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Facilitating social inclusion through 
communication: How do speech- and language 
therapy students negotiate their  

 transition into community practice?  
 Kristen Abrahams, Harsha Kathard, Lizé Mostert,  
 Freda Walters and Roshan Galvaan 

In this chapter, we present an account of how student speech- and language therapists 
negotiate community practice. Speech- and language therapists are qualified professionals 
who work in the domain of human communication and, typically, with people (adults 
and children) with communication impairments in speech, language, hearing, fluency 
and voice (Kathard & Pillay 2015). These impairments may affect processes of listening, 
speaking, reading and writing, and impact on socialising, learning and working. 
Speech- and language therapy (SLT) interventions typically focus on improving the 
skills of both the individual with a communication disorder, and their families, to 
enhance the individual’s participation in social, learning and work environments. 

The profession, originating in Europe and later America, was imported to South 
Africa in the late 1930s (Aron 1991; Aron et al. 1967). Traditional SLT practice has 
typically involved one-to-one interactions between the client/patient and a therapist. 
For example, a therapist would typically assess a learner using a battery of tests and 
instruments to determine if the learner has difficulty with communication, the type 
of communication disorder (i.e. speech, language, voice, hearing, fluency), and 
also the severity and consequence of the disorder. This approach to intervention is 
underpinned by a medical model of practice that foregrounds the communication 
disorder, and positions the therapist as an expert who determines the need for change, 
as well as the focus of the intervention (McKenzie & Müller 2006). Therapists work 
mainly in the health care sector (such as hospitals and clinics) and, increasingly, in 
education settings (Ukrainetz & Fresquez 2003). Services are usually made available 
to those who can afford them privately, or via state service provision. 

In a school setting, a learner is typically referred to a speech- and language therapist 
if the teacher or parent is concerned about their communication (oral and written). 
The referral to a therapist for assessment and intervention could occur in the school 
setting or, if the service is unavailable at the school, outside of the school setting. 
In South Africa, the majority of learners in public ordinary schools do not have 
direct access to services unless accessed privately. Within school settings, various 
approaches to SLT services have developed internationally, with a focus on creating 
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support for learners with communication disorders. The pull-out approach required 
that learners were ‘pulled out’ of regular classroom activities for therapy sessions. 
However, since the 1990s, there has been recognition that the pull-out approach is 
limiting, particularly in a school context where many learners may require access 
to services (Elksnin & Capilouto 1994; McGinty & Justice 2006; Miller 1989). 
This approach was not found to be more effective than interventions delivered in 
classrooms, because interventions should promote communication to benefit all 
learners (Ehren 2000). The development of new approaches in school settings has 
evolved internationally since the 1990s towards classroom-based communication 
interventions that have focused on supporting children with communication 
disorders while providing general communication support to teachers and other 
learners (Ehren 2000). 

There are vast inequalities in access to services in minority and majority world 
contexts (WHO and the World Bank 2011). In majority world contexts, the 
traditional individualised patient model, regardless of setting (medical or education) 
– is not feasible given the unfavourable therapist to patient ratios (WHO and the 
World Bank 2011). There is a critical need to address this international challenge 
of access to services so the SLT profession is reflecting on how to transform its 
practices to be more relevant to communities (Kathard & Pillay 2015). However, 
the dominant influences in the profession such as the American Speech-Language- 
Hearing Association (2016) and the Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists 
(2005) provide limited guidance on the practice of SLT within a community 
context. They encourage a focus on promotion of healthy/normal communication 
and prevention of communication disorders as a means of extending its scope 
of practice. South African guidelines for education and training of therapists 
reflect the importance of providing services at a community level (HPCSA 2012). 
Internationally, similar developments have also slowly emerged (Jager 1994; Law et 
al. 2013; Wickham 2013).

Locally, contrary to earlier reports of the absence of SLT services (Legg & Penn 2013),  
SLT services have recently been established at health institutions (such as in clinics 
and hospital settings) at the district level in Khayelitsha. This has confirmed the 
priority to develop SLT practices to serve the community (Kathard & Pillay 2013). 

In this chapter, we explore the potential of contextually relevant practice innovation 
informed by an occupation-based community development framework (ObCD) 
(Galvaan & Peters 2017). In so doing we shift our gaze from communication 
impairment to communication for social inclusion.

Shifting our gaze: Communication for social inclusion  
as a focus of SLT
We argue that for all learners (including those with communication impairment) 
to become part of an inclusive society, they must have access to quality education. 
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As communication is a key resource for learning, part of quality education must 
include access and opportunities for strengthening communication. The Schools 
Improvement Initiative (SII) therefore provides a platform for exploring how 
communication, as a resource, can be used to promote social inclusion for all, 
including those with communication challenges.

