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New possibilities for supporting homework  
practices through a university–school  
partnership

 Roshan Galvaan and Patti Silbert

Purpose of the study
Despite significant advances in improving educational provision since 1994, the 
educational possibilities of South African learners, especially in high poverty areas, 
remain constrained (Bloch 2009; Fleisch 2008; Taylor 2007, 2008, 2011). Improved 
access to education has done little to diminish the deep inequalities in educational 
achievement, as demonstrated in the Grade 3 and 6 systemic tests, the Grade 12 
national school-leaving results, and the Progress in International Reading Literacy 
Study (Howie et al. 2012). The poor performance of the majority of learners who 
attend township schools has resulted in relatively few qualifying for tertiary studies, 
reproducing deep inequalities in the social and economic fabric of South African 
society (see Chapter 2, Clark). In Chapter 1, Silbert, Clark and Parker describe how 
this contributed to the founding of the Schools Improvement Initiative (SII).

As part of the SII’s objective to strengthen interdisciplinary collaboration and 
community-engaged learning, students from various disciplines complete service 
learning placements in the SII partner schools (as described in various chapters in 
this publication). This chapter builds on Silbert and Galvaan’s study (Chapter 5) in 
understanding how a programme implemented by occupational therapy students 
during their service learning placement contributed to enhancing learning practices 
in a context of inequality. In so doing it explores, from the vantage point of the 
community, how a contextually relevant university–school partnership, enacted 
through a particular service learning programme, influenced teaching and learning 
in the partner schools.

The intention of this chapter is not to evaluate the effectiveness of the service learning 
programme, nor to explore how university students learn while engaging in their 
service learning placements. Instead it reflects on a peer-led homework programme, 
initiated through a service learning placement, and explores the implications of  
this programme for generating new practices in response to the needs of the  
SII partner schools. 
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Perspective: Situating service learning in context
As discussed in earlier chapters of this publication, the SII’s notion of partnership 
refers to a collaborative engagement between the University of Cape Town (UCT) 
and a targeted group of schools for the core purpose of school improvement (Chapter 
1, Silbert, Clark & Parker; Chapter 7, Wylie & Silbert). The value of the partnership, 
as highlighted in this chapter (and elsewhere), is demonstrated at the school level, by 
support offered in the areas of organisational capacity building for the core purpose 
of whole-school improvement. At the university level, benefit is derived through 
engaging students in school-based opportunities for service learning as part of their 
academic qualifications. 

Service learning is defined as a teaching and learning tool that connects meaningful 
community service experiences with academic learning, personal growth, civic 
responsibility and preparation for the world of work, while helping communities 
help themselves (Krause 2007; Richards & Novak 2010; Stanton et al. 1999). 
Within the SII partner schools this allows multiple dimensions of learning to occur 
while students engage in practices that address the schools’ challenges and needs. 
Service learning viewed from a cultural and political perspective of disturbance 
recognises that the learning outcomes are embedded within processes, creating the 
conditions of possibilities otherwise left unquestioned (Butin 2010). Critical service 
learning requires that the university students actively engage with issues relating to 
prevalent historical, social, economic and political factors – and that they attempt to 
understand how these factors shape the daily experiences of learners. 

Critical service learning in the SII schools is conceptualised as a strategy of 
disturbance (Butin 2010) since it allows a space for disciplines to interrupt 
conventional university disciplinary practices and to re-imagine the traditionally 
held ways of conducting research, practice and teaching. Within the partner schools, 
this approach to service learning also disrupts the normative power relationships 
between universities and communities by creating a reciprocal partnership that 
bridges the gap between professional education and communities (Krause 2007). 
Mitchell (2008) suggests that fostering relationships in which power hierarchies are 
replaced with partnerships is central to critical service learning. Service learning in 
the SII schools is therefore based on mutual partnerships, and allows for long-term 
engagements that address social and political issues inherent in the context. 

