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Reflections on community engagement 
through interdisciplinary collaboration for the 
purpose of whole-school improvement  

 Patti Silbert, Roshan Galvaan and Jonathan Clark

The chapters presented in this publication illustrate active and context-driven 
interdisciplinary collaboration through the Schools Improvement Initiative (SII) over 
a five-year period. The integration of different conceptual approaches with various 
forms of practice is reflected in each of the chapters, providing a contemporary 
perspective of a university–school partnership in action. 

The collaboration that operates at the level of interdisciplinary engagement across 
the university, as well as at the level of partnerships with the schools, has enhanced 
our understanding of how processes of community engagement have shaped and 
constituted our practice in Khayelitsha. As an illustration of engaged scholarship, 
this multi-levelled collaboration has generated new insights into the ways in which 
student learning at a tertiary level can be enhanced through relevant context-based 
engagement – and in which teaching and learning practices within the school may 
be enriched. The learning that has been generated has contributed to the growth 
of the university–school partnership and, significantly, to the university’s ongoing 
curriculum development within the disciplines and professions that have been 
involved in the SII. 

The reflections presented below highlight some of the key lessons and  
insights that have emerged through collaborative participation in the SII since its 
inception in 2012. 

Context
The SII was set up as a needs-driven, contextually relevant model of whole-school 
development. Context has, from the outset, been the key driver. This is reflected in the 
SII’s initial needs inquiry and the ongoing engagement with the partner schools. For 
this reason, while the various programmes informed by the five objectives (Chapter 
1, Silbert, Clark & Parker) are key to the SII’s operations, they are not intended 
to be framed as generic one-size-fits-all interventions. Rather, it was the needs of 
the schools that informed and shaped the particular interventions as well as their 
extent, scale and duration, giving direction to the scholarship from the perspective 
of people who are on the ‘borders of thinking’ (Grosfoguel 2011). Peters and Galvaan  
(Chapter 8) illustrate how this thinking applied to parents as key partners. 
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A complex and differentiated approach to school development has underpinned 
the work of the partnership, thus foregrounding social, political and historical  
factors. As Fleisch and Christie (2004: 96) state, ‘historical context needs to 
be an overriding consideration that frames all judgments of effectiveness and 
improvement’. An important area of learning that emerged from this collaborative 
study, therefore, is that the development of contextually specific school improvement 
strategies requires that the precise nature of the programme needs to be tailored to 
the context of the individual schools within the broader social and economic context 
(West & Hopkins 1996). This approach recognises that the multiple positions from 
which knowledge about school improvement is generated matters because new, 
authentic knowledges can be co-generated with people in community contexts 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2014). For example in Chapter 4 (Silbert & Barnes), the measures 
the principal (with the parents’ support) adopted in managing late-coming and 
general campus security, might be interpreted as a surveillance-driven, panopticon 
approach. However, rather than adopting a judgemental stance on this and other 
issues, the SII recognises that principals operate in dynamic and highly complex 
environments, with a multiplicity of different – and often competing – expectations 
of how issues should be addressed. 

The implementation of contextually specific strategies acknowledges that schools 
at different levels of organisational development require different interventions 
(Hopkins 2001; Westraad 2011). Furthermore, while some schools are able to initiate 
and sustain school development without much external support, others require a 
higher level of external support and intervention (Hopkins 2001). 

The internal challenges of school improvement that apply in any context, such as 
its lack of predictability, and difficulty in controlling the outcomes, coupled with a 
complex blend of external socioeconomic factors, are some of the challenges we have 
had to face with openness and flexibility. This we have attempted to do through our 
joint commitment to partnership, dialogue, interdisciplinarity and collaboration. 

Reflections on partnership
We recognise that there is not one single model of operation within the SII, but 
different types of contributions that reflect expertise in a range of areas that 
are complementary, interactive and interdependent. However, underpinning the 
pluralism inherent in the model, our approach to school-based engagement has been 
consistent in its foregrounding of partnerships and collaboration. Building mutual 
partnerships is in turn based on three key principles: establishing relationships, 
building trust, and strengthening commitment to ongoing processes of engagement 
through critical reflection and review.

While establishing relationships and building trust is critical in the initial stages of the 
projects (Chapter 1, Silbert, Clark & Parker), we regard this as an integral feature of 
our ongoing engagement. Building relationships of trust requires active and continued 
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commitment of all role players throughout the duration of the interventions, which 
in turn demands ongoing investment of time and energy. Processes of establishing 
relationships and building trust represent intentional features of the SII, as discussed 
in Chapter 1 (Silbert, Clark & Parker), and elsewhere in this publication. What 
we wish to highlight here is the importance of creating ongoing opportunities for 
reflection and review. These platforms of dialogue at the level of the university and 
the schools have enabled us to deepen our collaboration, build trust, and generate 
new ideas both conceptually and practically. We acknowledge however that, while 
there have been some advancements in interdisciplinary practices, further epistemic 
shifts are needed (Grosfoguel 2011). This is illustrated by Abrahams et al. (Chapter 
11) and Gretschel et al. (Chapter 12), who describe ways in which their disciplinary 
practices are in the process of being reconceptualised.

