support. The lack of resources and institutional support suggests
that from an institutional perspective, CE is not reaching its full potential
because the energy to promote CE; the student/academic benefits – as well as
community benefits – are tied to the motivations of individuals, or
departments. This corresponds with the findings of Holzer, and Kass (2015),
Chimucheka, 2012, Thomson et al. (2011) and Cyril, Smith,
Possamai-Inesedy and Renzaho, 2015 who also point towards a lack of
resources and institutional support for CE at most HEIs in South Africa
On the one hand, the reality that many universities face the challenge of
identifying sustainable support for CE emphasises the disorienting space that
many have argued engaged interactions are situated, within the broader CE
landscape. On the other hand, that argument masks the uneven territory that
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all HEIs negotiate. It is unquestionably the case that some universities are
able to commit funds and support to CE by virtue of either their size or their
historical advantages and others do not have that luxury.
Given that there appears to be a national consensus that the
community-university knowledge interface does add value (DoE , 1997),
there is a logical argument for considering a national re-orientation towards
engaged activities for specific universities that claim to be ‘disadvantaged’ or
could simply ‘do better’ if the resources were available (Selvaratnam, 2013).
One avenue could be to identify mechanisms to undertake baseline situational
analyses of CE at these institutions and reward innovative ideas to radically
improve – in accountable, measurable ways – CE at multiple spheres of
institutional activity. Such a shift in orientation from HEIs ‘expecting
resources’, to HEIs demonstrating commitment to coherent and responsive CE
in genuine dialogue with appropriate partners might radically alter the CE
landscape in favour of institutions that do possess both the institutional will
and spirit to rigorously engage.

Conclusion
The article has described the different dimensions of the academic-community
interactions of the University of Limpopo that emerged from a recent Audit.
The study set out to answer the following research question: What are the
different dimensions of the University of Limpopo’s academic-community
interactions?
The results suggest that although CE is not fully institutionalised at UL,
committed academics have close relationships with external social partners
that include heterogeneous partnerships amongst civil society and the third
sector. The main reported obstacles and challenges experienced during
engagement included a lack of resources and intuitional support and a
network to identify external social partners. In this regard, the results provide
guiding parameters to improve the scale and reach of CE at the University of
Limpopo and a snapshot of the architecture and terrain of engaged scholarship
at a rural-based HEI in South Africa.
The study only used a quantitative survey-based research approach with
structured questionnaire. It is suggested that further qualitative research
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should be undertaken to capture and explore the in-depth other factors
associated with different dimensions of the academic-community interactions
of the University of Limpopo.
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the HSRC for the use of the CE Audit Instrument, UL community for
participating in the UL CE Audit 2012-2013 and the UL students, NRF
bursary holders and community members who assisted in the data collection.
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Appendix 1: UL Community Engagement Audit 2013/2014
Name of Faculty:

______________________________________________________

Academic rank:

______________________________________________________

Highest qualification: ______________________________________________________
1.

To what extent do you interact through your academic work with any of these
external social actors?

External social actors

1

Local government agencies

2

Provincial/regional government departments or
agencies

3

National government departments

4

Clinics and health centres

5

Schools

6

National regulatory and advisory agencies

7

Individuals and households

8

A specific local community

9

W elfare agencies

10

Non-governmental agencies (NGOs)

11

Development agencies

12

Trade unions

13

Civic associations

14

Community organisations

15

Social movements

16

Political organisations

17

Religious organisations

18

Large national firms

19

Small, medium and micro enterprises

20

Multi-national companies

21

Small-scale farmers (non-commercial)

Not
at all

Isolated
instances

On a
moderate
scale

On a
wide
scale

1

2

3

4

9
9

9
9

9
9

9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
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22

Commercial farmers

23

Sectoral organisations

24

National universities

25

African universities

26

International universities

27

Science councils

28

Funding agencies

29a Other

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
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9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

29b Specify

2.

To what extent does your academic scholarship involve these types of relationship
with external social actors?

Types of relationship

1

Alternative modes of delivery to accommodate
non-traditional students

2

W ork integrated learning

3

Education of students so that they are socially
responsive

4

Service learning

5

Student voluntary outreach programmes

6

Collaborative curriculum design

7

Continuing education or professional development

8

Customised training and short courses

9

Policy research, analysis and advice

10

Expert testimony

11

Clinical services and patient or client care

12

Design and testing of new interventions or
protocols

13

Design, prototyping and testing of new
technologies

Not
at all

Isolated
instances

On a
moderate
scale

On a
wide
scale

1

2

3

4

9

9

9

9

9
9

9
9

9
9

9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9

9

9

9
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14

Monitoring, evaluation and needs assessment

15

Research consultancy

16

Technology transfer

17

Contract research

18

Collaborative Research & Development (R&D)
projects

19

Community-based research projects

20

Participatory research networks

21

Joint commercialisation of a new product

22a Other

9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

23b Specify

3.

To what extent have you used each of the following channels of information to
transfer your knowledge to external social actors?

Channels of information

1

Public conferences, seminars or workshops

2

Informal information exchange

3

Radio, television or newspapers

4

Popular publications

5

Interactive websites

6

Students

7

Reports and policy briefings

8

Oral or writen testimony or advice

9

Training and capacity development or workshops

10

Demonstration projects or units

11

Research contracts and commissions

12

Technology incubators or innovation hubs

13

Intervention and development programmes

14

Software development or adaptation for social
uses

Not
at all

Isolated
instances

On a
moderate
scale

On a
wide
scale

1

2

3

4

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
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15

Participatory or action research projects

16

Cross-disciplinary networks with social partners

17

Technology development and application networks

18

Patent applications and registration

19

Spin-off firms from the university (commercial or
not for profit)

20a Other

181

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

9

9

9

9

9

9

9

9

20b Specify

4.

To what extent has your academic Interaction with external social actors had the
following outputs?

Outputs

1

Graduates with relevant skills and values

2

Academic publications

3

Dissertations

4

Reports, policy documents and popular
publications

5

Cultural artifacts

6

Academic collaboration

7

Spin-off companies

8

Community infrastructure and facilities

9

New or improved products

10

New or improved processes

11

Scientific discoveries

12

Other

13

Specify

Not
at all

Isolated
instances

On a
moderate
scale

On a
wide
scale

1

2

3

4

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
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To what extent has your academic Interaction had the following outcomes or
benefits?

Outcomes and benefits

Not at
all

Isolated
instances

On a
moderate
scale

On a
wide
scale

1

2

3

4

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9
9

9

9

9

9

9
9
9

9
9
9

9
9
9

9
9
9

9

9

9

9

9
9

9
9

9
9

9
9

1.

Public awareness and advocacy

2

Imroved teaching and learning

3

Community-based campaigns

4

Policy interventions

5

Intervention plans and guidelines

6

Community training and skills development

7

Community employment generaion

8

Firm employment generation

9

Firm productivity and competitiveness

10

Novel uses of technology

11

Improved livelihoods for individuals and
communities

12

Improved quality of life for individuals and
communities

13

Regional development

14

Community empowerment and agency

15

Incorporation of indigenous knowledge

16

Participatory curriculum development, new
academic programmes and materials

17

Relevant research focus and new research projects

18

Academic and institutional reputation

19

Theoretical and methodological development in an
academic field

9

9

9

9

20

Cross-disciplinary knowledge production to deal
with multi-faceted social problems

9

9

9

9

9

9

9

9

21a Other
21b Specify
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6.
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In your experience, how important are the following obstacles and challenges to
your academic Interaction with external social actors?

Obstacles and challenges

Not
important

Slightly
important

Moderately
important

Very
important

1

2

3

4

9

9

9

9

1.

Limited financial resources for
competing university priorities

2.

Lack of clear university policy and
structures to promote Interaction

9

9

9

9

3

University administration and
bureaucracy does not support
academic Interaction with external
social partners

9

9

9

9

9
9

9
9

9
9

9
9

4

Competing priorities on time

5

Too few academic staff

6

Institutional recognition systems do
not reward academic Interaction
activities sufficiently

9

9

9

9

7

Risks of student involvement in
Interaction with external social
partners

9

9

9

9

8

Tensions between traditional and
new academic paradigms and
methodologies

9

9

9

9

9

Sustainable external funding

9

9

9

9

10

Negotiating access and establishing a
dialogue with external social partners

9

9

9

9

11

Unequal power relations and
capabilities in relation to external
social partners

9

9

9

9

12

Legal problems

13

Lack of mutual knowledge about
partners’ needs and priorities

9
9

9
9

9
9

9
9

9

9

9

9

14a Other
14b Specify
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Abstract
This paper focuses on the extent and consequences of learner progression in the form of ‘automatic
promotion’ or grade promotion for reasons other than academic achievement, as propagated by the
existing School Progression Policy (SPP) and how its implementation affects learner performance.
The paper argues that, although the advantages and disadvantages of grade retention and automatic
promotion, or the promotion of learners that do not possess the required content knowledge, are
highly contentious, the SPP produces numerous complexities and unfreedoms on learners when
examined through the lens of the Capabilities Approach (CA). Based on a study of three Quintile-1
(Q-1) primary schools in Cape Town, the paper argues that, although the SPP is ambitious and well
intentioned, critical implementation and monitoring challenges negatively reconfigures the
educational aspirations of primary school learners. The paper also reveals that the implementation
of the SPP imposes many unfreedoms for both learners and teachers in high poverty level areas.
The study revealed that the CA, despite its limitations in terms of conceptualisation, does provide a
unique framework to investigate real freedoms and unfreedoms of the SPP.