Throughout this chapter, we understand communication as a process of how we 
make meaning together as humans at interconnected levels of the interpersonal, 
classroom, school, community and the societal (local and global) (Kathard & 
Pillay 2015). In the process of meaning-making, we use basic skills of listening, 
speaking, reading and writing. Meaning-making can be achieved through multiple 
modes of communication including verbal, gestural, aural, visual, linguistic and 
spatial (Kathard & Pillay 2015). Communication is by nature social, relational 
and political (embedded in power relationships). Communication and learning 
are interdependent processes, particularly in educational environments in which 
communication is core to the development of academic learning and socialisation. 
While language is often foregrounded in discourses on communication, the  
two should not be conflated. While language is critical in meaning-making, it  
is part of a complex process. In the education context, communication for learning  
is a systemic process by which participants make meaning together in context 
(Kathard & Pillay 2015). Their inclusion in learning processes is therefore facilitated 
through communication.

Drawing on interdisciplinary collaboration to inform SLT
When SLT students join practice placements in one or more of the SII schools, 
they are positioned as potential partners entering a community of practice with 
the schools, the Khayelitsha community and interdisciplinary collaborators. Here 
they must negotiate an unsettling break from traditional practice. Since SLT 
and occupational therapy (OT) students are placed at the same partner schools 
(Chapter 5, Silbert & Galvaan), there is the opportunity to draw from each other’s 
theoretical and practice-based knowledge. The SLT clinical educators draw on  
the ObCD framework (Galvaan & Peters 2017) to guide the students’ thinking 
around community practice.  

ObCD is specifically concerned with working with marginalised populations 
(Galvaan & Peters 2017), including learners with communication challenges arising 
from their impairments/disorders. ObCD focuses its work in contexts of poverty. The 
ObCD framework foregrounds building relationships, and creating shared meaning 
through deep engagement – listening, observing and asking critical questions 
(Galvaan & Peters 2017). The framework therefore provides a basis for ways of 
thinking, doing and reflecting to engage with the context. Occupation, as defined 
in ObCD, is described elsewhere in Chapters 5 and 8 (Silbert & Galvaan; Peters & 
Galvaan). Occupation and communication are thus related in that communication 
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describes processes of meaning-making associated with doing. Drawing on ObCD, 
we emphasise the following: 

• Communication is positioned as a means and ends of behaviour (i.e. we 
achieve better communication through communication). Communication is 
therefore viewed using an asset-based, resource-driven, development approach 
rather than a disorder-limited approach.

• Action learning provides a platform for students to learn from their experiences. 
The community context is considered a catalyst for learning and creating a 
practice that is informed by the needs of the community. 

• Suspending the expert–patient paradigm, students, together with community 
members, co-create knowledge, recognising the importance of partnerships 
(Galvaan 2017). This way of engaging with the community fosters possibilities 
for increasing the sustainability of programmes. 

SLT students in the SII schools
The intended learning outcome for final-year SLT students placed for their 
community blocks at the partner schools is for students to immerse themselves in 
the community and identify, design, implement and monitor contextually relevant 
community projects. During this process, students work in close collaboration with 
other stakeholders, including other final-year OT students, school staff, community 
members and non-government organisations, in order to develop the practice and to 
implement projects. Examples of collaborative projects in the SII schools include the 
homework mentorship programme (Chapter 10, Galvaan & Silbert) and the library 
project (Chapter 9, Silbert & Bitso). Underpinning the work at the SII schools, is the 
focus on working in partnership with the teachers. Given that teachers play a critical 
role in everyday facilitation of learning – mediated through communication – they 
are considered as critical partners of speech- and language therapists. 

The mentorship programme emerged though the Grade 11s participation in the 
homework programme described by Galvaan and Silbert in Chapter 10. In this 
programme, SLT students and Grade 11 learners met weekly to develop their 
capacity as mentors, and to support communication development of Grade 4 
learners. The skills they learnt in the mentorship meetings were put into practice 
during the homework programme. Libraries and library assistants were identified 
as partners to strengthen literacy and language learning in learners’ first language, 
while adding a second language parallel. This collaboration led to the development 
of a library manual to be piloted by the library assistants. While still in development, 
the manual draws on the diverse knowledge and experience of the library assistants 
and speech- and language therapists, together with the guidelines offered by the 
Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (DBE 2011a; DBE 2011b). 

It is against the background sketched above that the study explores SLT students’ 
accounts of how they engaged with the ObCD framework to transition into an 
emerging community development-based practice.
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Data collection methods
As the students immersed themselves in the community, they were provided with 
opportunities for reflection on their observations, learning, and research. Students 
engaged in weekly group discussions about their learning, and completed individual 
written reflections. At the end of the block, students engaged in an exit interview in 
which they reflected on their experiences during the block. Lastly, a written handover 
report was generated to assist the subsequent group of students in continuing the 
work. Through these documents and interactions, students were provided with 
a platform to monitor, reflect and evaluate their practice in deep and engaging 
ways, and to begin to understand their role in this context. The reports generated 
by the students formed the basis of a qualitative inquiry. Data was collected from 
all students completing their community block at the SII partner schools during  
the period ranging from February 2015 to March 2017. This was then analysed to 
inform the results and discussion. 

