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Of hills and flats: Partnering and learning in 
a South African school–university setting
Crain Soudien

Partnering as a human activity, in addition to all the other things with which it is 
associated, has within it, each time it happens, what theorists would describe as 
‘social dynamics’ – the interactions and behaviours of individuals and groups when 
they find themselves in each other’s company. Trite as it might be to say that the 
social dynamics of partnering and partnerships are always interesting, it is important 
to understand them. What makes them interesting, it is contended here, are the 
understandings and intentions individuals and groups bring to the experience,  
the histories that precede their coming together and, critically, how they  
negotiate the multiple political, social and psychological differences that arise in 
their coming together.

The partnering context in question is that of South Africa – a space in which 
understanding, intentionality, history and negotiation carry the accumulated baggage 
of more than 350 years of people managing their social differences. This book reflects 
on the coming together of two emblematic kinds of institutions in the South African 
setting, a university on the one side, and a set of schools on the other. Their objective 
is to address a problem – the problem of poor quality education in the schools – which 
is not unrelated to the histories they bring to their relationship with each other. 

The university in question, the University of Cape Town (UCT), represents what 
it means to be white and of the middle class. It brings to the partnership all the 
appurtenances of South African privilege. The schools, a group of primary and 
secondary schools located in the township of Khayelitsha in Cape Town, stand for 
what it means to be black and poor. They carry all the encumbrances of disadvantage. 
The marks of race and class hang heavily over the partnership. Rough, essentialised 
and over-determinative as these marks are as ways of identifying the actors in this 
partnership, with UCT stereotyped as ‘that place on the hill’ and Khayelitsha, in Cape 
Town’s loaded language as a place on the ‘Flats’, they have – as signifiers – effects. They 
influence how people think, their understanding, intentionality, history, and the ways 
in which they enter into processes of negotiation. Associated with the institution ‘on 
the hill’ is a sense of superiority and self-importance – what could be thought of as 
South Africa’s sense of its whiteness. That of the schools on ‘the Flats’ is the diametric 
opposite, a sense of inferiority and bitterness – South Africa’s sense of its blackness. 

In this foreword, the intention is to lift out, to put into perspective, the challenges 
of the understandings, intentionalities, and negotiations that animated this distinct 
South African instance of partnering. The purpose here, to be clear, is not to evaluate. 
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It does not seek, in classical evaluation terms, to determine outcomes in relation to 
objectives, and it does not look at the effectiveness of the partnership experience in 
relation to what the participants set out to do. That is dealt with in later chapters, 
and much of this book is devoted to that question, and to the social dynamics 
surrounding the participants’ perspectives of themselves and their counterparts, 
and their engagements with each other. The focus here is on the issues raised 
by partnering. How, in foregrounding the question of social dynamics, have the 
problems and potentialities of power, as they inform understanding, intentionality 
and negotiation, been made a generative force rather than reproducing, or even 
exacerbating existing inequalities? 

The focus of this text is how the social dynamics of inequality can be constructively 
used as a learning experience, and to overcome mistrust within the partnership. 
How might learning be instituted as a primary value in the ways in which the social 
dynamics of partnership building are managed? Where power easily divides, and 
positions and constitutes human beings in hierarchies, how might it also become 
a medium for learning how to work together? How, in short, does one begin to 
institutionalise in partnership building a sense of conscious collaboration?

This foreword proceeds in two stages. The first briefly sketches the sociological 
context of South Africa. Without a sense of this context, the reader will fail to grasp 
how the very acts of understanding, intentionality and negotiation are historically 
constituted as staging points of power. The second looks at the UCT–Khayelitsha 
relationship against this historical backdrop. 

The historical context
To understand the social dynamics inherent in the UCT–Khayelitsha partnership it 
is necessary to bring the history of education in South Africa into clearer perspective. 
This history is one of deliberate race and class privileging and marginalisation. 