Statement of the problem
Although some of the South African government’s objectives in the domain
of education, such as access have been achieved (Modisaotsile, 2012), others
such as finding a balance between enrolment and performance, and between
input and outcomes, especially in poor schools, remains an on-going
education crisis and debate (Spaull, 2013; Pretorius, 2014). In the view of
Maarman (2009), government efforts to improve education have been
dampened by existing poverty imperatives, despite acknowledgements of
great improvements in the South African education system (Crouch and
Mabogoane, 2001; Chisholm, 2004; Van der Berg, 2006; Taylor, Fleisch and
Shindler, 2008; Taylor, Van der Berg and Burger, 2012). The current impasse
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of Q-1 primary schools interrogates the efficacy of current policy approaches
as there is evidence of persistent poor learner performance. The predicament
of poor schools in South Africa is described as worsening and in need of
different ways to understand and address the problem (Itumeleng and Ldm,
2014; Pretorius 2014; Bayat, Louw and Rena, 2014). This scenario is
puzzling as since 1994, numerous efforts have been made by the government
and researchers alike towards understanding existing predicaments and
providing solutions where applicable.
However, despite these efforts, the issue of learner underperformance in poor
South African primary schools remains an on-going debate, with a seemingly
unclear outlook in the near future (Pretorius, 2014; Bayat, et al., 2014). The
existing circumstances are predominantly blamed on poverty, teacher quality
and content knowledge, parental lack of education, and poor management
skills of school principals (Anderson, Case and Lam, 2001; Yamauchi, 2011;
Hoadley 2012; Spaull, 2013). This prevailing view of the causes of
underperformance in poor schools has resulted in numerous efforts by the
government over more than 20 years to reallocate the necessary resources to
meet the needs of such schools, yet, despite this, the issue of learner
underperformance in poor schools has not been addressed and moreover
remains a cumbersome and contentious issue. This also raises the question of
how effectively the democratic dispensation has been translated into benefits
for poor school communities (Maarman, 2009).
In attempting to investigate these unanswered or unsatisfactorily answered
questions, it is tempting to ask whether efforts made have been inadequate in
scale, or whether the issues themselves have been poorly or incorrectly
understood. Exploring the SPP through the lens of the CA can contribute
towards answering the seemingly intricate question of the causes of learner
underperformance in poor schools, and contribute to help to address the ongoing concerns of researchers, educationists and policy makers.

Research aims
The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate that although the SPP is ambitious
and well intentioned, critical implementation and monitoring challenges
negatively reconfigures the educational aspirations of primary school learners.
The paper also aims to use the CA as its theoretical lens, despite its
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limitations, to show that although other exigencies exist, the SPP leads to
certain unfreedoms on learners and teachers that intricately contribute to
underperformance.

Literature review
The school progression policy in South Africa

Progression is referred to as “the movement of a learner from one grade to the
next, excluding Grade R, in spite of the learners not having complied with all
the promotion requirements. Progression can be used to prevent a learner
from being retained in a phase for a period exceeding four years. . .”
(Department of Basic Education, 2011, p.xi). Although specific requirements
are provided to guide learner promotion, the SPP is meant to ensure that, apart
from spending a maximum of four years in a phase; learners are able to
progress with their age cohort. The policy in this aspect stipulates that, since
such learners are likely to repeat the new grade, they be given the necessary
support to assist them to progress to the next grade, with the intention of
promoting learner dignity, self-esteem and the need to encourage socialisation
by age (Department of Basic Education, 2012).
The SPP is regarded as one of South Africa’s key transformation vehicles
within the education sector, taking into consideration the disadvantaged
nature of poor schools as many are a product of “40 years of inferior
education. . .” (Hartley, 2006, p.98). The critical issues resonating from the
circumstances of poor schools as a consequence of historically inferior
education are learner underperformance, and a high dropout rate. To offset the
existent inequality within the educational sector, and at the same time
maintain equity, quality and learner retention rates, the SPP is employed as a
key tool to give learners the necessary support they require in order to achieve
these objectives. The SPP is thus regarded as one of those policies or
constructs that have contributed to unequal educational opportunities in South
Africa (Maarman, 2009), mainly due to poor implementation and the lack of
monitoring and evaluation.
Since a learner is only allowed to repeat a grade once in each phase, the
learner is liable for promotion once he or she has already repeated a grade in a
phase. In effect, the policy ensures that, a learner is given the opportunity to
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progress with the age cohort. In this circumstance, “the system is not able to
prevent promotion to the next grade or phase even if she/he does not fulfil the
educational requirements to be promoted” (Hartley, 2006, p.100). The
assumption is that, however, the learner will be assisted to acquire the
necessary content knowledge that he or she lacks in the new grade, in order to
assist that learner to cope in the current grade, as well as, to progress to the
next grade (Department of Basic Education, 2012). This approach is assumed
apart from restoring learner dignity and self-esteem, it contributes to achieve
South Africa’s Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of ensuring that all
children complete primary education despite their age (Statistics South Africa,
2013). However, it raises many theoretical and practical concerns in terms of
learners’ wellbeing, abilities, opportunities and logistical support during the
teaching and learning process, the availability of support systems in place to
facilitate the coping process for learners, and the resultant performance.
Despite existing uncertainties, learner progression within the South African
context is viewed as a good systemic indicator of quality education (Hartley,
2006). As such, automatic progression is preferred within the South African
context considering that retention is regarded as being synonymous with
learner dropout (Branson, Hofmeyr and Lam, 2013; Hartley, 2006). Hartley
(2006), though arguing for learner progression, acknowledges the challenges
that accompany learners that are promoted without acquiring the necessary
content knowledge required for the new grades.

