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Editors’ note 

The ethnicity-denoting terms black African, coloured and white are on occasion 
used in this book. Seeing as these groupings underpinned the political system of 
racial classification that characterised apartheid, these divisions are invested with 
considerable (often emotive) meaning in South Africa. Our use of these terms is in 
no way an attempt to legitimise these categories, nor a denial of the complexity of 
social constructs such as race, ethnicity and culture. However, in common with the 
majority of South Africans, we continue to use these terms in a non-pejorative way 
in our everyday speech, social encounters and as part of our identities at work and 
in schools. 

In South Africa, state-funded schools are referred to as public ordinary schools; 
or more commonly, public schools. In turn, self-funding schools are referred to as 
independent schools, or more commonly, private schools.
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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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Activating partnerships: The Schools Improvement 
Initiative at the University of Cape Town 
Patti Silbert, Jonathan Clark and Ferial Parker

The Schools Improvement Initiative (SII) was launched at the University of Cape 
Town (UCT) in 2012 as a response to the challenges and complexities of South 
African education (see Chapter 2, Clark). The purpose of this chapter is to describe 
the work of the SII, both conceptually and practically, as a framework for the 
subsequent chapters in this publication. 

As one of the university’s strategic initiatives, the overarching aim of the SII is the 
development of a strong university–school partnership as a vehicle for extending 
the university’s engagement in schooling. Drawing on university-wide resources and 
expertise, in particular those of the Schools Development Unit (SDU) in the School 
of Education, and the Department of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences in the 
Faculty of Health Sciences, the SII works in close collaboration with groupings both 
within and outside of the university, including in particular the provincial education 
authorities. The SII’s partnership with Metropole East Education District (MEED), 
which is responsible for the delivery of schooling in Khayelitsha, acknowledges that 
improvement of the quality of education requires working collaboratively with all 
those involved in the schooling system.

Re-imagining the geographies of the university
The implications of systemic inequalities for tertiary education manifest in different 
ways – a direct impact is limited access to higher education institutions, coupled 
with lower throughput and poor retention rates of students from working-class 
communities. 

South African universities have a critical role to play in addressing some of the 
challenges inherent in the schooling system and in improving access to tertiary 
education. The long-term impact of improved university access and throughput 
on advancements in research, employment and economic stability highlights the 
fundamental responsibility of the university both at the level of school improvement 
and increased access to tertiary education. 

Writing in the American context, Benson et al. argue that higher education 
institutions ‘should explicitly make solving the problem of the American schooling 
system a very high institutional priority’ (2007: 79). They elucidate this position in 
two corollary statements. Firstly, they maintain that solving the overall problem of 

1

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   1 03/10/2018   06:38



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

2

the school system must begin with changes at the higher education level. Secondly, 
they propose that solving the overall schooling problem would ultimately enable 
higher education institutions more effectively to carry out their dual mission of 
advancing and transmitting knowledge, and of producing well-educated citizens 
who are committed to building a truly democratic society. 

Within the South African higher education context, there is recognition of the need 
to address structural disadvantages and inequalities. At UCT this is reflected in the 
Strategic Plan 2016–2020, which was developed with a specific focus on redressing 
structural disadvantages and inequalities that continue to characterise South African 
society. Underpinning the Strategic Plan is the imperative to forge a new, inclusive 
identity, as articulated in its first goal:

To forge a new inclusive identity that reflects a more representative 
profile of students and staff, and the cultures, values, heritage and 
epistemologies of the diversity of UCT’s staff and students. (UCT 2016: 1)

The above overarching goal calls for a more diverse and representative graduate 
profile with an increased proportion of socioeconomically disadvantaged students, 
who will contribute to ‘[building] on the best of UCT’s present and past, while 
interrogating the historical values and assumptions that inform our institutional 
culture.’ (UCT 2016: 1)

The university is thus called upon to reconceptualise its institutional culture towards 
implementing deeper forms of social engagement with a clearly articulated social 
responsiveness agenda. The SII represents one articulation of this imperative.

The shift toward promoting institutional practices that prioritise and deepen social 
engagement and transformation signals a new ‘geography of opportunity’ (Cantor 
& Englot 2015: 21), with significant implications for how we (as university staff) 
do our work, where we do our work, with whom we work, and how we think 
about scholarship. An active re-orientation towards community engagement and 
engaged scholarship reflects UCT’s increased social impact agenda, as reflected in 
the university’s policy on engaged scholarship, demonstrated for example through 
strategic initiatives such as the SII. 