Data analysis 
Documents, audio recordings and video recordings authored by the students 
were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006) to describe the 
communication challenges, initiatives and student experiences. From the emerging 
themes, and after deep engagement, the data were sequenced chronologically to 
construct a collective narrative (Riessman 2005). A narrative writing style is used 
in the findings section below to describe the experiences of the SLT students as 
a collective. Through using a narrative, the ways humans experience the world  
can be explored and described through stories. Narrative voice allows the  
complexities and richness of the students’ experiences to be presented and described 
(Webster & Mertova 2007). 

Findings
The findings are presented as a narrative with two parts: firstly, describing SLT 
students’ emerging understanding of the systemic nature of the communication 
challenge, and secondly, how fostering partnerships contributed to enhancing the 
intended programme outcomes. These findings are represented as a collective 
student narrative. Pseudonyms are used throughout.

Part 1: Understanding the systemic nature of communication challenges

When we first came to the school, we were unsure of our role. We were told 
that this was a community block, but we were placed in a school setting. We 
had been in school settings before. In these, we would assess children with 
communication problems and provide interventions for individual children, groups, 
or in the classrooms. We had to learn more about the ObCD framework and apply it  
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to understanding communication challenges at a community level – we had  
never done this before. It was very difficult. We were nervous, anxious and worried. 
We felt like outsiders and, unlike in other clinics, we didn’t know what to do.  
Our first challenge was to understand community needs and if there were any 
concerns about communication.

Discovering communication challenges

When we entered the school setting, we noticed that children and teachers were 
communicating easily – in isiXhosa mainly and, during lessons, in English. All 
seemed OK – there didn’t seem to be any obvious communication challenges. 
We had a discussion with Mr Mawisa, the deputy principal at the time, and we 
learnt a lot. He said that there were major communication challenges that affected  
almost all learners.

These challenges became visible in Grade 4 when, as per school language policy, 
the language of learning and teaching (LoLT) changes from isiXhosa to English. 
When learners started school, they had all their lessons in isiXhosa with little 
formal exposure to English – either at school or at home. Grade 4 is the gap – the 
point when the problems became evident. The challenge was widespread – almost 
all learners struggle. Mr Mawisa was very worried because the majority of learners 
were failing the systemic tests1 every year. Many couldn’t read and write well enough 
(in English) to read and answer questions in tests, or partake in classroom activities. 
This difficulty with communication in English was a contributing factor. 

We left his office with lots to think about. Where to next? This is not a problem we 
were familiar with, nor one that we understood. Ordinarily we would assess each child 
– but this seemed unreasonable here. We had to get off our high horses. We decided to 
observe classrooms, and the playground, and to engage with teachers to gain a deeper 
understanding of the problem in this context. We discovered that, from Grade R to 
Grade 3, learners are meant to have increasing exposure to English language teaching 
– at least one hour of English language teaching in Grade R per day, progressing to 3–4 
hours in Grade 3 (DBE 2011a). The LoLT is isiXhosa. When we observed learners in 
classrooms, they only communicated with each other in isiXhosa. 

Our observation in Grade 4 was that when the formal lessons started, the teachers 
would be speaking English and would code-switch2 when they felt it was necessary. 
The learners didn’t speak much, especially when they were expected to speak in 
English. They seemed uncomfortable and afraid of making mistakes in English. 
Perhaps they were still in a process of learning English as an additional language? 
Maybe the ‘silent stage’ of bilingual learning is not unusual (Roberts 2014). Children 
usually first develop their ability to understand and then they speak. However, their 
opportunities for learning English were mainly in classrooms in formal instructional 
lessons – not necessarily an ideal context for language learning which is generally 
acquired in natural everyday contexts, inside and outside of classrooms. Additionally, 
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the emphasis in classrooms was on learning subject content like mathematics, but it 
seemed that learners hadn’t acquired the language of the subject to help them learn. 
In the classes we observed where English was taught as a subject, the approach was 
formal teaching focused on teaching literacy – how to read and write – with less 
emphasis on basic oral language learning for the purposes of making meaning. 

We looked through Grade 4 and 6 workbooks, and we could see that the learners were 
still developing English language literacy skills. They were learning basic words, how 
to spell, write and construct sentences. The teachers were trying what they thought 
would be helpful but, by the end of Grade 4, they didn’t feel that this was enough. 
While learners continue to learn English through Grades 5 and 6, their results in 
Grade 6 systemic tests show that the majority of learners do not meet their grade level 
outcomes. By Grade 6, learners have basic English language skills for social interaction 
but not enough for academic learning. The widespread nature of the communication 
challenges both learners and teachers face was becoming visible to us.