Dialogue, reflection and learning
A commitment to continuous dialogue with those involved in programme 
implementation, as well as with our school-based partners, has been critical in 
helping to navigate challenges within the context. This has ensured that the initiative 
has remained relevant and effective in addressing the needs of the schools (Li 2017). 
From the outset we have been committed to continual reflection and review across the 
different levels of partnership. These include district-based circuit managers and other 
departmental officials, principals, school management teams (SMTs), school governing 
bodies (SGBs), parents, educators and learners. Critical reflection across these levels has 
created multiple opportunities for sharing diverse perspectives on various aspects of the 
partnership. Discussion and action has, in turn, generated new knowledges that have 
become integral to our way of relating and co-creating change (Freire 1982). 

At all levels, engagement in the form of dialogue and action has taken place across 
a range of forums such as, but not limited to, those described in the chapters of 
this publication. These multiple forms of engagement have created opportunities to 
critically reflect on practice, review progress, grapple with challenges, and engage 
in joint planning. A key insight that has emerged therefore is the importance of 
creating robust platforms for dialogue, and that the ability to address challenges as 
they arise, while recognising and affirming strengths, is key to effective engagement. 
In addition to being solution focused, the purpose of the joint reflection and review 
sessions has been to deepen trust, strengthen collaboration and, most significantly, 
to ensure that the initiative continues to address the needs of the school community.

At the level of the university, frequent reflection sessions and post-block reviews 
have taken place between university-based academic staff members, clinical 
educators and student supervisors. Mostly, these were pre-scheduled at various 
points in the course of the year – such as at the end of the students’ seven-week 
practice learning blocks – but they have also taken place as and when the need 
arose. Post-block reviews have provided ongoing opportunities throughout the year 
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to critically reflect on processes of students’ interdisciplinary collaboration during 
their placements, to address challenges, and to generate new ideas for consideration 
for subsequent blocks. Significantly, it is the continued dialogue and collaborative 
reflection on practice that has shaped new conceptualisations, which in turn have 
generated new practices. 

Sustainability
In most school improvement initiatives there is the assumption that sustainability 
strategies need to be integrated into the strategic objectives from the outset. 
According to this view, a measure of success of the intervention is reflected by the 
school no longer requiring the specific intervention at a particular point in time. 
However, we have come to realise through our school-based partnerships that – in 
all school contexts – ongoing school improvement interventions are imperative, 
and are always needed. The commitment to continuous professional development 
applies to any school that sees itself as a learning organisation, and is indeed a key 
driver for effective school development (Li 2017). This signals the SII’s vision of 
whole-school development, which represents a long-term commitment to working 
with its partner schools.

In South Africa, middle-class public ordinary schools are in a position to procure, 
if they so choose, organisational and teacher professional development support. 
However, the majority of public ordinary schools in South Africa such as those 
reflected in this publication, do not have those financial resources. While schools 
may be able to access services and support free of charge from non-government 
organisations and private service providers (who are self-funded to provide such 
services), the majority of working-class schools are limited in both choice and scope 
with regard to the services that are available to them. 

While we regard the ongoing involvement of initiatives such as the SII as imperative 
for the development of schools, particularly those located in low socioeconomic 
contexts, we fully acknowledge the importance of schools taking responsibility for 
the programmes and interventions. Any change process within a school will only 
gain traction if there are enough role players within the school who are willing to 
embrace change (Westraad 2011), and who are committed to the change process. 
Without deep and focused joint participation in the partnership there can never 
be more than limited investment in, and therefore compromised effectiveness, of  
the particular intervention. 

Sustainability at the level of the university

The annual placement of students in the partner schools from a range of 
university departments and divisions, as a compulsory part of student professional 
practice, suggests that this component of the initiative has been formalised and 
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integrated into the university curriculum. The partnership that has been established  
between the schools and the university has enabled this ongoing arrangement – 
one that is not influenced by external funding but embedded into the university’s 
curriculum. Contributions by both undergraduate and postgraduate students in 
the various disciplines represent the university’s social responsiveness agenda,  
providing continued value to the university students and to the schools. This creates 
an opportunity for interdisciplinary knowledge production to be nurtured within 
the university. 