A note of caution needs to be sounded in how this discussion is managed. It is correct 
to make the argument that the school is one of society’s most important sites of social 
formation. Along with institutions such as the family, religious organisations, legal, 
judicial and regulatory structures such as the courts, the police and prisons, schools 
are instruments of social reproduction. Through these institutions, and especially 
the schools, people are confirmed into their places and roles in society. They learn 
values, how to conduct themselves in each other’s company and, importantly, their 
social identities as well as the expectations, obligations and entitlements that come 
with these social identities. The institutions help to lay down a normative order 
for people by reproducing the dominant mores and habits of a society. But, and 
this is the caution, the institutions are also, always, more than simply reproductive 
apparatuses. They depend for their functioning on speaking, hearing and acting 
human beings, individuals who have choices about how they will speak, hear and act, 
and who will make decisions about ideas of desirability and normativity. They are, 
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as the social theorist Rom Harré (1997: 98) says, ‘interlocking double-structure(s) of 
both persons-as-role-holders or office-bearers and the like, and of social practices 
involving both expressive and practical aims and outcomes.’ This double structure 
both constrains and enables. It constrains insofar as the individuals within it operate 
in relation to the normative framework in which they find themselves. The normative 
framework with its sanctions and incentives steers them towards particular kinds of 
behaviour. It enables, as Anthony Giddens (1976 and 1984) has explained, through 
the simple need for human beings to express themselves. They make choices and 
so enact their agency. This agency can be the very opposite of what the system’s 
constraining forces seek to produce. It is very possible, against expectations, that 
there emerges out of this framework new kinds of thinking and behaviour. Schools, 
seen thus, are formative and enabling. They form the social patterns of the regular 
and the expected, but also provide the space for the variant and the unexpected. 

Schools, understood as described above, are complex institutions. They have within 
themselves, always, the potential to both constrain and enable. These valencies, 
constraining and enabling, can be manipulated. One can be made more of than the 
other. It is this reality that needs consideration for the purposes of this discussion. The 
South African school, it is argued here, was steered towards constraint. It was set up, 
historically, to close down more than to open up. This closing down was deliberately 
instituted in the early years of the establishment of a public schooling system in 
the Cape of Good Hope Colony (and indeed in the Natal Colony and in the Zuid-
Afrikaanse Republiek) and intensified during the apartheid era. As the 19th century 
came to a close, educational administrators of the colonial era deliberately capsized the 
prevailing liberal ethos that made possible the attendance of children thought to be 
black in mainstream schools, and turned them into racially exclusive institutions. The 
second Superintendent-General of Education at the Cape, Sir Langham Dale, wrote a 
memorandum to a Commission of Enquiry into Education in the early 1890s in which 
he lay down the foundations of racial segregation in South Africa’s schools: 

European colonists as holding the paramount influence, social and 
politically; and to see that the sons and daughters of the colonists, and 
of those who come hither to throw in their lot with them, should have 
at least such an education as their peers in Europe enjoy, with such local 
modifications as will fit them to maintain their unquestioned superiority 
and supremacy in this land. Tradition, religion, custom, all demand this 
as essential to the stability of the Government and the material progress of 
this Colony and the neighbouring states. (Cape of Good Hope, 1890: 3) 

This approach was deepened in the apartheid era with the passage of the Bantu 
Education Act (No. 47 of 1953) which specified that black people should be taught 
‘not merely the value of their own tribal cultures but that such cultures were of lower 
order and that, in general, the blacks should learn how to prepare themselves for 
a realistic place in white dominated society, namely… to be “hewers of wood and 
drawers of water”’ (Christie & Collins 1984: 161). 
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The relevance of this history is that education was used to position white and black 
people in fundamentally unequal places. It provided the stuffing, to paraphrase 
Reilly (2016), for the ‘architecture’ of the apartheid mind. It taught white people that 
they were superior human beings, and black people that they were inferior. It is this 
foundational discursive reality that needs to be borne in mind in understanding 
the location of UCT ‘on the hill’ and the Khayelitsha schools ‘on the Flats’. UCT 
represented the system’s privileged history; the Khayelitsha schools its experience of 
denigration. Inherent in this positioning, from all sides, it is argued here, is suspicion 
and mistrust. How does partnership building take form in a context such as this?