The curriculum assumes that learners have acquired English language and literacy 
skills by the time they reach Grade 4 (DBE 2011b). It seems to further assume 
learners could use their basic literacy skills to continue to learn. In reality, it was 
not the case in this school in Khayelitsha. What about isiXhosa language learning? 
Outside the classroom, learners interacted well using mainly isiXhosa. It seemed 
that isiXhosa was only encouraged as an informal language with very little emphasis 
on literacy learning. This seemed to be a form of subtractive bilingualism in which 
English language and literacy skills were being encouraged, while isiXhosa literacy 
did not seem to be equally valued or encouraged. 

When we interacted with teachers, they explained that additional English language 
learning was a key challenge, and they needed support for how to cope with this 
very challenging situation. Teachers also felt that, while many learners struggled with 
additional language learning in English, there were also some learners who struggled 
in both isiXhosa and English. This is what we would typically call a language-
learning disorder. They were of the view that all learners needed support to enhance 
their communication skills, and that they – as teachers – need assistance with how 
to support learners. 

We had several discussions among ourselves to understand this very complex 
and troubling situation. We had a lot to learn. This was not our textbook version 
of language disorders in children. Typically, a few children would have specific 
language-learning difficulties, which the speech- and language therapist would 
address. We knew it was wrong to pathologise children as language-delayed when 
they were learning an additional language without sufficient opportunities to do so. 
The school LoLT policy was clearly influencing how language learning occurred.

We spoke to parents and community members. We recall the community discussion 
and debate about language and communication between and among teachers, 
academics and community members. There were various contested views on 
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how best to learn English and isiXhosa. It was evident that there was a need for 
both languages as a resource for learning and socialising. While the community 
recognised the importance of English for educational and economic success, there 
was an expectation that isiXhosa had to be valued. 

Thinking deeply about communication challenges

We uncovered the communication challenges through observations and reviewing 
of policy and curriculum documents, through many discussions with people in the 
school community, and through our own deep reflections and questioning. We had 
tutorials, and we learned a lot through our tutor asking us very difficult questions 
that made us think. We had to step out of our comfort zones. Why were children 
in this community struggling to meet the grade level outcomes expected by the 
Department of Education? We recognised that the problem with communication 
seen in a school context was created systemically. Although the problem is visible 
through the poor performance of Grade 4 learners, this is a symptom of a deeper 
level problem – the adoption of a school LoLT policy and curriculum that assumes 
a middle-class norm in which the opportunities for additional English language 
learning are sufficient and available. 

A more fundamental question is: Why is English language learning privileged and 
isiXhosa seemingly devalued? Our apartheid and colonial history in South Africa 
contributes to the explanation as to why many black African communities were 
deliberately marginalised, and received poor quality education – and continue to do 
so. But apartheid and colonisation are over! Or are they? 

It seems like apartheid and coloniality still live with us in new ways. There is still 
injustice, and now we can see it through a communication lens. We recognise that 
the very tool that enables learning – communication – has become a challenge, and 
is complicit in social exclusion. We never thought of it this way before: How do social 
injustices translate into communication injustices? And how does this lead to social 
exclusion – from the curriculum and from participation in everyday learning? We 
began to see that we may have a role to play. We felt we could make a difference if we 
thought about facilitating social inclusion through communication.

What should we do? We don’t know. Our textbooks don’t help us here. How do we 
develop a community practice through focusing on communication? Guided by 
ObCD and the projects that the OT students were doing, we joined in. We had to 
transcend our disciplinary borders, and understand the occupations of teaching and 
learning, and how these were supported by communication. This was a very different 
approach to anything we had done before. We were so grateful to have OT students 
there to help expand and push our thinking, push our boundaries, and make us 
think critically, holistically, and self-reflectively. Through them we discovered the 
concepts of resources in the community, capabilities and partnerships, and how 
these could translate into our practice. We constantly battled with ourselves as we 
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struggled to transition from our expert, medical-model paradigm to becoming 
collaborative partners in a community. The message we took from the community 
was to not hold onto any preconceived ideas. We shouldn’t come to the community 
thinking ‘I’m going to the school and we are going to do this and this and this’. We 
must come here with an open mind. We are not ‘fixing’ the community and telling 
them what to do. We must develop partnerships with critical people who can provide 
sustainable support for developing communication for social inclusion.

Part 2: Partners in promoting communication

As we increased our insights into communication within the context, we had to 
collaborate with different partners in the community in order to begin to address 
the communication challenge. The ObCD framework challenged us to think about 
partnerships outside of the traditional team of health professionals.

Teachers as partners

We came to realise that teachers are critical partners because they spend the most 
time with learners in classrooms. We had to learn how to establish open and honest 
relationships with teachers. We started by greeting teachers every day so that they 
knew us. We had to learn to listen to what teachers had to say, rather than tell them 
what to do. We tried to maintain a non-hierarchical relationship, and limit power 
play between us. We knew that we didn’t have solutions to the challenges. Without 
the knowledge or answers, we had to brainstorm ideas together to find solutions. It 
was a process that took patience, co-operation and critical reflection from all of us 
– teachers and therapists. 