Sustainability at the level of the school

The inclusion by the schools of the SII programmes into their annual strategic 
planning workshops, for example, has resulted in the various activities being 
regarded by school role players as interventions in – rather than additions to – the 
school’s academic programme. The integration of the programmes is demonstrated 
by their inclusion in the School Improvement Plan (SIP) and Integrated Quality 
Management System (IQMS) processes. The importance of including the specific 
interventions into development processes enables the school to formalise its 
self-improvement culture within the framework of the National Whole School 
Evaluation Policy (DoE 2001).

An example of one of the SII programmes that was integrated into the school’s 
weekly activities is the after-school homework programme (Chapter 5, Silbert & 
Galvaan and Chapter 10, Galvaan & Silbert) at Intshayelelo Primary. Initially this 
programme (introduced by the occupational therapy community development 
practice students) took the form of a bi-weekly homework programme for the 
Grade 6s who were mentored by the Grade 11s from a nearby secondary school. In 
2017 the teachers made a joint decision, in collaboration with the SII, to combine 
the after-school homework programme with a newly introduced Grade 4, 5 and 6 
intervention programme. This intervention programme was introduced in 2016, by 
the teachers, for learners requiring additional academic support. The decision to 
amalgamate and continue with both programmes suggests that teachers regarded the 
after-school homework programme to benefit the learners. 

With regard to the libraries – the implementation of the libraries between 2013 
and 2016 saw the SII contributing towards three quarters of the library assistants’ 
stipend, but this has gradually shifted. By 2017 the SII was covering the cost of 
only one quarter of the stipends of each of the four library assistants, with the 
schools taking responsibility for the balance. The financial investment by schools 
in their libraries and library assistants, is further reflected by the library assistants  
being given regular slots during the staff briefings and meetings to address the 
teachers on library-related matters. The structuring of the school timetable to 
accommodate weekly visits by each class to the library is a further example of school 
buy-in and sustainability.
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Conclusion
As we reflect on the work of the SII over the past few years, and re-examine our 
purpose going forward, we wish firstly to highlight the contributions at the levels 
of both the university and the schools. At the school level, the focus on professional 
and organisational development has begun to play a role in creating a more enabling 
environment for teaching and learning. At the level of the university, students and 
academic staff have started exploring new ways in which community engagement 
might enrich and inform curriculum transformation and social responsiveness. 

Our collaborative approach to engaged scholarship, which focuses on practice 
informing theory – in conjunction with theory informing practice – has been an 
important area of learning in this project, and one that will inform our work as we 
move forward. The bidirectional practice-theory interaction pertains to the key areas 
of this study, namely university–school partnerships; interdisciplinary collaboration; 
community engagement; and whole-school development. Through this multi-
layered process we will continue to critically examine the interconnections between 
theory and practice, positioning the school and the university as mutual partners, 
with affordances for both.

We acknowledge that the university has begun to engage more actively with schooling 
in working-class communities as part of their social responsiveness agenda, and that 
strong interdisciplinary collaboration exists within and across certain departments 
and faculties. However, we believe that more needs to be done within and between 
faculties in addressing the challenges of schooling in this country – and in mobilising 
collaborative action from within the institution. Moreover, greater strides need to be 
made towards creating partnerships between different universities – and, crucially, 
between universities, schools and communities – in ways that allow us to disrupt 
prevailing discourses and shift conventional practices that have historically limited 
our actions and constrained our thinking.

This study has highlighted the need to create new spaces in which the work of 
university–school partnerships such as the SII can inform some of the broader debates 
relating to youth and education. This involves critically examining how processes of 
school and community engagement might contribute to knowledge generation and 
application, and it requires a creative, interactive and interdisciplinary approach to 
engaged scholarship. As we move forward, we need to ask how partnerships such 
as the SII might play a role in reducing educational inequality by addressing the 
multifaceted needs of youth in under-resourced communities. Our task is therefore 
to expand our current dyadic university–school partnership approach and, through 
interdisciplinary engagement with our school partners, to conceptualise a model 
that addresses the needs of the community more directly. This assumes that the 
university – together with the school and community – has a critical role to play as 
‘anchor’, and as Benson et al. (2007) suggest, as ‘creative catalyst’ for transformation. 
The university–school–community triad needs to be explored as a platform for 
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universities to reposition themselves in relation to the communities they serve. 
Re-imagining the role of the university in terms of broader community engagement 
and social responsibility has implications for policy makers, academic staff members 
and education service providers. 

Ultimately, it is the fundamental responsibility of the university to reconceptualise 
and transform its institutional culture by enacting deeper, ongoing forms of 
community engagement within a clearly articulated social responsiveness and  
social justice agenda.
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