Understanding, intentionality and negotiation
As the chapters in this book seek to make clear, the work of partnering between UCT 
and the community of Khayelitsha required a great deal of effort. That this effort 
did not reach the level of what could be termed complete equality is evident in the 
dominance of this text by the role players from the university. To describe it as a failure, 
however, would do everybody a great injustice. It would be reading the situation in that 
over-determined way described above. More accurate would be to see it as a space of 
both constraint and enablement. The initiators of the project at UCT were working 
against the outside perception of the institution as a site of colonialism, and as a place 
that excluded and shut down people from outside. So, it is suggested, the participants 
sought to direct the project towards an opening up of the university space. This 
required a great deal of thinking about understanding, self-awareness, intentionality 
and clarity about what they wished to achieve and how to negotiate the challenges 
surrounding their relationship with the people of Khayelitsha.

At the outset, the questions of understanding and intention presented themselves 
to the initiators of this partnership at UCT as central issues. Given the centrality 
of the issue of improvement of education, it was inevitable that the reform of the 
learning environment was uppermost in the participants’ heads. The question of the 
partnership, inevitably, had to be approached as one that was about the attainment of 
better learning. Answers to this angle of the problem were not hard to find. There was 
sufficient evidence in the educational literature to have a good sense of the different 
approaches to the outcome of learning. There was also in the extensive experience of 
South African agencies some sense of what the specific learning challenges were. As 
the discussion developed by Silbert, Clark and Parker (2018) makes clear, that sense 
was demonstrated in the cautious and respectful approach that the partnership took 
to understanding the learning context of the Khayelitsha schools. Central in that 
cognisance was a sensitivity to the whole school, and particularly to the way in which 
learning historically took place. UCT participants had to immerse themselves in the 
conditions of learning in Khayelitsha. 

But it was the political and social question that was more difficult. There a different 
angle on learning had to be developed. That angle was not just about attainment on 
tests but the attainment of trust and mutual agreement for learning one’s way into the 
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development of new spaces of possibility. The process, fortunately, began with full 
consciousness of the historical disparities of class and race, and the ways in which 
these were embodied in the two locations. It is the political terms that are important 
to foreground here. Those political terms emerged out of UCT’s institutional 
orientation to its obligations to the wider community. A sense of what that meant 
evolved through the development of two concepts. The first of these was the post-
apartheid university, which spoke to the question of understanding. The second was 
that of engaged scholarship, which provided the conceptual tools to deal with the 
question of intentions. 

The idea of the post-apartheid university is very important for putting into 
perspective the sense of understanding of the social dynamics that UCT brought 
to its partnership with the schools of Khayelitsha. After 1994 UCT initiated a deep 
discussion about its place in the new post-apartheid democracy. This, it is important 
to emphasise here, was neither the first time that it had subjected itself to this kind of 
scrutiny, nor was it, by any means, entry into unchartered territory. The conjuncture, 
however, brought UCT to a point where it had to clarify for itself what it understood, 
and how it could proceed. That conjuncture was the urgency of having to express for 
itself an identity in the new democratic and post-apartheid order. It had to ask itself 
what it should be, as a university, in the aftermath of apartheid. Underpinning that 
discussion were questions such as the following: 

• What do we want this university, which is located here in this time and space, 
here in Cape Town, not anywhere else, to look like and sound like. 

• What physically do we wish to feel when we are in it? 
• How do we create a university that is not just an imitation of a good university 

in another part of the world? 
• Should UCT be concentrating and focusing on particular kinds of things above 

others in the post-apartheid period? 