Progression and performance debates

Debates around learner progression, retention and performance are on-going,
contentious and contradictory. Jimerson and Renshaw (2012) argue that
neither retention nor automatic promotion have the potential to fully assist
learners at risk, nor provide satisfactory answers to learner challenges and
underperformance, because both approaches harbour a host of disadvantages.
Educationists, researchers, and policy makers around the world struggle to
fully explain learner underperformance. In the case of Q-1 schools in South
Africa persistent learner underperformance is particularly puzzling,
considering increasing government efforts in terms of resource allocation, and
the introduction of policies such as the SPP aimed at promoting access, equity
and quality education (Hartley, 2006).
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The literature shows that these debates advocate either grade repetition or
automatic promotion (Scott and Ames, 1969; Alexander, Entwise and Dauber,
2003). For example, Scott et al. (1969) argue that, grade repetition has a noble
role to play in the child’s development and ability to perform better, because
they repeat a grade and have the opportunity to acquire more knowledge.
Scott et al. (1969, p.434) added that repeating means going at a slower rate, a
process that reduces the pressure on the learner and thus makes things easier
for a learner who is having difficulty. Scott et al. (1969), however, argue that
the process does not ultimately provide a cure for other school problems that
the learners might be having. Alexander et al. (2003) investigated the
advantages and disadvantages of both learners that are automatically
progressed and those that are allowed to repeat, in the context of existing
support structures both in the new and current grades respectively. They
conclude that what matters most is the kind of support structures in place,
because the lack of a proper coping process and structures both for those that
are allowed to repeat and those that are promoted could result in learners
performing worse than they were at the beginning of the year. This view is
supported by Jimerson, Carlson, Rotert, Egeland and Sroufe (1997) who
argue that the kinds of mechanisms in place to assist retained learners may
result in retained learners performing worse than if automatically promoted.
Furthermore, Pagani, Tremblay, Vitaro, Boulerice and McDuff (2001) argue
that there are possibilities for certain characteristics embedded in learners to
persist or even become worse than if they are automatically promoted or
promoted needing assistance. Picklo and Christenson (2005) maintain that
promoting learners that do not possess the required academic requirements
presents such learners with challenges, because they are likely to struggle to
cope with the workload of the new grades, a scenario they consider also
frustrating for teachers who are exposed to unprepared learners within their
classrooms.
Conversely, Jimerson, et al. (1997) hold the view that the negative effects of
retention outweigh social promotion and therefore assume that promoting
learners, even if they do not acquire the necessary academic requirements, is
preferable. Jimerson et al. (1997), however, fail to suggest strategies that can
be employed to guarantee coping in the new grades for learners that are
automatically promoted.
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The capability approach and education
The Capability Approach (CA), a central concept in the works of Amartya
Sen, is used as a theoretical lens to assess the efficacy of the SPP because its
principles are embedded within the circumstances of Q-1 schools. The human
well-being factor that underpins the CA is closely, though not directly, linked
with education, which, however, still needs to be properly exploited by
researchers within this domain (Saito, 2003). In recent years, education, as a
discipline has increased its use of the CA as a framework for theorising,
implementing and evaluating social policy as a matter of social justice, based
on the CA’s commitment to social justice, human wellbeing, freedom,
development and human agency, and in its practical emphasis on what people
are actually able to do and to be (Walker, 2006; Walker and Unterhalter,
2007). This is justified by the fact that the CA focuses on what people are able
to do and to be, rather than on their material possessions (Sen, 1992). This
justifies the quality of life and wellbeing of individuals as the underpinning of
the CA. Amartya Sen (1992), in outlining his CA, considers freedoms and
unfreedoms as primary elements in determining achievement, and these are
applicable in the assessment of the circumstances and experiences of Q-1
primary schools in relation to the SPP. Sen (1992) postulates that, even where
equal resources are provided, and barriers or constraints to achievements
exist, there are possibilities of variations in outcomes.
The CA is underpinned by constructs such as; Capabilities, Functionings,
Freedoms and Unfreedoms. According to Sen (2005, p.154), “A capability
refers to a combination of functionings from which the person can choose one
combination”. In the context of this paper functionings relate to human
fulfilment; that is, the valuable activities and states that make up a person’s
well-being. It can be summarised as what a person actually manages to do or
to be. In the view of Sen, a person’s wellbeing in society is thus judged by a
“person’s capability to do things he or she has reason to value” (Sen, 2009,
p.231). Sen thus lays emphasis on the fact that the CA is controlled by two
variables which are the means to achieving what a person desires, and the
ends that reflect the actual opportunities accrued after a particular
combination. In this paper learner performance is regarded as an end in the
understanding of human wellbeing, and the SPP as a means to achieving that
end, since the CA focuses more on opportunities available to fulfilling ends
rather than the means to achieving these. What an individual is thus able to
achieve or not achieve is determined by existing freedoms and unfreedoms.
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In Sen’s view freedoms are crucial in the understanding of human wellbeing
because the actual freedoms we have to choose the kind of life we value do
undoubtedly influence the ends (Sen, 2009). Here, Sen (2009) identifies two
kinds of freedoms; opportunity freedom and process freedom. Opportunity
freedom articulates the opportunity one has to pursue valued objectives in
order to promote valued ends. Here the inability of learners to receive the
necessary support as indicated in the SPP in order to perform means that they
were missing out on their opportunity freedom. Process freedom on the other
hand ensures that one is not “being forced into some state because of the
constraints imposed by others” (Sen, 2009, p.228). In this paper the SPP is
looked at from the process approach of freedom, considering the possibility of
alternative learner outcomes if other methods other than the SPP were used,
for example allowing learners to repeat a grade to gain more content
knowledge before progressing to a new grade. The CA thus “proposes a
serious departure from concentrating on the means of living to the actual
opportunities of living” (Sen, 2009, p. 233).
This paper argues that there is a need to apply the CA as a means of
understanding the underlying reasons for the nature of learner performance in
South African primary schools, by investigating the real freedoms and
unfreedoms embedded within the SPP. Such an interrogation would
incorporate Sen’s view that people and communities differ in many ways, and
as such, inequalities peculiar to them may positively or negatively influence
the institution’s or individuals’ freedoms to achieve irrespective of the
amount of resources (Sen, 1992). Therefore, the SPP cannot in itself
determine performance, but rather how the various individual schools
implement the policy to attain certain functionings (Sen, 1985 and 1999).
According to the CA, the ability of schools to implement the policy to achieve
set goals is influenced by both internal and external factors (Sen, 1985). The
CA is thus seen as a broad, normative framework for the evaluation and
assessment of individual well-being and social arrangements, as well as the
design of policies, and proposals about social change (Sen, 1989). Therefore,
interrogating the existing SPP within the context of poor primary schools
using the CA is considered a valid contribution to the ongoing debate
concerning learner progression, retention and performance.
The key conceptual shift of the CA is to challenge the common assumption
that resources equal achievement. It argues that, in the case of education,
individuals or institutions/schools should not be assessed based on the amount
of resources at their disposal without considering the salient but silent
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variables (internal and external characteristics) that influence their abilities to
achieve what they value in life relating to education. According to the CA,
these internal and external features are considered to differ within and
between spaces, based on the assumption that every person or
institution/school is unique, and thus should be assessed based on the
characteristics of individual spaces and capabilities. This view should
provoke reflection on how human diversity impacts on assessment of equality
and inequality in the domain of Q-1 primary schools. Sen (1992) argues that
diversity enables people or schools to progress differently even in
circumstances where they have the same amounts of primary goods. Sen
(1992, p.xi), in reemphasising the importance of uniqueness (human diversity)
in influencing achievement, argues that, it is not advisable to assess or
compare two institutions or persons based on the premise that “all men are
created equal”, while ignoring the important, salient variables that create the
possibilities of other inequalities within and between spaces. Such variations
in school settings are considered to significantly influence the implementation
of the SPP and consequently influencing learner performance within schools.
The SPP is thus interrogated vigorously within this milieu using the CA, to
better understand existing learner performance challenges within school
spaces. This is aimed at providing new insights into how we think about what
people do, why they do what they do, and why they succeed or fail to succeed
(Terzi, 2005). In this context, the paper investigates the SPP in relation to the
on-going underperformance within a particular poor school community, using
the CA as a preferred theoretical lens.

Research methodology
To address the research aims, a study was undertaken in three Q-1 primary
schools in an informal settlement in Cape Town. A literature review was
undertaken to understand the various dynamics, features, debates, and
contestations surrounding learner underperformance in the selected primary
schools, as well as, progression debates. For research purposes, these schools
are classified as schools A, B and C. A qualitative study was conducted
between April and September 2012, and February and March 2013, to
understand the intricacies surrounding learner underperformance in the three
selected Q-1 primary schools.
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These schools have many obvious similarities in terms of learner background,
and being located in a community with similar socioeconomic status (SES),
and amounts of support received from the government in terms of school
resources, considering that they are all Q-1 schools. Four teachers, twenty
learners from each of the schools, and the principals were part of the
investigation. Mainly Grade 7 learners investigated were part of a cohort that
entered Grade R in 2005 to 2012 when they were in Grade 7. However, for
the purpose of this paper only data collected through the analysis of learner
schedules/report cards as well as, questionnaires and interviews with teachers
and school principals was extensively used.
Interviews were conducted with principals, while 4 teachers from each of the
schools participated in focus group interviews. Questionnaire questions were
administered to teachers and the principals based on their varying
responsibilities. The questions asked to principals were centred on their role
to enhance and facilitate the conversion of existing school resources into
learner performance, especially in terms of the SPP. This was also intended to
understand the challenges and unfreedoms principals encounter in
implementing the SPP, taking into consideration the fact that poverty on its
own within this community do bring challenges that negatively affect learner
performance. Questions asked to teachers covered areas such as curriculum
implementation, classroom management, unfreedoms encountered in the
course of implementing the curriculum, and classroom dynamics in relation to
the SPP. Learner schedules were also scrutinised to understand the nature of
learner progression, the implication of the SPP on learner performance in the
new grades, and unfreedoms inherent within the system, in terms of large
classes, ignorance of the existence of the policy and its demands, as well as,
monitoring and evaluation. Information was thus obtained on how and why
learners were progressed, and how they performed in the new grades, taking
into consideration the obligation to receive support as stipulated by the SPP
(see table 1).
The data obtained through interview were captured through audio recording,
transcribed and analysed to obtain a picture of how the implementation of the
SPP impacted on learner experiences and performance. Interview data were
cross-checked and compared with data obtained from learner schedules for
validity and reliability.
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Discussion
Structure of the school progression policy

The SPP provides that, in circumstances where learners display a lack of
preparedness for the next grade, but qualify in terms of age to progress with
the appropriate age cohort, there is a need to specifically assess them to
determine the level of support they would require in the next grade if
progressed (Department of Basic Education, 2011). The policy was thus
designed to ensure that learner needs are clearly indicated in the report
cards/schedules as ‘needing support’; including the appropriate details to
ensure that the teacher in the new grade adequately comprehends the nature
and extent of learner needs. However, in the schools surveyed the nature of
reporting in the schedules in terms of learner needs is in itself vague, because
the particular section of the subject in which the learners need support is not
specified, and how, when, and who will provide the necessary support is also
not provided for.
The policy designers expected that various schools put in place their own
unique workable strategies to implement the demands of the policy in order to
assist learners in need. In essence, the policy theoretically expected that
principals through the Heads of Departments (HoDs) monitor and evaluate
teacher abilities and efforts in implementing the SPP (Hartley, 2006).
However, the lack of monitoring and evaluation by the Department resulted in
the existence of a blanket policy whereby schools, in the case of those
surveyed; either could not correctly interpret the policy aims and objectives,
ignored the policy entirely or merely implemented these policy directives in
their own unique and seemingly contradictory ways, and thus impeding
learner freedoms.