Communication is complex, and in classrooms it was about how teachers and 
learners make meaning together. We often focus on the learner when we think about 
developing communication, but communication requires joint meaning-making, 
and – in the classroom – the teacher is actively communicating with learners. While 
we were discussing how teachers could engage learners in everyday conversations 
that would enable active language learning, we became aware of the challenges that 
teachers were facing. 

While teachers experienced many challenges, we realised that problems relating to 
their own voices – in a literal sense – were a problem. We wouldn’t have known this 
if we hadn’t greeted them every morning, and been in their spaces. Teachers said 
their voices became tired and hoarse as they talked a lot – and talked loudly – in 
classrooms. In this school, teachers’ voices are under immense strain as they need 
to be heard in classrooms with a large number of learners. It is well known from the 
literature that teachers are in a profession where they are at risk of developing voice 
problems. When teachers use their voices daily – particularly when speaking for 
long periods, at high volumes – they can develop vocal nodules and hoarse voices, 
or lose their voice temporarily. Good vocal hygiene, i.e. knowing how to care for 
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one’s voice, is important. We shared vocal hygiene strategies with teachers. Teachers 
were provided with a water bottle, a motivational quote and a pamphlet about how 
to take care of their voice. 

We learned a lot by being with teachers. Their jobs were very challenging so the ways 
we work with them should help to support them, and should not create additional 
burdens. At times, we felt it was difficult to form relationships with them because they 
were very busy. We arranged an informal tea where we could get to know each other. 
Teachers enjoyed the interaction with us, and – importantly – with each other. This led 
to the formation of the Collaboration Interaction Teacher Support meetings. This was a 
communication platform for teachers to talk about their worries or concerns. It dawned 
on us that communication and forming relationships was key to growing partnerships. 
Our own ways of thinking about communication were so set in an impairment frame, 
that we missed opportunities to see how valuable it was as a resource in every setting 
and relationship. We started to see communication in new ways. 

Some learners needed additional communication support, but there was some 
difficulty identifying the learners who had specific needs. We therefore developed a 
checklist, in collaboration with teachers, to assist them in identifying learners who 
had additional communication support needs. These would include, for example, 
learners who stutter, or who have hearing problems or severe language delays. We 
also assisted in creating a referral system so that learners and teachers could access 
support within and outside of the school.

We realised that the community is dynamic – teachers change and new teachers join. 
Therefore, at each point in the process, we engaged with teachers in dynamic ways. 
We were open to changing our approach – we became more flexible. At times, we 
felt that teachers were uncomfortable with us, especially when they thought that we 
were there to listen to how well they spoke English. We had to work hard for them 
to trust that we were not judging them, and that we were equal partners. It was not 
easy to negotiate power dynamics – especially because, as the professionals, we are 
so used to being the authority and expert. We had to work very hard to learn how 
to do this. We learnt to critique each other, and to understand the value each of us 
brought. Teachers are our key partners – we have worked together on many issues 
since we started, and we have a long way to go. 

Library assistants as partners

As we started to get to know the staff better, we realised that teachers were not the 
only partners we could collaborate with and learn from. We observed sessions in 
the library, and had discussions with the library assistant. This changed the way we 
thought about literacy. We used to think that you just go through school and you 
learn to read, but reading is everything. It is something you need every day for all 
activities, for everyday living. 
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Lisakhanya, the library assistant explained to us that she is very young, and had very 
little training. She often felt overwhelmed and unsure of how to run group sessions. 
We started working with her to develop a library resource for her to use. We learnt so 
much from her. We realised that there were a lot of things we did not consider when 
planning the activities. We went to get some books Lisakhanya uses for the Foundation 
Phase library sessions. That is when we realised that Lisakhanya only reads isiXhosa 
books to the Grade R to Grade 2 classes. The Grade 3 classes are the only sessions 
that are based on English books. We had just ignorantly assumed that she was using 
English books for all of the Foundation Phase sessions. We had to completely change 
our activities and mind-sets, and realised that enhancing English is not the only goal 
of the library manual. We had to think about creating a resource that would enhance 
communication, language and literacy in both languages. Together we had to come up 
with a new plan and a new way of creating the activities. 

It was difficult to take a step back – just being part of the planning rather than 
conducting the library session. We are used to being in control. Individual or 
group therapy in a hospital or clinic setting consisted of our being ‘in charge,’ and 
responsible for planning and implementing interventions. It was refreshing and 
interesting being on the other side of things, watching Lisakhanya conduct the 
session. Through developing the library manual collaboratively, we were sharing 
knowledge in ways that were sustainable. 