Occupational therapy service learning
Recent shifts in occupational therapy have led to the profession re-orienting itself 
to adopt a lens of human occupation (Chapter 8, Peters & Galvaan) in community 
development practice (Lauckner et al. 2011). This entails taking a socially responsive 
approach to occupational therapy, with occupation-based community development 
(ObCD) practice developing as a form of engagement. ObCD seeks to understand 
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and mediate the complexities of everyday doing, taking into account the ways in 
which context influences action. Through gaining a mutual understanding of how 
occupational engagement occurs, and the limitations to such engagement in the 
school context, processes are collaboratively designed to challenge the hegemonies 
that place limitations on people’s lives. 

The involvement of occupational therapy students in service learning placements, 
such as in the SII partner schools, is one of the requirements for the Bachelor’s 
degree in Occupational Therapy. Fourth-year occupational therapy students from 
UCT engage in seven-week service learning placements throughout the year. 
These placements are aligned with the curriculum imperative of producing a 
contextually relevant occupational therapy practice. Contextually relevant practices 
address locally articulated and defined needs in ways that take into account the 
form of subjectivities and participation within specific places at a particular time. 
The service learning expectations and anticipated outcomes of the university and 
school are arrived at through mutual agreement with role players, such as learners 
and teachers at the partner schools (Duncan & Alsop 2006). The service learning 
objectives provide a framework for student learning, without prescribing the exact 
services to be delivered. The service learning placement requires that students 
critically examine the complex realities of the way that discourses, identities, power 
and language influence learners and learning practices. 

Peer-led homework programme: Background
The after-school peer-led homework programme emerged from the school’s concerns 
that the literacy and numeracy results of the Grade 6 pupils were well below average 
(Chapter 5, Silbert & Galvaan; Chapter 11, Abrahams et al.) Teachers identified 
that contextual barriers prevented children from completing their homework, thus 
impacting negatively on teaching – and on teachers’ attempts to instil a disciplined 
approach to learning (Taylor 2008; Todd & Mason 2005). This supports recent South 
African scholarship, which indicates that children who regularly do homework have 
a performance advantage over those who do not (Taylor 2007; 2008). 

However, arguments have been made contesting the relevance and value of 
homework in advancing academic achievement (Kralovec & Buell 2000), while 
others have focused on how to improve the quality of homework submitted (Bryan 
& Sullivan-Burstein 1998). Mostly, it is assumed in the scholarship that homework 
augments traditional instruction at school, with the expectation that it is completed 
in the learners’ own time, and with support from adults in the home environment 
(Rudman 2014). Peer-tutoring programmes have been shown to benefit both 
tutors and tutees (Kalkowski 1995) in that they promote academic success across 
content areas (Bowman-Perrot et al. 2013). Rudman (2014) draws attention to the 
importance of interrogating existing discourses of homework (constructed through 
academic literature and classroom pedagogy), and the extent to which homework 
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practices are situated uniquely within different cultural contexts. Research exploring 
homework practices in individual schools could, according to Rudman, provide 
direction with regards to supporting the growth of a shared vision for homework. 

At Intshayelelo Primary, the school in which the homework programme was piloted, 
the challenges relating to homework mostly concerned learners not completing their 
homework tasks. This related to the majority of parents not having the necessary 
skills, level of education or availability of resources (such as physical space) to assist 
their children (Howie et al. 2012). As Anderson et al. (2001) point out, whereas it is 
not clear what causal mechanisms drive the relationship between parents’ schooling 
and their children’s schooling attainment, there does appear to be a direct link. This 
is demonstrated in different ways, from the extent to which parents are able to create 
the conditions in the home environment that encourage schoolwork, to their ability 
to actively assist their children with their homework tasks. 

The principal and teachers at Intshayelelo articulated the need for extra homework 
support during the early stages of establishing the partnership with the SII in 2013. 
A number of teachers determined that the absence of homework practices severely 
impacted on teaching and learning. The capacity of a university–school partnership 
to address some of the problems that teachers face is highlighted in the literature by 
Peel et al. (2002) amongst others. 

In an attempt to address the absence of effective homework practices, the 
occupational therapy supervisor and students conceptualised a programme in 
which Grade 11 learners from COSAT (Centre of Science and Technology) – a 
neighbouring SII partner secondary school – would provide homework mentoring to 
Grade 6 learners at Intshayelelo. Over the two-year period (2014 and 2015) in which 
the study was conducted, twelve pairs of occupational therapy students participated 
in the intervention during their seven-week placements. By involving the Grade 11s, 
the peer-led homework programme enabled secondary school learners to offer a 
service to the Grade 6s in response to the need of the primary school – rather than 
the university students providing a service directly. 