Implementation of the school progression policy

The SPP in poor schools is beset by a series of challenges and implications for
learner performance due to its lack of a clear cut structure and implementation
plan. Although the policy theoretically designates that learners promoted
based on their age and the number of times they may have repeated a grade
are given the necessary support to help them cope with the challenges of the
new grades, how and when that support should be given and by whom
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remains unclear, often leading to misinterpretation and laxity on the part of
the teachers in policy implementation. The policy also does not clearly
indicate how the implementation chain works, in terms of responsibilities,
monitoring and evaluation of the functionality of the policy in individual
schools.
Although monitoring and evaluation of the SPP in schools on the part of the
principals ought to be a continuous and developmental process (Hartley,
2006), the principals in this study reasoned that monitoring and evaluation of
teachers in relation to the implementation of the SPP and other aspects of the
curriculum remained the prerogative of the HoDs. This in fact echoes the lack
of standardised strategies, and monitoring and evaluation mechanisms on the
part of the DoE, the principals, and HoDs. Clearly, this scenario indicates that
teachers are left on their own to implement the policy in their own unique
ways and at their own leisure, thus the adoption of conflicting and
contradictory approaches by individual teachers. Since there was no official
‘catch-up’ programmes in the schools that rendered the ‘necessary support’
specified by the policy, no clear cut directives on how information provided
on learner reports cards ought to be transmitted, and used in the classroom,
teachers thought and reacted varyingly towards policy imperatives. The sheer
number of learners needing assistance, together with the large class sizes,
compelled some teachers to abandon the idea of assisting learners on an
individual basis, irrespective of how urgent and/or profound those needs
were. Others were in fact unaware of the imperatives of the policy, and as
such ignored its existence and requirements, and often conducted their lessons
as usual without taking into consideration academically disadvantaged
learners who needed special support. Teachers, who for diverse reasons were
unable to assist the needy learners in terms of the policy directives, ended up
lowering standards for all learners in their class in an attempt to assist weak
learners to catch up, and in the end not completing the syllabus. The principal
of school B indicated that educators struggle to complete problems carried
over from the previous grades, before starting with the programme for the
current grade, often setting in motion a backward trend that at times leads to
retrogression. Also, educators passionate about learner ability to understand
focus on bringing weak learners to speed and in the end unconsciously ignore
the syllabus that has to be completed, and the standards that has to be
maintained.
This clearly leads to learners being overwhelmed with unfreedoms in the new
grades (see table 1) due to the lack of preparedness and inadequate coping
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resources in the new grades as enshrined in the aims and objectives of the
SPP, and as expected by the Department of Basic Education (DBE) (Hartley,
2006). An educator lamented that, due to the promotion of academically
unprepared learners, some kids in Grade 7 have the mind-set of Grade 4
learners. Without a proper coping process, this dilemma persists and deprives
learners of opportunities to learn and chances to perform better.
In the schools surveyed, this dilemma can be attributed to the lack of
collaboration, and a breakdown in communication between the teachers
themselves, between teachers and HoDs, between HoDs and principals, and
between principals and the DBE, thus limiting learners’ freedoms to learn.
This is because learners were deprived of the opportunity to learn what they
ought to learn in order to become what they desire to be. In these schools,
teachers and principals perceived responsibilities and performed functions
their own way despite specifications by the DBE for the development of
teachers, and school management personnel and departmental support for
personnel since it is regarded as an important facet of achieving set goals
(Department of Education, 2002). Some teachers in these schools as a
consequence of a breakdown in communication, and the lack of monitoring
and evaluation, ignored the entire process on the grounds that they ought to be
told at the beginning of each school year the number of learners in their
classes with needs, and the specific kinds of needs, while in the view of the
principals it is the duty of the teachers to check learner schedules that are
readily available for that purpose. However, there were possibilities of teacher
effort being dampened by the nature of information contained in the report
cards, since most of the information was not explanatory enough as required.
Another challenge inherent in the implementation of the SPP in the schools
surveyed relates to the nature of information contained in the learner report
cards/schedules, which did not in fact provide a proper description of the kind
of assistance required by each and every learner, and in every subject. Learner
report cards/schedules conveyed inadequate information or vague comments
such as, ‘The learner needs support in all learning areas’, ‘Needs support in
English and Mathematics’, ‘Needs support in Mathematics and Languages’,
but did not directly, or clearly indicate which section of the learning
area/subject the learner was struggling to cope with. This in a way prevented
teachers from giving learners the deserved support, thus impacting on their
freedoms to learn and pass. Despite the fact that teachers were in theory
expected to provide a list of learners who they considered needed assistance,
with a detailed description of the kind of needs they required for easy
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identification and support, that was never the case. As such, many teachers in
the schools surveyed interpreted the policy in their own unique and
inconsistent ways, and attended to it at their own leisure, although some of
them ignored the entire process based on the inconsistent and contradictory
processes involved. One of the teachers affirmed that she did not bother to
look at learner schedules to know those that came to her class needing
assistance, but was able to identify some of them in the course of the year.
In addition, in the schools surveyed, emphasis was placed primarily on
languages and mathematics, while ignoring other subject learning areas, even
if learners struggled to cope in these areas. This scenario made it difficult to
identify the particular needs of the learners, thus creating spaces for
confusion, inconsistency, and misinterpretation. This in effect limited learner
freedoms to acquire the assistance they deserved, and in turn dampened the
necessary abilities for coping in the new grades. Table 1 below shows three
learners that were promoted from Grade 6 to 7 in 2011 needing assistance, but
struggled to cope and were unable to gain promotion to High School.
Table 1: Learner progression decision at the end of 4th term in Grade 7 in
2012 for selected learners in school A
No of Subjects

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Progression decision

Learner A’s final
subject codes at the
end of fourth term

3

2

1

2

2

3

4

2

3

Not Ready to Progress (NRP)

Learner B’s final
subject codes at the
end of fourth term

3

1

2

3

1

2

2

3

2

Not Ready to Progress (NRP)

Learner C’s final
subject codes at the
end of fourth term

3

2

1

2

1

2

1

1

2

Not Ready to Progress (NRP)

The inconsistencies embedded in the SPP create an awkward situation. The
principal of school B indicated that teachers misinterpreted the policy and
assumed that they have the obligation to repeat the entire syllabus to enable
struggling learners to catch up; a process many educators in the schools
surveyed considered boring, time consuming, and futile, especially for those
learners that genuinely earned their promotion and needed to acquire new
knowledge. Thus, the nature of the SPP and the limited efforts of the teachers
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prevented learners from receiving the necessary support, further deepening
existing unfreedoms.
The SPP has two tenets that gave learners dual options to be promoted, even
if they lack the required academic knowledge: the age cohort, and the fact that
they can only repeat a grade once in each phase, resulting in a rise in the
number of learners promoted needing assistance, especially in poor schools.
In the schools surveyed, the number of learners needing individual support, as
well as the class size, in essence compelled teachers to abandon the idea of
assisting learners individually, irrespective of how urgent or profound their
needs were (see table 2). The principal of school A perceived that giving
assistance to such academically challenged learners was similar to ‘chasing a
shadow’.
Table 2: Number of learners promoted in school A needing assistance from
Grade 3 to 4 in 2008
Grade 3A

Grade 3B

Grade 3C

Grade 3D

Total

Number of learners in
class

43

41

44

40

168

Ready to progress

22

28

20

26

96

Ready to progress with
support

21

13

24

14

72

Not ready to progress

2

4

8

1

15

This is compounded by the fact that the kind of support needed by such
learners to meet the required content knowledge went beyond the curriculum
(Bojuwoye, Moletsane, Stofile, Moolla and Sylvester, 2014). As such, these
teachers and principals saw the policy as ‘a necessary evil’ because of the
effects of unfreedoms that were accumulated on the part of the teachers,
needy learners, and those that were promoted genuinely. One of the teachers
commented on the impossibility of rendering individual assistance to the
numbers of learners needing the ‘necessary support’ stipulated by the policy:
The number of learners in each class makes it impossible to assist those
in need. I say so because, too many learners need that individual
support that we as teachers cannot give to all of them. Individual
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assistance will mean extra teaching time and resources that we don’t
have, especially because the needs of some of the learners are very
deep. Teachers do try to give general assistance to learners, but not
focusing on the actual individual needs that are on the report cards,
although at one point that could be crucial to the way they perform.
Since teachers found the demands of the SPP overwhelming, they devised
different methods to cope that included repeating a chunk of the syllabus of
the previous grade as a means of bringing needy learners up to speed. The
effect was that those learners that progressed normally and needed new
content knowledge were deprived of that freedom, and also, the probability of
not completing the syllabus for the current grade by the end of the school year
increased.