Learners as partners

We also realised that the learners themselves are valuable partners in the community. 
Through our participation in the homework programme, the Grade 11 learners 
seemed to open up to us the more they got to know us. They expressed their concerns 
about the homework programme. They felt teachers and parents sometimes placed 
high expectations on learners, and they noticed the younger learners were too scared 
to ask for help. The Grade 11s felt that they had the capacity to do more than just 
tutoring, and wanted to help bridge the gap between teachers and parents by acting 
as older brothers and sisters to the Grade 4 learners. Through this role, they wanted 
to facilitate better learning. 

The Grade 11s provided us with some background to the reality of some learners 
who have minimal support at home due to difficult circumstances. They therefore 
suggested they could provide a support structure to contribute towards improving 
grade level outcomes. They were from the community, and understood the context. So 
they would have insight into how to support language learning and communication 
development in a culturally and contextually sensitive way. The Grade 11s felt that 
they had an important role to play in the community, but weren’t sure how to go about 
it. We found that this is where we could help by providing guidance. As a collective, 
the Grade 11s, us and the final-year OT students, agreed on establishing a mentorship 
programme with the aim of creating a safe, non-judgemental environment in which 
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all views could be expressed – allowing equal group contribution and participation. 
The mentorship programme involved capacity building for the mentors, in the form 
of meetings. We had to think about a number of things. 

• Firstly, we thought that, in order for the mentorship programme to be 
successful, there needed to be a clear system for group communication that 
emphasised respect; building positive relationships to create a safe, non-
judgemental space; and communication strategies to improve stakeholder 
engagement. We had many discussions with the mentors and, through this 
collaboration, we developed communication strategies that could be used in 
the mentorship meetings. 

• Secondly, we realised that we needed to build trust within the group because 
we saw significant power dynamics between learners. In collaboration with OT 
students, we introduced ice-breakers in order to improve group cohesion by 
focusing on trust, honesty and transparency. 

• Thirdly, we provided the Grade 11s with communication strategies to 
better engage the Grade 4s in the homework programme. Examples include 
scaffolding, and providing constructive feedback and ongoing encouragement 
using: body language, facial expression, gestures, tone of voice, rate of speech, 
reducing jargon and choice of sentences. 

During the mentor meetings we provided the Grade 11s with scenarios from different 
settings, and we gave them the opportunity to act out how they would respond. We 
got feedback from some of the Grade 11s. They said that they felt better equipped 
for their homework classes because they had communication strategies to engage  
the Grade 4 learners more effectively. We discovered that we grew as therapists 
through the invaluable insights the Grade 11s and the rest of the community shared 
with us. Setting up mutual goals with the OT students and Grade 11s benefitted  
our learning. 

Discussion: Transitioning through disruption 
As illustrated above, the students’ entry into a community setting resulted in personal 
disruption as they were required to suspend their traditional practices to discover 
new ways of working guided by ObCD (Galvaan & Peters 2017). The disruption of 
not being able to rely solely on traditional methodologies of practice was evident 
in their uncertainty (as expressed above) in learning to know and understand the 
communication challenges (see part I of the findings). The students were challenged 
to think differently by conceptualising the challenges differently – and they realised 
they needed to work differently. This pedagogy of disruption created a state of 
necessary emotional uneasiness, which was reflected in discovering and thinking 
deeply about the communication challenges. This state of disruption opened spaces 
for students to be deeply reflective about many aspects of their traditional dominant 
colonial-inspired professional practices, and the extent to which this potentially 
constrained their creative energy and thinking in this setting. Significantly, while 
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learning was disruptive, it was not disruptive in a humiliating or destructive manner 
– it was disruptive in a way that enabled new possibilities. We describe this process 
as a ‘nurtured disruption’ in which disruption is necessary but is also supported 
through engagement with people and texts. De Lissovoy (2010) explains the  
value of a decolonial pedagogy that works actively against dominance and 
divisiveness as a hallmark of coloniality, and toward creating new frames of working 
in the spirit of interconnectedness.

For SLT students, transitioning was supported through interactions with 
community members, learners, library assistants, teachers and OT colleagues 
– all of whom provided modelling and support for how students negotiated 
their work. This is reflected in part II of the findings: partners in promoting 
communication. Importantly, this disruption was negotiated through the lens 
of communication. It also identified deepened understandings of the processes, 
practices and value systems that created the communication challenges. This 
enabled students to better understand issues of social injustice through the  
lens of communication. 

The findings suggest that students recognised the symptom of the communication 
problem as the shift in LoLT from isiXhosa to English in Grade 4. Through engaging 
with teachers, students and community members in processes of deep reflective 
questioning, they came to understand how this communication problem arises – 
and how the everyday practices in classrooms contribute to sustaining the challenge. 
They then extended their questioning into the policy context, and examined  
how the LoLT policy contributes to the challenge. Their further questioning led 
them to appreciate how the deep-rooted value systems of apartheid practices and 
coloniality create communication injustices that are embedded in everyday lives, 
and that have dire impacts on communities that remain marginalised. Through 
this process of incisive questioning, students grew their political consciousness  
(Kathard & Pillay 2013) as they recognised the power relationships and structural 
inequalities that contribute to communication challenges at a community level. 
Students therefore developed insight into the scale of the communication challenge, 
and its creation through historical and continuing injustices. 