The positioning of the peer-led homework programme within the SII university–
school partnership created a structure that enabled the three institutions, namely 
the primary school, secondary school and the Occupational Therapy Department 
at UCT, to engage in ways that generated partnership and growth. The SII therefore 
served as an anchor for the service learning programme in that relationships of 
collaboration and trust with the schools had already been established during the 
course of the partnership (Chapter 1, Silbert, Clark & Parker). Such alignment sustains 
the university’s contribution to school improvement through building networks that 
integrate school improvement across departments (Harkavy et al. 2013).
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Mode of enquiry
Using a qualitative case study approach we explore the ways in which the occupational 
therapy service learning programme contributed to generating new learning 
practices through implementing a peer-led after-school homework programme. The 
study aimed to answer the following question: What are the ways in which critical 
service learning contributes to enhancing learning practices in a school situated in a 
low socioeconomic context? 

Within the bounded system of the case (Stake 2008) we conceptualise how the 
peer-led homework programme, constituted as part of the students’ service learning 
practicum, contributed to learning in the school context. Purposive sampling 
occurred by identifying those role players directly involved with the peer-led 
homework programme. This included all the Grade 6 teachers who participated on 
the homework committee, the homework mentors from the secondary school, the 
Grade 6 learners and the 2014 and 2015 occupational therapy students who were 
placed at the school. 

Data sources
Data was generated through multiple sources (Stake 1995): 

• Interviews with Grade 6 teachers: Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with five teachers involved in the homework programme. 

• Focus groups with peer-led homework mentors: Five focus group discussions 
were conducted with four to five groups of mentors in each group. 

• Focus groups with Grade 6 learners: 26 learners participated in focus  
group discussions. 

• Occupational therapy student service learning reports.

A deductive, thematic analysis was employed from the data sets, with codes and 
themes emerging to describe how service learning created possibilities for shifting 
learning practices within the school.

Discussion
The programme comprised the following components:

• All Grade 6 learners were involved in the one-hour homework programme that 
took place twice a week. This amounted to 160 learners attending each of the 
two weekly sessions. During the homework sessions, learners were divided into 
small groups of six to eight, and each group was assigned a homework mentor. 
Rather than teaching content knowledge, mentors assisted learners by addressing 
specific difficulties relating to homework assigned on that particular day.

• Twenty-five Grade 11 mentors were identified from COSAT, located a few 
hundred metres from Intshayelelo Primary. 
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• A teacher coordinator from Intshayelelo volunteered to coordinate the 
programme while a teacher coordinator from COSAT was responsible for 
communicating with the mentors, and liaising with the primary school 
homework coordinator. 

• Grade 6 teachers supervised the homework sessions according to a schedule 
that had been drawn up by the coordinator.

• Soon after the commencement of the programme, the occupational therapy 
students introduced weekly mentorship capacity building sessions for the 
Grade 11s. Skills were offered in areas such as leadership, mentorship and 
communication, in response to the needs of the mentors. 

Themes 
Two themes emerged from the data. The first described the shift that took place in the 
mentors’ perceptions – from deriving personal benefit from their engagement with the 
learners to their experience of wanting to ‘give back’ to the community. The second 
theme explained the mentors’, teachers’ and students’ perceptions of ‘possibility in 
the face of adversity’. The first theme relates to the mentors’ shift in perceptions with 
regard to their involvement in the homework programme, while the second describes 
the experiences of community engagement for the mentors, teachers and university 
students. These two themes are interwoven in the discussion below. 

During the focus group discussion, mentors revealed a strong sense that they initially 
thought that signing up for this programme, and involvement in it, would bring 
personal benefit in terms of enhancing career opportunities. As one mentor comments:

I joined the homework programme because … since I’m in Grade 11, I 
must consider my curriculum vitae. So maybe it will look good on my CV.