Effects of the progression policy on learner aspirations

The SPP in essence overburdened already challenged learners by pushing
them into new grades where bigger challenges awaited them, especially in an
environment which played an important role in their motivation, aspirations,
learning opportunities and performance. Statistics obtained from school A in
2012 shows that learners who were promoted from Grade 6 to 7 needing
support struggled to achieve certain functionings. Results in the fourth term
indicates that many of these learners were hovering between ratings/codes of
1–3 in all subject areas, with code 1 representing not achieved, code 2
indicating elementary achievement and code 3 moderate achievement. All
three categories represent achievements below 50%. Motala, Dieltiens and
Sayed (2009) argue that learners who are not in the correct age range for their
grade are likely to struggle with their work and may be more vulnerable to
dropping out. Learners in the schools surveyed struggled because they were
not being given the individual and special support they required in terms of
the knowledge and the academic requirements they had failed to acquire in
previous grades as required by the DBE (Hartley, 2006). This was
exacerbated by the fact that teachers struggled with the dilemma of assisting
needy learners with content knowledge of previous grades, while risking
neglecting to complete the syllabus of the current grade in the end
disadvantaging all learners in their classroom including those that were
promoted genuinely. In fact, the existing structural setup of the SPP indicates
that these teachers are under no strict obligation to provide this support.
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According to the teachers, learners who were legitimately promoted often
failed, not because they deserved to, but because they were unfairly denied
the opportunities to acquire adequate content knowledge in the new grades. In
some instances the time which should have been spent on covering the
syllabus of the current grade was used repeating the content of the previous
grade with the aim of bringing the weak learners promoted for reasons other
than academic achievement up to speed, resulting in incremental unfreedoms
for everyone in the classroom. The principal of school B indicated that due to
this dilemma, teachers were obliged to either use up more time for revision or
taught at a slower pace because needy learners in the disadvantaged schools
were often overwhelmed with the workload of the new grade that was often
beyond their capabilities, thus plunging the entire class into a circle of failure.
In his view, standards were being lowered for all learners in the classroom in
an attempt to accommodate the needy learners.
It was clear in the schools surveyed that lowering standards in the course of
teaching and assessment with the intention to integrate the needy learners was
no guarantee of an improvement in learner levels of understanding and in turn
learner performance, because these learners were in fact being conditioned to
be less competitive. According to the principal of school C, learners
performed well in class tests and examinations because teachers set questions
based on the limited syllabus covered, but failed in competitive examinations
that were set following the official syllabus. In fact, these learners were being
trapped in a cycle of underperformance, and often remained at the same level
or in some cases regressed. For example, out of a total of approximately 142
learners who were in Grade 6 in 2011 in school A, 130 of them progressed to
Grade 7 needing assistance in one or more subject areas. 91 of these learners
partially achieved in more than 5 learning areas out of 9. Out of this number
18 of them partially achieved or did not achieve in all 9 learning areas, but
were promoted to Grade 7 needing support. In effect, 91 learners in Grades A,
B & C failed to obtain an average of more than 50% in any of the 9 learning
areas in the four terms combined, but were promoted to Grade 7. According to
available records, out of 40 learners in Grade 7A, who completed the 4th term
successfully in 2012, only one learner progressed to high school without
needing support during any of the school terms or subject areas, while the rest
needed support in at least one or more subject areas. Statistics obtained from
the school records revealed that many of these learners obtained a series of 2s
(elementary achievement) and 3s (moderate achievement) but were promoted
to high school where the tenet of the SPP is not applicable. In essence, the
policy formalises and perpetuates learner incompetency within the system,
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and increases the probability of learners not achieving the required content
knowledge, especially in poor school communities. It also creates room for
numerous unfreedoms for learners who are unable to achieve the required or
expected standards at the end of each year.
The leniency afforded by the policy encouraged the passive and demotivated
attitude exhibited by learners, because they knew that, irrespective of their
status or results, progression was guaranteed based on reasons other than
regular attendance or satisfactory results. Although the SPP in fact condemns
learner absenteeism, it contradicts itself with the age variable, and the
stipulated number of years to be spent in each phase, giving undeserving
learners a chance to progress while they accumulate additional unfreedoms as
they do so.

Conclusion
The SPP, though a noble strategy aimed at ensuring access to education,
maintaining a reasonable retention rate, and achieving government’s goal of
equity and quality education, is a debatable policy considering its actual
contribution to learner experiences, abilities and freedoms in the classroom,
particularly in poor school communities. The lack of clear cut structures and
implementation strategies, and the policy’s over-reliance on abstract rather
than practical directives, creates numerous unfreedoms for learners and
teachers. In its process the SPP ignores the opportunities available to the
learners themselves, creating a tension between its intentions and its actual
implementation and outcomes on learners in individual schools located in a
variety of contexts. Although the policy relies on ‘learner support’ to be
provided by teachers in the new grades, it fails to take into consideration
issues such as the coping process required by learners, variances in the degree
of learner needs and challenges, and the number of learners needing support
in each grade at a particular time. It also fails to consider teacher capability to
offer the required support, and also its actual impact on the teaching and
learning process in terms of time needed to assist needy learners in relation to
the aspirations of fellow learners that progressed genuinely. Here the policy
focuses more on the number of learners that are promoted to the next grade,
while ignoring the circumstances under which learners have to acquire the
content knowledge required for survival in these new grades. This in effect
incrementally reinforces and perpetuates learner challenges since inherent in
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the policy is the potential for learners to accumulate unfreedoms as they
progress through the various grades based on age and the number of times
they repeat a grade, rather than on academic achievement. Although poverty
and other exigencies undeniably introduce challenges to school performance,
unfreedoms enhanced by the SPP no doubt illustrate the complexities inherent
in the nature of schooling in poor communities (Maarman, 2009).
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Abstract
A growing body of research literature indicates that writing retreats for academics are conducive
for the development of writer confidence and competence, and for increasing participants’ rate of
research publication. Can writing retreats also restore a sense of community and collegiality? This
paper addresses this question by presenting a case study of a series of small-group, process-oriented
writing retreats held at an urban, research- intensive university in Johannesburg from 2011 to 2015.
Data in the form of participants’ free writes and post-retreat written evaluations, as well as
facilitators’ reflective dialogues and observations were collected and analysed. Dirkx’s (2001)
theory of transformative learning provides the main analytical lens. Key findings are that such
retreats restore the sense of community and collegiality that seems to be fast disappearing in the
high stress university environment in which the retreat is located. The authors argue that
residential, process-oriented writing retreats provide a safe, accountable and generative space for
writers to test their ideas and skills, and draw strength from the experiences of those around them.

“To have time and focus. . . to retreat from all else and concentrate on writing.”

Introduction
A growing body of research indicates that writing retreats enhance the
production of research publications as well as the writer’s confidence and
growth in a university context (Thomson & Kamler, 2013; Grant & Knowles,
2010; Moore, Murphy & Murray, 2010). In this article we argue that in the
high-stress context of an urban, research-intensive university in South Africa,
off-campus, residential writing retreats offer a generative and rewarding
response to pressures to write. We argue for a particular type of retreat, the
‘process-oriented retreat’ that leads to growth of writer identity and enhanced
collegiality, along with research publication.
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Purpose
This paper addresses the research question ‘What does it take to create and
sustain a productive and nurturing writing space in the high-stress
environment of a research-intensive university in South Africa?’

Context
Spread over five campuses near the centre of Johannesburg, the University is
at the commercial and industrial heart of the country and plays a dynamic role
in the city’s links to Africa and the world. Johannesburg was founded on the
discovery of gold 130 years ago, and has always been a city of opportunity, a
city ‘on the make’ (University Review, 2014).
The landscape around the University is bisected by freeways and surrounded
by low-income, high-density apartment blocks, interspersed with commercial
buildings. There are no parks or green spaces near the university that are safe
to walk in. The road traffic is erratic, noisy and dangerous at all hours. Yet it
is a paradox of the city that there are also beautiful trees, a diversity of people
from all over Africa, astonishing projects of courage and creativity, and world
class galleries, museums and concert halls, many of them part of the
University.
Over the last fifteen years the University has grown quickly in response to
government directives to broaden access to higher education and to
‘transform’ the racial composition of the student body and staff corpus. The
number of students has more than doubled in the last decade, standing at
nearly 37,000 in 2016, while the staff complement has grown at a much
slower rate. The student body has outgrown the infrastructure built for a
smaller number of students, and class sizes have grown exponentially. The
teaching loads of permanent staff have increased, while the position of tutors
and ‘early career academics’ employed in short-term, grant-funded, contract
posts grows ever more precarious.
Recent years have seen policy shifts and changes in leadership style at the
university. Previous administrations introduced a regime of audit,
performativity and competitiveness which has become widespread in
universities in the UK, Australia and South Africa (Thomson & Kamler,
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2013; Petersen, 2009). This regime has been intensified by the current
leadership of the University: managerialism and centralised control have
taken a firm hold. In 2012 there were staff protests and strikes over poor pay,
long hours and budget cuts, followed by a series of resignations and
departures among senior managers. In 2014 and 2015 the academic staff
union reported that the number of disciplinary cases and formal grievances
against senior managers was growing, with notable increases in charges of
bullying, intimidation and poor management (ASAXU, 2014, 2015). In 2016
armed security forces were brought on campus ostensibly to protect staff,
students and property of the University in the aftermath of the #Feesmustfall
campaign. All of this indicates an institutional culture in which personal and
workplace wellbeing are readily sacrificed.
Like many other research-intensive institutions in South Africa, the
University aims to be in the top 200 of world university rankings. To increase
its ranking, reputation and income the University needs to increase research
publications and academic staff must complete higher degrees. And so the
pressures on academics mount, particularly for women whose socialisation
may lead them to choose the more person-oriented, nurturing process of
teaching over the perceived solitary activity of writing and research
(Badenhorst, 2010; Prozeski, 2006). The problem is evident: how can
research and publication rates be improved without losing staff due to
unmanageable levels of stress and pressure? How can staff publish more
when they are already overburdened? We take up this dilemma in advocating
for process-oriented writing retreats.

Writing strategies
Many different strategies to promote academic writing are in place in
universities in South Africa and internationally. Some staff development
centres and writing centres, such as the University of Johannesburg and the
University of the Western Cape, offer short workshops to novice writers on
specific aspects of writing such as ‘writing an abstract’ or ‘writing a winning
research proposal’. Some workshops, such as those offered by the University
of Stellenbosch, are longer and run over a week or two, dealing with topics
such as ‘writing for publication in peer-reviewed journals’. There are also
cohort groups working on post-graduate studies, and writing support groups,
both formal and informal, in which groups of peers come together to write in
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their own time. In some well-resourced institutions professional writing
coaches and mentors are available for consultation. Many universities now
have writing centres that aim to improve the quality of students’ writing and
to stimulate critical thinking and creativity through writing There are also, in
many South African universities, specific incentives for publishing, including
payment of a portion of the government’s subsidy for research publication
into the author’s research account or into a research incentive scheme that
pays for costs associated with research, such as participating in a conference.
Finally, there are writing retreats ranging from a few days to a week or more.
Writing retreats are becoming increasingly common as a way of providing
dedicated time, space and support for writing.
In all faculties of the University some kind of writing retreat has been held
over the last few years. Retreats take various forms, from short, outsourced,
workshop-type interventions run by professional consultants, to longer
retreats for staff completing higher degrees and co-authoring papers. There
are retreats for novice writers and for experienced groups of colleagues –
usually from the same department or discipline. Not only do the aims and
composition of retreats vary but degrees of management surveillance of
writers in retreats differ considerably. Not all retreats offer a place of refuge,
or sanctuary, from the fray of the university.
We now offer a framework for the process-oriented Centre for Learning,
Teaching and Development (CLTD) retreat.