The discussion came to a high point with the appointment of a new Vice-Chancellor, 
Dr Max Price, in 2008. Price introduced into the university a number of new 
commitments, including deepening democracy, addressing poverty and inequality, 
addressing questions of safety and violence, and improving the quality of schooling. 
Implicit in these commitments was a recognition of the need for the university to 
develop a new sense of itself and its purpose. Building on discussions that were already 
under way, institution-wide initiatives were taken in the areas of commitment under 
the banner of the socially responsive university. One of the most critical developments 
in relation to this was an interrogation in certain circles in the university of what it 
meant to be the University of Cape Town. What did it mean to be ‘of Cape Town’? 
While it would be an exaggeration to say that this discussion assumed centre-
stage in the university, it certainly came to define how UCT developed its sense of 
connectedness to the city. Through the strategic commitments initiated by Price, 
initiatives were set in motion which sought to problematise its historic relationship 
with the city, and to engage with the privileging of its representational attachments 
to whiteness and to white Cape Town. Amongst these interventions, and there were 
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several, was a deep community-wide consultation with respect to its colonial history, 
and particularly to its location on an historic slave burial ground. This brought the 
university to the point of facing its past. Representatives of the Khoisan community 
asserted their rights to the land on which the university was built. 

But the university had to face its future too. It was out of this that the relationship 
of the marginalised spaces of the city to the university was raised, and the question 
posed of the inherent privileging of its connections to its traditional feeder schools. 
How should it project itself into the future? As a result of a long consultative forum 
called Edulab, and discussions (see Silbert, Clark & Parker 2018), about working in 
the most vulnerable parts of the city, and building on connections it already had, 
it was decided the university should deepen its relationship with Khayelitsha. This 
was an important decision to make. It indexed a movement of the institution from 
its ‘hilltop’ location to the lowlands of the ‘Flats’. In this a shift in self-understanding 
was sign-posted. If the university was to be of Cape Town, it had to be present 
meaningfully in the most challenged parts of the city. The effect of this involved 
the university’s making financial commitments to supporting the work of the 
project-to-be, the Schools Improvement Initiative, in Khayelitsha, and building a 
living presence in the community. It also involved contracting the distance between 
the suburbs of Rondebosch, where the main campus of the university was located, 
and Khayelitsha in both physical and metaphorical ways. The most significant 
intervention was to bring learners involved in the project’s outreach onto the 
campus and, critically, accelerating efforts to bring students from Khayelitsha into 
the university. The 100-UP Programme, described by Silbert, Clark and Parker  
(Chapter 1) in this volume, was the immediate product of that intervention. 

As much, however, as a shift in understanding was under way, many in the university 
realised that working in a space such as Khayelitsha had to be supported with the right 
intentions. The question of intentions in work involving the university and the broader 
Cape Town community was historically, and indeed remains, controversial. The 
accusation thrown at the university in its long history of working with disadvantaged 
communities – in 2018 its student volunteering initiative, SHAWCO, will mark its 
75th anniversary – was that academics brought to their relationships with poorer black 
people attitudes of pity and paternalism, and thinly veiled conceits of superiority. In 
discussing intentions, concern was expressed about what UCT was hoping to achieve, 
and about how the initiative would be different to others that were already in place. 
The concept of engaged scholarship promoted by important scholar-activists on the 
campus provided the intellectual frameworks and tools for facilitating a different and 
less objectionable set of values in the making of the university’s intentions. The term 
was adopted to distinguish intentionality from the kind of social engagement that 
did not make clear what the university’s value orientation was. Terms such as ‘social 
outreach’, ‘corporate social responsibility’ and ‘social responsiveness’, which have been 
used in the past, were seen to be either alibis for whiteness, or were loaded with the 
racial and class conceits of the people from the university. 
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What was meant by engaged scholarship? The term ‘engaged scholarship’ as the 
university defined it, referred to ‘the utilisation of an academic’s scholarly and/
or professional expertise, with an intentional public purpose or benefit [that] 
demonstrates engagement with external (non-academic) constituencies’ (UCT 2012: 
2). The term was partly developed to acknowledge scholars who sought to move 
beyond the restrictions and limitations of peer-reviewed publications but who, 
nonetheless, sought to develop knowledge that was explicitly framed around a sense 
of what was in the public good. As can be understood, what public good meant 
was not uncontested. But it indicated a sense of the different publics embodied in 
the community of fellow academics as opposed to wider publics. This was pivotal. 
It raised not just questions of knowledge and epistemology, and particularly the 
questions of the purposes of knowledge, but it also directly brought to the forefront 
the question of the ontological heft accompanying and surrounding the identity 
of the academic. It raised in a completely different way the questions of academic 
citizenship. What does academic citizenship entail in terms of connectedness and 
responsibility? Is the context in which the scholar finds himself or herself a material 
issue? Does it matter that the scholar is located in this part of the globe in this time 
period? If it does matter, what are the entailments of how this wider citizenship is 
expressed? How is that knowledge which is now almost embodied in the citizenship 
of the scholar to be managed/shared/distributed in a wider expression of citizenship? 
Is it offered as a gift to others? Is it made available without conditions? Can it be 
made available in terms that have within them possibilities for being criticised?