The perception of personal gain by the mentors was suggested in their belief that 
their contribution to their community through the homework programme had the 
potential to support their academic ambitions, and that this might strengthen their 
chances of admission to a university. Participation in the homework programme 
therefore was initially perceived as an opportunity to enhance academic ambitions 
and proficiency (Gold 2012). As one mentor suggests:

When we apply in universities, they look at some things like that and this 
give you opportunities … 

Even for those mentors who articulated individual gain as the main driver for 
becoming involved in the programme, through their engagement with the Grade 6s, 
initial ideas about enhancing academic ambitions soon gave way to a deeper sense 
of personal growth and fulfilment. This is suggested in the following two extracts:

At first it was all about … gaining something – but as I joined I felt 
like it opened like – it also helped me grow in a way that I also gained 
something from the kids.
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A second mentor reflects similarly:

To me at first it was all about to put something on my CV. But now it’s  
all about helping.

The majority of the homework mentors stated that, through their involvement in 
the homework programme, they realised they were making a difference in the lives 
of the children:

I wanted to give back to the community and help the kids because when I 
was doing Grade 6 I didn’t have the opportunity to have someone to help 
me with my homework.

Making a social contribution is acknowledged in the literature as encouraging 
positive youth development and commitment to the communities in which people 
live (Zaff & Lerner 2010). As the mentors became more involved they began to 
see their participation in the programme as fulfilling a civic responsibility, and an 
opportunity to engage in meaningful actions. 

During the discussions with the Grade 6 learners, they indicated that they experienced 
the benefit of the mentors’ involvement, explaining that the homework programme 
helped them understand things that they did not understand in class. Although 
initially conceptualised as a programme that would mostly benefit the Grade 6 
learners with their schoolwork, the mentors’ experiences suggest that the homework 
programme extended beyond this primary expectation. One of the mentors reflects:

You know helping them also help me to understand that, sometimes 
helping out does leave a feeling of satisfaction that you’re giving back to 
the community that you’re living in and also helping in improving the 
current state of Khayelitsha at large. So I think that at first I didn’t really 
have that drive but as I came into the project, I did it and I got inspired 
and more motivated to do more for these kids and also when I go there, I 
go there with a like a zeal to at least, if not everybody at least two or three 
people, kids – to inspire them or to help them in a certain problem that 
they encountering.

The above extract signals a study by Weiler et al. (2013) who evaluated the impact 
on college students of mentoring at-risk high school students. The authors found 
that participation in mentoring generated civic-minded responses to community 
problems, enhancing a sense of efficacy, political awareness, interpersonal and 
problem solving skills amongst the mentors. 

Similarly, the mentors in the peer-led homework programme realised that motivating 
and inspiring the Grade 6s required that they draw on their individual resources in 
ways they had not done before. Reflected below are extracts from two mentors who 
explain how they enlisted personal attributes such as patience and understanding to 
strengthen their skills as homework mentors:
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Patience and understanding – and I know how to motivate them. Like 
when someone doesn’t believe more in themselves, I am able to make 
them believe more and more in themselves.

And:

I also believe that I bring patience to the homework project because  
I don’t mind repeating the same thing until the learner gets it because  
I feel good when the learner finally gets the concept or knows  
the correct answer.

Gullan et al. (2013) suggest that experiencing active engagement and being able to 
exert a positive influence on others promotes healthy development amongst youth. 

Despite the homework mentors identifying personal attributes that helped equip 
them as mentors, as they became more involved in the programme they began to 
articulate additional needs for development, such as communication skills, in order 
to improve their mentoring capacity. In response to this need, the occupational 
therapy students introduced weekly capacity building sessions during the mentors’ 
break-time, focusing on personal and interpersonal development. Mentors spoke 
positively about these weekly sessions:

So what I think [the students] help us do is they help us identify the 
problems that we might have. For example, the workshops that they hold 
with us … they give us a better understanding of who we are and what 
we do. Because you find that some of us are just doing the homework 
programme but we never realise how much we help others, yes. So they 
make us realise the good work that we’re doing.

The weekly workshops culminated in a full-day capacity development seminar 
organised by mentors in September 2015. The seminar focused on developing 
mentorship skills, strengthening confidence, building team work, and communication 
skills among the mentors. The focus on capacity building influenced students’ 
perception of the mentors’ involvement in the programme, as documented by a 
student in her journal:

Shifting the mentors’ mindsets was based on the premise that the 
mentors needed to see their value in the programme and community 
(development) and appreciate the fact that they have a role to be agents of 
social change. They needed to have a broader and long-term view of the 
programme in relation to the context.