Models of writing retreat
All writing retreats offer participants time and space to write. The question is
how time and space are conceptualised and used. Elsewhere we propose a
framework for writing retreats (Benvenuti, S., Castle, J. & Keane, M., 2013)
consisting of two prototypes: product-oriented retreats and process-oriented
retreats. Product-oriented retreats generally focus on preparing participants
to write a journal article for publication. These retreats have a pre-planned
sequence of writing sessions, with generic content, intended to transmit
knowledge, develop skills, guide and correct participants, and generate
publications. They are openly performative, designed to prepare staff to meet
the demand for increased research publication. Typically, writing skills are
taught using a prescriptive, ‘how to’ approach. Practical exercises may be
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carried out in short bursts of time, followed by feedback and input from
language or disciplinary experts. These activities, carried out in rapid
succession, help participants complete discreet tasks, such as writing an
abstract, an introduction or a conclusion. The values of productivity,
competence, mastery, focus, discipline, management, control, and return on
investment are evident in the way these retreats are structured and taught. In
Benvenuti et al. (2013) we argue that the product-oriented writing retreat is
linked to the traditional, or autonomous, model of academic literacy (Street,
1984) and to a particular reading of communities of practice (Lave & Wenger,
1991) which positions facilitators as experts, masters, or full, legitimate
participants in a community of writers, with novice writers positioned as
apprentices, or peripheral participants in the community.
A process-oriented retreat is based on processes and practices which aim to
establish or foster participation of a community of writers for the duration of
the retreat and possibly afterwards. A process retreat provides a space
protected from the persistent demands of the university (Grant, 2006). It aims
to provide a balance between the solitude needed to write and the social
benefits proffered by a community of writers. The structure of the retreat is
flexible, often negotiated with participants who may take on facilitator roles
from day to day. Participants are expected to exercise personal responsibility
and accountability in their writing, but surveillance and measurement are
deliberately avoided. The values of a process-oriented retreat, including
collegiality, nurturing, harmony, trust, creativity and transformation, are
reflected in the retreat’s pedagogy and structure, in which solitude and
communal activities are interspersed. In Benvenuti et al. (2013) we link the
process-oriented retreat to the ideological, or academic literacies, model of
literacy, and the development of collegial and supportive relationships.
Literature on writing retreats in the UK and Australasia suggests that there is
a preponderance of women involved in leading and participating in writing
retreats. Women enjoy the company of other women and appreciate the
opportunity to join together in a supportive space (Grant, 2006; Grant &
Knowles, 2010; Moore et al., 2010). A supportive organisational culture may
be an important condition for them to write (Thomson & Kamler, 2013).
Furthermore, women often have more demands placed on them at home,
while at work they often bear the burden of heavy teaching and administrative
loads. Writing retreats, particularly process-oriented retreats, may help them
to ‘contain’– psychologically, physically and socially– the demands of the
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family, community and the university for a period of time (MacLeod, Steckley
& Murray, 2013).

Nurturing the soul: Dirkx’s theory of transformative
learning
Transformative learning, as Meriam, Caffarella & Baumgartner (2007)
suggest, has captivated educators who work in formal and nonformal contexts
for several decades. As its name suggests, transformative learning is about
change: change deeply rooted in the ways people see themselves and the
world they live in. Although there are several different types, or lenses, of
transformative learning, all transformative learning is rooted in the
constructivist principle that people learn from and with each other through
processes of experience, reflection and dialogue.
Dirkx (1997, 2001) proposes that meaningful learning is grounded not only in
rational, critical, and cognitive processes but in a person’s emotional,
imaginative connection with the self and the social world. He calls this
‘nurturing and caring for the soul’ or ‘soul work’. ‘Learning through the soul’
involves attending to the emotional dimensions of learning alongside the
world of ideas and intellectual tasks. Soul work provides a more holistic and
integrated way of ‘meaning-making’ than the more rational, analytic and
reflective approaches to transformative learning proposed by Mezirow (1991,
2000) or the social action agenda of Freire (1970). What makes Dirkx’s
transformative learning different from Mezirow’s is both process and
outcomes. The process is not limited to rational discourse but engages people
in opportunities to talk and listen, share stories, write texts, explore art and
music, and in so doing, people learn from and with each other (Merriam &
Bierema, 2014).
For Dirkx, transformative learning comes about in a place of peace or ‘sacred
sanctuary’. It comes from being in touch with the surrounding social and
emotional environment, as well as through observing the wonder and mystery
of nature. It comes from listening to an inner voice, and understanding one’s
place in the bigger scheme of things. As we begin to understand ourselves
better, we deepen our relationships with others and the world around us. As
we experiment and practise together, we may rethink and change our beliefs,
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and over time develop a different sense of identity, for example, identity as a
productive writer.
Dirkx’s concept of transformative learning relates well to our concept of the
process-oriented writing retreat, and to a retreat held in Africa, where
interdependent, communal, holistic, and informal learning are more highly
valued than individual and autonomous learning, and where social and
cultural context shape the kind of learning that takes place (Merriam,
Caffarella & Baumgartner, 2007).