Ramugondo (2015) uses the term ‘occupational consciousness’ to describe the 
growing awareness of the ongoing hegemonies that affect what people do in their 
everyday lives, and that influence their wellbeing. In drawing a parallel, the students 
grew their ‘communication consciousness’ through which they began to resist the 
temptation to view the learner as the cause of problem. This was seen in their 
resistance to pathologising learners who were learning an additional language. 
Instead they saw how hegemonic social, cultural, structural and political forces 
contribute to the marginalisation of learners’ communication. Despite not knowing 
what to do in community practice, knowing what NOT to do became energising 
and hopeful, as they began to transgress their traditional professional roles. In 
describing how occupational therapists negotiate contexts that challenge their 
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traditional practices, Sonday (2016) emphasises that deep reflection in context, and 
transgressive professional identity formations, enable new practices. Similarly, a 
study of exposing health sciences students to rural practices in South Africa (Pillay 
et al. 2016), found that immersion in community contexts provides students with 
opportunities to reposition themselves through questioning their identities. We 
emphasise that being-in-context is a critical pedagogical driver for disruptions both 
at cognitive and emotional levels, as professional identities are destabilised. 

In the accounts of students engaging with teachers, mentors and library assistants, it 
became evident that the partnerships assisted in making communication challenges 
more explicit, and created opportunities for students through which learning 
opportunities could be maximised. The collaborative participatory approach 
challenged the fundamental core of colonial practice that separates therapists and 
patient/community, and affords therapists the expert view on how to solve problems. 
In the SII context, speech- and language therapists are unknown and, within a guided 
frame of community development practice, they are reliant on partnerships to advance 
communication. However, transitioning to this partnership approach was not easy 
because the dominant frame continues to influence practice, placing speech- and 
language therapists in positions of discomfort. With growing engagement, students 
became aware of their unconscious bias, and that coloniality was embedded in their 
knowledge, being and practices. As reflected in part II of the findings, students came 
to value a participatory approach to developing communication. However, although 
they viewed languages as resources that can advance bilingual language learning, they 
were equally cognisant of the easy slide to English dominance – which they could be 
complicit in perpetrating (Makoe & McKinney 2014). 

The value of the partnership approach, as suggested in the findings, is that it is 
generative and has the potential to build a creative strategy that can overcome 
some of the many constraints. The teacher, the high school mentor, and the library 
assistant became key to the process of developing communication for learning. 
This reflected the powerful, hopeful and creative potential of the partnerships. 
The value of partnerships ultimately speaks to decoloniality as a living collective 
project (Maldonado-Torres 2016) in which partners move from marginal spectator 
positions to becoming actors (Fanon 2004).

Conclusion
Through the opportunity provided by the SII, SLT students were able to engage in a 
practice that could be shaped by the context rather than a practice that is imposed 
and predetermined. In struggling to transition from a traditional colonial practice, 
through their personal, professional struggles, SLT students began to reposition 
themselves as participants who had a role to play in promoting social inclusion 
through communication in a community context. Their transition to a new, 
uncertain practice was enabled by partnerships with fellow students and community 
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members, and also through recognising that developing an emerging practice 
that breaks from tradition is difficult but necessary. As they translated the ObCD 
framework (Galvaan & Peters 2017) into practice, they recognised the importance of 
the collective agency of the community, of which they were a key part. 

Notes
1 Towards the end of each year, all Grade 3 and Grade 6 learners in the Western Cape write 

standardised language and mathematic tests.

2 In this context, code-switching refers to the practice of communicating in both  
isiXhosa and English.

References
American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (2016) Scope of practice in speech-language 

pathology. Accessed May 2017, http://www.asha.org/policy/SP2016-00343/

Aron M, Bauman S & Whiting DM (1967) Speech therapy in the Republic of South Africa: 
Its development, training and the organization of services. British Journal of Disorders of 
Communication 2(1): 78–83

Aron ML (1991) Perspectives. The South African Journal of Communication Disorders 38(1): 3–11

Braun V & Clarke V (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in 
Psychology 3(2): 77–101

DBE (2011a) Curriculum and policy statement Grades 1–3: English first additional language. 
Pretoria: Department of Basic Education 

DBE (2011b) Curriculum and policy statement Grades 4–6: English home language. Pretoria: 
Department of Basic Education

De Lissovoy N (2010) Decolonial pedagogy and the ethics of the global. Discourses: Studies in the 
Cultural Politics of Education 31(3): 279–293 

Ehren BJ (2000) Maintaining a therapeutic focus and sharing responsibility for student success: 
Keys to in-classroom speech-language services. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in 
Schools 31: 219–229

Elksnin LK & Capilouto GJ (1994) Speech-language pathologists’ perceptions of integrated service 
delivery in school settings. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 25: 258–267 