In highlighting the role of peer support, Hampden-Thompson et al. (2010) point out 
that receiving training and working with friends encourages participation among 
youth. This supports the finding that mentors were able to strengthen their sense of 
agency through the capacity building workshops. The link between the intent of the 
students’ service learning objectives and the mentors’ re-orientation towards valuing 
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their contribution to their community is noteworthy. The mentors appeared to be 
taking on their contributions as a form of service learning. Bringle et al. (2013) assert 
that the process of facilitating shifts of this nature reflects the socially embedded 
practice of service learning. 

The occupational therapy students’ reports showed that they did not at first 
conceptualise the homework mentors as engaging in service learning, but the potential 
service learning role of the homework mentors highlights an unexpected outcome of 
the programme. This generated a new growth area for engagement with the mentors. 
These Grade 11 mentors were involved in a partnership with the primary school  
in which they saw themselves as being able to contribute to change while simultaneously 
benefitting as equal partners. In this study, the idea of students as partners  
(Chapter 11, Abrahams et al.) experiencing mutual value positions service learning 
apart from the conventional model of service provision (Olivier et al. 2007).

Having considered the responses of the mentors and students, the discussion now 
shifts to include the views of the teachers, as expressed during the interviews. On 
the whole, teachers responded positively to the programme. This was evident in that, 
after the first year of its implementation, the homework programme was extended 
to the Grade 5s with an expression of interest for Grade 7s to receive similar 
support. The school’s willingness to accommodate another 160 learners and an 
additional group of mentors twice a week reflected its commitment to extending the 
programme to benefit a larger group of learners. In the following extract, a teacher 
identifies some of the benefits of the programme:

One seldom encountered any errors or problems in their work; their 
homework tasks were always completed. 

However, while teachers valued the homework programme, they also identified the 
existing challenges involved in learning practices at the school that infiltrated into 
the homework programme. A Grade 6 teacher explains:

Children do really get into the habit and routine of doing their work when 
they practice long enough? … No ways! Maybe it will happen in high 
school. I know this because I have noticed from their diet – have you seen 
what they eat? After break, they are wild and won’t concentrate. Now how 
much more when they have to work after-school? They want to sleep after 
that. When they eat those snacks, we force them to work after break; the 
best time is in the morning. In afternoon they are also forcing themselves 
to work – and then you think that you can keep the children at school for 
that long in the afternoon? 

Another teacher similarly shares her concerns:

Lately we are encountering the same problems we had before the 
homework programme started, and I have noticed that it is the very same 
children that skip the programme who are actually struggling. 
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Key challenges included concerns about safety for the learners who would need to 
walk home later in the afternoon after the programme ended. Mentors frequently 
accompanied the learners to their homes after the programme ended, but the  
high crime levels in the community left them feeling vulnerable. More broadly,  
some of the mentors struggled with the attitude of a few of the Grade 6 learners, 
suggesting that their motivation for attending classes was solely to receive the food. 
One of the mentors explains:

I think that the mentality of the children must be raised. Because they 
are mentored that they’re only in the homework project like they’re only 
attending those classes for food. Because last Thursday while there was – 
ya, some like I chased them out because they were making a lot of noise. 
So they were saying that there’s not even food so why must we –  
ya and they wanted their bags and they wanted to go home. So ya,  
I think someone must talk to – must speak to them and say we’re here  
to help you.

The notion of ‘mentality’ in the above extract refers to the disposition of the learners, 
and their level of interest and engagement in the learning activities (Zulu et al. 2004).  
As these authors suggest, ‘attitude’ refers to the ‘mood’, ‘aura’, ‘commitment’, or 
‘dedication’ with regard to the teaching and learning task (Zulu et al. 2004: 170). In 
the extract below, a teacher suggests that a shift in the approach to homework would 
generate a change in learners’ attitude. 