Research design and process
We, the authors and a colleague, began work on this article in a four-day
writing retreat that we organised for the purpose. We set up this retreat using
the design we had developed and facilitated with 107 participants in 24
retreats held between November 2011 and July 2015, but this time we
operated from the perspective of educational researchers questioning,
reflecting on and writing about the process as work-in-progress. Over the four
days of the retreat we considered what we had learnt first-hand about
participating in and facilitating retreats; what we had learnt from the literature
on research writing; what we had learned from written accounts of retreat
participants’ experiences and ideas; and what we wanted to contribute to the
scholarship of writing development.
We were attentive to the requirements of academic research. We kept a record
on flip chart sheets of our activities in the four days of the retreat. We
transcribed our free writes and early drafts of this paper, as well as mind maps
and summaries of readings. We assembled free writes and evaluations written
by previous retreat participants, given to us with their informed consent. We
engaged in reflexivity around our taken-for-granted ideas and interpretations,
and sought to expose ‘blindspots’ (Alvesson , 2003). Our use of multiple
methods, including observations, samples of our own and participants’
writing, and written evaluations completed by retreat participants, increased
the rigour of the research (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) while creating a richer
picture of the CLTD retreat. In particular, we wanted to foreground
participants’ voices and ‘value judgements’ about the retreat (Rule & John,
2011). We sought to produce ‘worthy’ qualitative research that is ‘relevant,
timely, significant, and interesting or evocative’ (Tracy, 2010: 840).
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We chose the case study approach to write about the CLTD retreat because of
its versatility and flexiblity, and the insights a case study provides (Merriam,
2009; Rule & John, 2011). We decided on a descriptive and evaluative case
study of the CLTD retreat using the methods of participant observation and
document analysis. As a descriptive study, we wanted to create a ‘thick
description’ of the case and the conditions that led to the form our retreat
took. In this way, the case study would have more intrinsic than instrumental
value (Rule & John, 2011). As an evaluative study we wanted to weigh up the
value or ‘worthwhileness’ of the writing retreat as a particular case
(Bassey,1999).
We assembled the document trail we had collected from 2011 to 2015 in the
form of free writes, writing and reflection exercises, goal-setting exercises
and end-of-retreat evaluations. We used open coding to analyse the written
data, as we wanted to allow the data to ‘speak’ to us, and suggest codes.
However, as both participant observers and facilitators in the retreats, we also
brought our own codes to the data. We anticipated that we would find
evidence in the data that the retreat provided stimulation and support for
research writing. We believed that the ‘process-oriented retreat’ model could
facilitate transformative learning, and that there was credible evidence to
support our sense that the CLTD retreat could create and sustain a productive
writing space and a writing community in the high-stress environment of the
University.
In order to avoid the trap of seeking data to confirm our most optimistic
assumptions, we reflected critically on how our understandings of the nature
and value of the retreats differed from, or were similar to, those of participants
in the retreat. We examined our own willingness to question our assumptions,
challenge entrenched ways of thinking, and consider alternatives. We
undertook dialogue and member checks with writing development experts at
the University, and presented earlier versions of this article at a national and
an international higher education conference. Finally, we made a successful
retrospective application for ethics clearance to the University’s Human
Research Ethics Committee (Education).This application allowed us to use
oral and written data collected from participants in our retreats provided
confidentiality was maintained.
We constructed the case study which appears below. Participants’ (including
facilitators’) descriptive and evaluative written comments are presented in
italic script.
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The case study
The case, the CLTD writing retreat, is an off-campus, residential retreat held
several times annually for 8–12 participants who have already completed a
seven-day ‘Research Writing’ course which introduces them to a wide range
of techniques, practices and strategies for creative and productive writing. It
also familiarises them with practices to foster collegial support (Badenhorst,
2007 & 2010; Castle & Keane, 2012). By the time participants commence the
retreat they are comfortable with the writing practices and level of
participation we expect of them. They are reasonably skilled in giving
feedback in a constructive and sensitive way. This enables us, as facilitators,
to run the retreat with a high level of trust, flexibility and co-operation.
The retreat aims to provide a pleasant time and space for writing where
participants ‘withdraw from the world’ for five days to work on a project of
their choice, typically a conference paper, journal article, research proposal,
or thesis chapter. It is also a respite from pressures of work and home, an
incentive to write, and an acknowledgement of the writer-identity of
academics. It is an opportunity to refresh and extend writing skills, to receive
feedback on writing and to foster collegiality, trust and enjoyment of writing.
Participants are more often women than men, and include experienced and
novice writers, academics of different ages, length of service, and rank, drawn
from different disciplines and fields. Participants are expected to motivate
their attendance in advance, seek permission from their line managers to
attend the retreat, set and monitor writing goals for the week, supply some of
their own materials and equipment, and regulate their time. As facilitators we
assess the motivations participants submit and are able to accept most
applicants.
The facilitators are writers with their own writing projects. Our role is to
mediate writing techniques and strategies, negotiate ground rules and ways
forward, plan the daily programme, and help participants to set meaningful
goals and to write.
The contrast between the retreat environment and the stressful working day of
an academic is captured in the free writes below:
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In the office I am multi-tasking, multi-stressing, cutting corners, putting
out fires, giving others support, buzzing, producing. On retreat I feel
connected to the intellectual ancestors who have brought us to where we
are.
A retreat is a treat, a looked-forward-to sanctioned time-out. The retreat
space feels supportive, with . . . uninterrupted and unhurried stretches
of time. I feel acknowledged for what I have studied long to do and be: a
writer, a thinker, a teacher, an explorer. At last a free space to be
trusted to ponder, and struggle, and share, while all of life makes gentle
offerings of encouragement and care.
The retreat is held in a guesthouse in a quiet street of Melville, a suburb eight
kilometres from the commercial hub of Johannesburg where the University is
located. The guest house offers a welcome environment for writing, removed
from the pressures and distractions of the University. We chose a venue which
provided a pleasant ambiance in an attractive setting with plentiful catering to
avoid an atmosphere of privation, loneliness and anxiety often associated with
writing (Grant , 2006). The venue is not owned or operated by the University,
but is located a short distance from campus, thus avoiding lengthy and costly
transportation in and around Gauteng.
The guesthouse is a collection of colourful houses and outbuildings, protected
by the electrified security walls and palisade gates familiar to all residents of
the city. It offers spacious bedrooms for private writing, and a large, well-lit
boardroom for communal writing, as well as a wide veranda and garden
courtyard with shady nooks for writing and consultations. The food is freshly
prepared on the premises and served in a small dining room which opens onto
an atrium and a courtyard.
The writing day normally starts with warm-up activities designed by the
facilitators, such as free writing (Elbow, 1981), loop or generative writing
(Boice, 1990), drawing, or mind mapping, done by hand, using coloured pens
and paper, in community with others. This is followed by a discussion of
writing goals and progress towards them. Free writing has been the gathering
and beginning activity of each day in both our workshops and retreats. Free
writing for a few minutes on a given topic releases writers’ block, banishes
critical, premature editing, mobilises energy and gets words on paper
(Badenhorst , 2007, 2010). Free writes often lead to fresh ideas for the writer,
suggest new directions, and provide delight in one’s writing and the writing
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of others. We encourage participants to read their free writes to the group (or
to smaller groups), with the caveat that a writer may opt to ‘pass’ and not read
a particular piece if s/he wishes. The focus on freewriting allows the writing
to flow uncensored. This tangential respite from the next paragraph on the
laptop gives everyone a rest and a breathing space. In listening to others’ free
writing on a variety of topics, some research related, others not, participants
discover their own voices, their unique way of making associations and
finding insights.
As part of our shared-space philosophy and anti-hierarchical collegiality, we,
as facilitators, also read out our free writes, as we do our daily writing, and
invite feedback from the group. The reading of free writing is valuable in
giving everyone an opportunity to have work received with no critical
assessment. It is writing for the intrinsic practice and pleasure of writing.
Participants’ written reflections on writing retreats often emphasise the
quality of escape or reprieve which a process-oriented retreat provides:
A retreat is a place of silence; silencing the press of a thousand
demands and distractions and hurts and invasions. It is a re-connection
with who I am but also who I may be. A retreat is a sacred space that
lets me be in the rhythm of striving and letting go, of a commitment to
purpose and a trust in the human struggle.
A writing retreat is a reprieve from the impossibility of tasks that can
never be completed, from the people who can never be pleased, from
the pressures that will exhaust.
After 45–60 minutes of these group activities, writers are free to write on their
own. The balance of the morning and most of the afternoon is spent in writing
communally or in solitude, occasionally in consultation with a facilitator or
another writer. Some writers choose to remain in the board room, others go to
their rooms, or choose a quiet place to set up their laptops.
A retreat is a place of solitude and has a different rhythm from the
ever-busy day.
When I am alone I meet myself in all my moods and sometimes we sit
together quietly grumbling, and sometimes we sit as One contented, at
ease and free. It is from this place of steadiness and spaciousness that I
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run out of the usual words and falter for a new step . . . and sometimes
the path opens up and sometimes I wait patiently in solitude.
Perhaps a different rhythm is what writing is about. Perhaps the flow
and melody and beat are linked to the music of where I am, like a line
in the orchestral score, finding my part in the structure and form. At
some point I give up composing and slip into being composed: finding
my place in the discourse of ideas past and to come.
In the late afternoon, writers converge in the conference room in small groups
and take turns to read to one another excerpts from the day’s writing. Writers
are prompted to ask for the specific feedback they want. We encourage
writers to give constructive, non-judgemental, but specific and critical
feedback to other writers to build the culture of mutual respect, trust and
cooperation. The feedback session often fuels a short burst of revision before
or after dinner for many writers.
In anonymous, written evaluations completed on the last day of the retreat,
writers made the following comments about the location and ambiance of the
retreat:
I love the quiet atmosphere at [the guesthouse] the tasteful, calm,
private spaces and the gardens, which give the impression you are out
of Joburg.
The place is quite spacious, well-lit and furnished. There is life in the
flowers and trees, birds. Tranquility coupled with fresh air- away from
pollution. The buildings are welcoming – warm and roomy – good to
work in.
This is a great venue. The place is quiet and beautiful. I like that I
could work in the conference room, in my room and even outside. This
freedom has its own way of enhancing creativity.
The facilitators were described as ‘warm and resourceful leaders’, as
‘mentors, coaches, facilitators, listeners, and constructive critics’. They
provided ‘gentle support and wisdom’ as well as encouragement. One writer
observed that “much thought has gone into the design of the retreat”.
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Both [facilitators] were incredibly generous with their contributions, X
stretched my writing wonderfully in the early morning warm up
sessions.
I found Y’s advice extremely useful. She helped me sort out a problem I
had been grappling with for months.
Concerning writing exercises at the beginning of each day, most participants
observed that they were generative and helped to solve problems of feeling
blocked or unable to write:
Learning and reflection exercises at the start of each day taught me a
lot about how I work with and against writing and helped me identify
areas for improvement. . .
The exercises . . . provoked thinking, writing and [reflection] in ways
and on levels we do not easily engage in every day.
However, at least two individuals in one retreat did not enjoy the energising and
creative writing activities we had planned. One participant asked that the
activities be limited to no more than 30 minutes per day, and restricted to
research-related writing activities. Another complained that she did not need the
‘dummy exercises’ she was asked to participate in. She said she had no
inhibitions or blocks preventing her from writing. Surprisingly, given their
criticisms, both participants applied for a place on future retreats and participated
in communal writing activities with no further ado.
Concerning the giving and receiving of feedback, participants said:
I found it a great privilege to be getting feedback every day, both
formally and informally. I have also learned a lot from listening to and
having to give feedback to colleagues.
I enjoyed contributing to others’ research through feedback sessions.
I received invaluable feedback from my group.
Only very rarely did participants remark that they might have benefited more
from feedback given by an expert in their discipline.
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Most people here do not have a background in [my discipline]. They
don’t understand the arguments I make or the authors I refer to.
Few writers met the ambitious goals they had set for themselves for the five
days of the retreat, but most ‘made headway’ or ‘got close’. Several writers
observed that they made ‘substantive completion of goals’ and that they now
had ‘stimulation’ and ‘a framework’ or ‘a plan’ in place to complete them:
[The retreat] was a breakthrough for me as I have been avoiding my
own research writing for some time. It provided the space and support
for me to articulate some of my writing goals and arguments and to
identify key areas to focus on (not to feel overwhelmed).
I was able to meet my goal of completing a conference paper and had a
number of useful insights regarding the theoretical framework of my
paper.
A returning writer observed that
It has been a privilege to attend my third writing retreat/course with
this team and I find I have built on the ideas each time.
Another commented
The retreats are really valuable – in terms of productivity and personal
identity development as an academic. Please continue using this
format. I suspect it is especially helpful in develop[ing] women
academics.
In summary, writers valued the retreats because they provided space to
regenerate; ‘ring-fenced’ time away from work to think, read and write;
discursive space; and an ambiance conducive to writing. They fostered
collegiality and mutual respect among writers, and delight in learning about
and from other disciplines. This is over and above the practices, strategies and
skills developed in the retreat.
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Reflection and discussion
What difference do retreats make, and to whom do they make a difference?
As a process-oriented retreat, the CLTD retreat provides time and space for
writers to work and think, to create and enjoy writing in solitude and
community. It balances the demanding work of writing with the need to
provide a safe and supportive community in which the vulnerabilities of being
a writer can be addressed (Murray, 2009). This makes a difference to
academics, many of them women, who may feel isolated and inadequate in the
high-stress, competitive and driven environment of the University.
As in the case of writing groups described by Aitchison & Lee (2006), Lee &
Boud (2003), and Dwyer, Lewis, Macdonald and Burns (2012) we propose
that a process-oriented writing retreat, such as the CLTD retreat, enhances
feelings of ‘mutuality’ (togetherness, reciprocity) and ‘identity’. It builds
community among participating writers. It nurtures the soul, and provides
sanctuary, in the true sense of ‘retreat’. Participants attest that the retreat
provides “support ”, “listening” “trust ” and “a stimulating environment ”.
They feel able to talk about their issues and problems with writing. They are
free to make their own decisions about how to use the time and space
provided in the retreat. These process-oriented retreats foster the desire to
build and sustain scholarly activity and writer identity.
While many retreats, including product-oriented retreats, claim to foster
collegial development, the CLTD retreat accommodates only a small number
of academics, and this may strengthen the sharing and warmth achieved in the
retreat. Returning writers are welcomed. Writers socialise and learn from one
another without the struggles over power, authority and status which often
characterise academic events in which senior academics often over-ride
attempts by others to introduce an alternative culture – a more respectful,
constructive and cooperative culture. These forms of collegiality are fast
disappearing from the university environment. The CLTD retreat actively and
consciously promotes collegiality in defiance of the current trend to
competitiveness, isolation and autonomy.
We suggest that process-oriented writing retreats which ‘nurture the soul’ are
vital in the contemporary academic climate that pushes academics to think of
writing as a product rather than a pleasure (Dwyer et al. 2012). This is
particularly the case in the high stress urban environment of the University.
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Guide for Authors (updated July 2016)
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(200 words) will be considered.
The Editorial Committee will make a first decision regarding all articles that
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argument
the extent to which interpretations and conclusions are warranted by
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the nature and scope of fieldwork
the contribution to our collective understanding of the particular issue/s
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the originality and the power of the argument
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Contributors should submit an electronic version of the article by e-mail to
the Editor at JoE@ukzn.ac.za. This should not be formatted, and preferably
not use a variety of fonts and font sizes or use paragraph styles. Where
necessary, however, authors may wish to indicate levels of subheadings (i.e.
first level, second level). Each paper should be accompanied by a 100–150
word abstract. Footnotes should be kept to a minimum, and authors are asked
to keep tables and diagrams to the most feasible level of size and simplicity.
Tables and diagrams should also be sent in separate files. The name(s) and
full address(es) of the author/s should appear on a separate sheet.
Copyright resides with the publishers of the journal.
The journal is committed to being an open source, peer reviewed journal. All
articles are posted on the journal website http://joe.ukzn.ac.za.
Readers are free to make a limited number of copies of articles for non-profit
research and educational purposes. In cases where multiple copies are
required for teaching purposes, we trust that South African institutions
affiliated to the Dramatic, Artistic and Literary Rights Organisation (Pty)
Limited (DALRO) will follow normal procedures with respect to the
reproduction of publications. Educators or publishers outside South Africa
wishing to reproduce articles in publications or compilations of readings
should contact the Editor.