Fanon F (2004/1961) The wretched of the earth. Translated by Richard Philcox. New York: Grove 
Press

Galvaan R (2017) Occupation-based community development: Partnerships for occupational justice. 
Paper presented at the ESSA conference, Portugal (8 April 2017) 

Galvaan R & Peters L (2017) Occupation-based community development: Confronting the 
politics of occupation. In D Sakellariou & N Pollard (Eds) Occupational therapies without 
borders: Integrating justice with practice. London: Elsevier

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   195 03/10/2018   06:38



PA R T N E R S H I P S  I N  A C T I O N

196

HPCSA (Health Professions Council of South Africa) (2012) Regulations relating to the 
undergraduate curricula and professional examinations in speech-language therapy. 
Accessed June 2017, http://www.hpcsa.co.za/uploads/editor/UserFiles/downloads/speech/
Regulations%20relating%20to%20the%20Undergraduate%20Curricula%20and%20
Professional%20Examinations%20in%20Speech-Language%20and%20Therapy.pdf

Jager GW (1994) Community-based education in speech pathology and audiology at the 
University of Durban-Westville in an underserved community. The South African Journal of 
Communication Disorders 41: 93–103

Kathard H & Pillay M (2013) Promoting change through political consciousness: A South 
African speech-language pathology response to the World Report on Disability. 
International Journal of Speech Language Pathology 15(1): 84–89

Kathard H & Pillay M (2015) Communicating in educational contexts. In S Moonsamy & H 
Kathard (Eds) Speech-language therapy in a school context: Principles and practices. Pretoria: 
Van Schaik

Law J, Reilly S & Snow PC (2013) Child speech, language and communication needs 
re-examined in a public health context: A new direction for speech and language therapy 
profession. International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders 48(5): 486–496

Legg C & Penn C (2013) A stroke of misfortune: Cultural interpretations of aphasia in South 
Africa. Aphasiology 27(2): 126–144

Makoe P & McKinney C (2014) Linguistic ideologies in multilingual South African suburban 
schools. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development 35(7): 658–673

Maldonado-Torres N (2016) Outline of ten theses on coloniality and decoloniality. Accessed May 
2017, http://frantzfanonfoundation-fondationfrantzfanon.com/IMG/pdf/maldonado-torres_
outline_of_ten_theses-10.23.16_.pdf 

McGinty AS & Justice LM (2006) Classroom-based versus pull-out language intervention: An 
examination of the experimental evidence. Evidence-Based Practice Briefs 1(1): 3–25 

McKenzie J & Müller R (2006) Parents and therapists: Dilemmas in partnership. In B 
Watermeyer, L Swartz, T Lorenzo, M Schneider & M Priestley (Eds.) Disability and social 
change: A South African agenda. Cape Town: HSRC Press

Miller L (1989) Classroom-based language intervention. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services 
in Schools 20: 153–170

Pillay M, Bester J, Blaauw R, Harper A, Misindwana A, Muller J & Phillips L (2016) Allied health 
professional rural education: Stellenbosch University learners’ experiences. African Journal 
of Health Professions Education 8(2): 169–173

Ramugondo EL (2015) Occupational consciousness. Journal of Occupational Science 22(4): 
488–501

Riessman CK (2005) Narrative analysis. In N Kelly, C Horrocks, K Milnes, B Roberts & D 
Robinson (Eds) Narrative, memory & everyday life. Huddersfield: University of Huddersfield

Roberts TA (2014) Not so silent after all: Examination and analysis of the silent stage in 
childhood second language acquisition. Early Childhood Research Quarterly 29(1): 22–40 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   196 03/10/2018   06:38



FA C I L I TAT I N G  S O C I A L  I N C L U S I O N  T H R O U G H  C O M M U N I C AT I O N

197

Royal College of Speech & Language Therapists (2005) Royal College of Speech & Language 
Therapists clinical guidelines. Accessed June 2017, http://tcssexed.weebly.com/
uploads/1/2/5/9/12593116/ebp_rcslt_clinical_guidelines.pdf 

Sonday A (2016) A case study of professional role transition for occupational therapists in 
specialised education in post-apartheid South Africa: A critical narrative perspective. PhD 
thesis, University of Cape Town

Ukrainetz TA & Fresquez EF (2003) What isn’t language? A qualitative study of the role of the 
school speech-language pathologist. Language, Speech and Hearing Services in Schools 34(4): 
284–298 

Webster L & Mertova P (2007) Using narrative inquiry as a research method: An introduction to 
using critical event narrative analysis in research on learning and teaching. London: Routledge  

Wickham M (2013) Widening the SLP lens: How can we improve the wellbeing of people with 
communication disabilities globally. International Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 
15(1): 14–20

WHO (World Health Organization) and the World Bank. (2011) World report on disability. 
Geneva: World Health Organization

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   197 03/10/2018   06:38