What was at stake in this discussion of engaged scholarship was about helping 
academics think through the ethical questions of responsibility and their expressive 
intent. It was about the what and the where of how the distinctive work of scholarliness 
was carried out. The engaged scholarship discussion did not seek to place prohibitions 
on how members of the university ought to execute their mandates as scholars, but it 
certainly placed them in the position of thinking about the need for the cultivation of 
a deliberative mindset in relation to the question of the public good. These discussions 
came to be not only influential for shaping the intentions of the staff members of 
UCT as they entered into the relationship with the community of Khayelitsha, but 
formative too. They were a formative factor in the shaping of the social dynamics that 
emerged in the relationship between the university and the community of Khayelitsha. 
Epistemologically and ontologically it was important for scholars in the university 
to emphasise that their knowledge production work was driven by the urgency of 
relevance. It had to be seen to be making a difference to people’s lives. This was crucial 
for the relationship with the major role players in Khayelitsha.

The impact of this understanding and intentionality on how the university 
colleagues negotiated their relationship with the community of Khayelitsha was 
strong. It helped the leaders and intermediaries of the project to think much more 
practically about the question of the university’s relationship to its context, and of the 
differences in power between itself and the community of schools. 
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From the outset the project embarked on a deliberate participatory and democratic 
approach to the community of Khayelitsha. It sought to operate with explicit working 
principles such as transparency, equality and democracy. These were deliberately 
raised and debated as the task of approaching the community drew nearer. UCT 
participants explicitly confronted the question of their own baggage. They openly 
and consciously raised the issues of the historic differences of race and class, and the 
ways in which these issues had on previous occasions been evaded, or acknowledged 
and inappropriately explained away. Colleagues spoke to the necessity for entering 
the discursively loaded environment of the interface with new attitudes and fewer 
preconceptions. Transparency, openness, respect, and openness to reciprocity were 
promoted as the indispensable instruments for working with the community of 
Khayelitsha. If there was to be negotiation in Khayelitsha it had to take place openly 
and transparently. Many meetings were held at all levels of the community. These 
were critical and must, at some point, with the community of Khayelitsha, be opened 
up to much more rigorous scrutiny. At face value, however, it appeared that the 
teachers and the learners in the Khayelitsha schools took voice.

Conclusion
As the discussions in this book show, a working and strong partnership was developed 
between UCT and the community of Khayelitsha. It would be incorrect and 
presumptuous to say of this partnership that it succeeded in reconfiguring the social 
dynamics between historically privileged institutions such as UCT and struggling 
communities such as Khayelitsha, but it did, it needs to be acknowledged, make 
progress in making those dynamics the object of discussion. That the partnership 
proceeded on the basis of the deliberate problematisation of understanding, intent 
and the process of negotiation was significant by itself. Participants would have 
learnt about the importance of treating everybody with dignity from earlier projects, 
but they ventured with deliberate intent into naming and working analytically with 
the factors that were responsible for the denial of dignity – the factors of race and 
class. As the chapters in this text show, this approach made possible the traversing 
of many boundaries. Professional and disciplinary boundaries were regularly 
crossed and rearranged. People came to new positions and new understandings of 
their identities. It may be that the boundaries of race and class in a country such as 
South Africa may be less permeable and far more difficult to deconstruct, but the 
way in which this partnership was approached made it possible for its participants 
to approach them with a great deal more self-consciousness of their own senses  
of power. 
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