Referencing style

The Journal of Education makes use of the APA 6th style of referencing.
http://www.apastyle.org/index.aspx
Citations in the text should appear as follows:
No country in the world can afford the schooling its people want
(Reimer, 1971).
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Direct quotations are indicated by “quotation marks”.
Beauchamp and Thomas (2009, p. 175) argue that “the concept of
identity is a complex one”.
Long quotations of more than 40 words should start on a new line and be
indented with no quote marks. All direct quotations need a page number as
well as author and date.
Citations of two authors
Smith and Jones (2012) or (Smith & Jones, 2012)
Three to five authors
At first mention: Smith, Jones, Khan, Patel, and Chen (2012) or (Smith,
Jones, Khan, Patel, & Chen, 2012)
At subsequent mentions: Smith et al. (2012) or (Smith et al., 2012)
The references should be listed alphabetically in full at the end of the paper
using APA 6th style.
Basic Format for Books
Author, A. A. (Year of publication). Title of work: Capital letter also for
subtitle. Place: Publisher.
Books with more than one edition
Author, A. A. (2012). Book title: And subtitle (4th ed.). Place: Publisher.
Format for Edited Books
Editor, A. A. (Ed.). (Year). Title of work: Capital letter also for subtitle.
Place: Publisher.
Format for Chapter in an Edited Book
Author, A.A. (Year). Title of chapter. In A. A. Editor & B.B. Editor (Eds.), Title
of book (pages). Place: Publisher.
Journal articles
Author, A. A., Author, B. B., & Author, C. C. (Year). Title of article. Title of
Journal, volume number (issue number), pages.
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Forthcoming article
Author, A. A., Author, B. B., & Author, C. C. (in press). Title of article. Title
of Journal. doi:xx.xxxxxxxxx
Article published online ahead of hard copy
Author, A. A., & Author, B. B. (Year). Article title. Title of Journal. Advance
online publication. doi:xx.xxxxxxxxxx
Articles in magazines and newspapers
Author, A. A. (Year of publication, date of publication). Title of article. Name
of Newspaper or magazine, pp. x-x.
Theses and dissertations
Author, A. A. (Year of publication). Title of work: Capital letter also for
subtitle. Unpublished PhD/MEd thesis/dissertation, Name of University,
City.
Policy documents
Department/ Ministry name. (Year of publication). Title of work: Capital
letter also for subtitle. Place: Publisher.
For e.g. Department of Higher Education and Training (DoHET). (2010).
Draft policy on minimum requirements for teacher education
qualifications selected from the HEQF. Pretoria: Government Press.
Working papers
Author, A. A. (2012). Title of work (Working Paper No. 123). Location:
Publisher.
Conference papers (unpublished)
Presenter, A. A. (2012, February). Title of paper. Paper presented at the
meeting of Organization Name, Location.
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Internet resources
Website
When citing an entire website, it is sufficient just to give the address of the
site in the text. The BBC (http://www.bbc.co.uk).
Web page
If the format is out of the ordinary (e.g. lecture notes), add a description in
brackets.
Author, A. (2011). Title of document [Format description]. Retrieved from
http://URL
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Frequently asked questions
Is the Journal of Education SAPSE accredited?
Yes
How many issues per year?
In terms of a recent policy decision, we aim to produce at least two ‘normal’
editions of the journal each year in addition to at least two special issues (one
of which will be the SAERA Special Edition).
Most journals now have a per article fee which contributors are required to
meet should their articles be accepted. Does the Journal of Education levy
such charges?
Yes. This step was necessary to cover the costs of the increased number of
issues each year. A levy of R3 000 per article will be applied to successful
articles submitted to our office. The central research offices in most
institutions of higher education routinely arrange for such payments to be
made. We encourage individual authors who do not have such cover to
contact us.
Are articles peer reviewed?
Yes. Our goal is for articles to be refereed by three experts in the field.
What is the waiting period after submission?
Referees provide their crucially important service for no reward, and are
sometimes unable to oblige on time but we endeavour to respond within three
months.
Can I send my submission by e-mail?
Yes. The electronic version of the article should be sent as an email
attachment.
To what extent should an article being submitted be presented in ‘the style’ of
the journal?
Citation and referencing should be in the style of the journal (see the previous
section ‘Notes for Contributors’). Authors are not expected to reproduce the
particular fonts and font sizes used in the journal, but the levels of headings
and subheadings should be clear. With regard to the electronic version of the
article, we prefer as little formatting as possible.
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Does the journal have a policy to encourage and support budding novice
researchers?
Unfortunately not – this is simply beyond our capacity. While we welcome
extended comment that referees may be able to offer, we cannot impose on
their good services beyond the expectation of an overall judgement on the
article, together with brief justification of that judgement.
What is the rate of acceptance/rejection?
The following statistics for 2013 and 2014 provide an indication of the
pattern of acceptance/non acceptance:
Year

Accepted with no or
minor revisions

Accepted after
revisions

Not accepted

2014

0

14

38

2015

1

13

54

Even an increase in the number of issues each year will not keep pace with the
ever-increasing number of submissions. We can do little to mitigate the
competition engendered by state funding policy and the kinds of incentive
schemes that have become a feature of the higher education landscape.
Is there an appeal mechanism should my article not be accepted?
Beyond summarizing reasons for rejection – where applicable – we regret
that we are unable to enter into detailed discussion on decisions reached by
the Editorial Committee on the basis of referee reports.
The journal describes itself as providing “a forum for scholarly
understanding of the field of education”. What does this really mean?
We understand this as implying that articles should represent a rigorous
enquiry (conducted through argumentation or empirically) into the
understanding of educational issues. Such inquiry originates in a problem
rather than a solution, and it is rare for such enquiry to have no reference to,
or engagement with, a broader literature and theory. Advocacy in the form of
prescriptions or ‘how to do it’ recipe knowledge for practitioners seldom finds
favour with referees. The question of audience is key. The assumed audience
is the collective body of researchers rather than those more narrowly
concerned with the effective implementation of specific policies.
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Recent non-acceptances include a high proportion of undeveloped research
reports, summaries of dissertations, and even sound but small-scale case
studies that are purely context specific and unconnected with broader issues,
literature or theory. Similarly, even a successful conference paper is usually in
need of further development before it merits publication.