To me the homework must be fun – maybe it should contain debating 
if needs be – that’s more educational and meaningful. They could play 
sports the first thirty minutes of the programme and then the rest maybe 
dedicated to preparing topics for the following day’s actual debate. The 
debates could be against different classes in the same grade or even 
between different grades. And these could serve as a build up for a 
competition maybe at the end of the term, whereby we ask for one Friday 
to host the debate. That’s what I think will stimulate the children to learn. 

In the above extract, the teacher identified that after-school learning could – and 
should – be more creative and stimulating. Although there has been no evidence 
as yet of follow-through of the types of ideas suggested above, shifts in teachers’ 
approaches to homework became evident as the programme developed. An example 
is the need, as illustrated below, for greater teacher involvement in the programme 
and the need to reduce the volume of work given to learners:

There should be more involvement from the teachers; and they should 
not overburden the children with too much work. So the number of 
homework tasks must be appropriate. The time required to do all the 
homework is too little and you find that their pace is not fast. They are 
neither fast thinkers nor fast writers so we need to give them homework 
that will be bearable.
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Based on interviews with the teachers, as highlighted above, a more intentional 
approach to prescribing homework was introduced. Through the homework 
committee, which constituted the Grade 6 teachers, discussions started taking place 
regarding the type, volume and quality of homework that should be given. 

Despite the challenges expressed earlier, the homework programme represented the 
determination by teachers and mentors to succeed against the odds. This is clearly 
conveyed by one of the teachers:

I think [the homework programme] is very good, especially for the 
children of Khayelitsha who may have parents who are not educated, 
parents who work long hours and are unable to help their children with 
homework. Secondly, I think it is very good in motivating the children 
to keep doing their work. The [mentors] serve as an inspiration and a 
source of motivation for the Grade 6 learners as they might aspire to go to 
COSAT as well one day.

Significance of the study
From a critical service learning perspective the homework programme represented 
an example of the multiple ways in which various intersections of learning 
converged. The learning that took place went beyond the Grade 6s engaging more 
effectively with their homework tasks, to include the university students who learnt 
more about how to respond effectively to contextually driven needs.

Moreover, it was the mentors themselves who discovered the value and meaning 
of community engagement and social responsiveness. It is the intersecting of these 
levels of learning by both the university students and the homework mentors 
that defines the after-school homework programme as a form of service learning  
that has generated collective value for both sets of participants. These service 
learning engagements explored supporting homework practices in ways that 
enabled new possibilities to emerge (Butin 2010). Identifying these possibilities 
strengthened prospects for improving the quality of homework practices, generating  
questions rather than viewing the programme and service learning as the  
answer (Butin 2010).

While claims about the overall success of the homework programme are premature, 
it is interesting to note that, in the 2015 annual systemic tests administered by the 
Western Cape Education Department, the Grade 6 mathematics and language results 
improved by 13% and 9% respectively. In terms of sustainability, again claims cannot 
be corroborated, but it is important to state that the peer-led homework programme 
has continued to operate between service learning placements when the students are 
not on site. Furthermore, the homework programme, which began as a partnership 
between one primary and one secondary school, has been replicated in a second SII 
primary and secondary partner school in the community. 
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Based on the data, the significance of the study lies at the site of learning where 
existing practices were disrupted and shifted, and where new conversations started 
to take place. Despite some logistical challenges, the findings suggest that through 
the university–school partnership, new practices were introduced to support 
learning and teaching processes at the primary school (Chapter 11, Abrahams et al.). 

The study presented in this chapter holds significance more broadly in terms of 
conceptualising service learning as a vehicle for mobilising university–school 
partnerships. A socially responsive service learning model is critical in developing a 
mutually empowering university–school partnership, and in embedding community 
engagement in higher education (Lazarus et al. 2008). What emerged from this 
study was that, over and above university students engaging in service learning, it 
was the homework mentors themselves who played a pivotal role. The possibility of 
broadening notions of service learning to encompass this type of cascading model 
thus extends and deepens the application of service learning in this context. 

Finally, the service learning initiative presented in this study represents an example 
of the potential of a university–school partnership to effectively engage in schooling 
in the South African context. The extended value of providing community 
engagement opportunities to the homework mentors, in addition to the university 
students, contributed to promoting education as a civic responsibility. In this way the 
study suggests that the students’ and learners’ contributions positioned both groups 
as mutual partners and key activators of service learning. 
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