Drawing on Crain Soudien’s recent scholarship on transformation, the UCT 
2014–2015 Social Responsiveness Report highlights ways in which the Engaged 
Scholarship Policy calls for a new model for the university:

The transformational value of this policy, and the orientation it 
encourages, lies in an understanding of the fundamental role knowledge 
plays in confronting and changing the unequal and unjust ways in 
which society distributes rights and entitlements. In the South African 
context of race, class, gender and other forms of injustice, this positions 
the South African university in very particular kinds of ways. It cannot 
be just like other good universities around the world. It has to organise 
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itself to deliberately engage with its context. It is this that places 
socially responsive work within the university at the forefront of the 
transformation agenda. (Soudien 2015: 10) 

The university’s strategic aims articulated above acknowledge that our destinies 
are inextricably linked with the communities we serve (Harkavy & Hartley 2009). 
This entails a shift in the relationship between the university, the community and 
the school from what might historically have been limited community involvement 
to the establishment of deeply collaborative, sustained partnerships. Central to 
the notion of partnership is reciprocity and collaboration, and the development of 
mutually beneficial relationships (Nehring & O’Brien 2012) to strengthen capacity 
across both the university and the school. This requires that the university extends 
beyond its traditional knowledge base into different, as yet untested, areas of 
expertise to enable the development of innovative strategies and initiatives that 
individuals or organisations could not have produced on their own (Corrigan 2000). 

The notion of partnership within the SII refers to an ongoing generative, reciprocal, 
deeply engaged collaboration between UCT and a targeted group of schools. The 
purposes of the partnership are to strengthen capacity at all levels within the 
partner schools, to improve the life chances of post-matriculants from unequal 
and disadvantaged communities, and to embed into the university a culture of 
transformation and social responsiveness. 

University–school partnerships in the literature
There has been a growing trend at universities around the world to participate 
more actively in community engagement (Bawa 2015). In some cases these 
collaborations have taken the form of service learning (either for credit or non-
credit purposes), while in others community engagement is conducted for the 
purpose of students’ professional practice, constituting a mandatory component 
of the course curriculum. Most university–school/community engagements tend 
to be organised around a particular purpose for a defined period of time, such as 
pre-service teaching practice. The partnership model adopted by the SII represents 
deeper, longer-term engagements in which the university and the schools collaborate 
to create ongoing mutually beneficial programmes that bring value to both. The 
SII’s long-term vision of whole-school development resonates with aspects of the 
University of Pennsylvania's Netter Center’s ‘university-assisted community schools’ 
approach to sustained partnerships, which, in the case of their partner schools in 
West Philadelphia, dates back over 20 years (Harkavy et al. 2016; see also Li 2017).

Within the post-1994 South African context there have been numerous  
partnership-based interventions both within and outside of the university that  
have sought to redress the inequalities inherent in low income, under-resourced 
schools as a consequence of apartheid education. This acknowledges also the 
extensive contribution of the non-governmental organisation (NGO) sector (both 
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before and after 1994) in its efforts to bring about change in South African  
schools (Soudien 2013).

Sayed et al. (2013) offer an overview of some of the broader initiatives, many of which 
were based on different types of partnership. One such initiative, the Education 
Quality Improvement Partnership Programme (Equip), a whole-school development 
intervention, is one of the earliest examples of a public-private partnership (O’Connell 
2013). With its focus on context-driven whole-school development, this intervention 
helped inform the work of the SII, as illustrated later in this chapter. In addition 
to Equip, the interventions referred to by Sayed et al. (2013) supported school 
development through different types of collaboration and partnerships.

While, increasingly, school improvement partnerships have been forged between 
the public and private sector in South Africa, university–school partnerships that 
conceptualise interdisciplinary engagement as a strategy for social justice (Bawa 
2015) in conjunction with whole-school development, are new in the country. 
This may partly be due to the challenge, as Islam (2011) suggests, of ensuring that 
partnerships are mutually beneficial and relevant to the school while at the same time 
ensuring that the university engages in research and practice that is conceptualised 
to provide new knowledge and to address issues of inequality and disadvantage. 
Although there has been a growing interest in higher education institutions (HEIs) 
working in collaboration with schools and local communities, Islam (2011) cautions 
that poor conceptualisation or inadequate contextualisation of such partnerships can 
result in the hegemony of the university over the school.

Further afield, models of university–school partnerships have proliferated, as 
illustrated in the USA, over the past two decades (Harkavy 2006; Harkavy et al. 
2011; Pecheone et al. 2006; Thorkildsen & Scott Stein 1996). Despite the increased 
scope for university involvement in school improvement, Stoll and Fink (1989) 
maintain that there is no blueprint for improvement and that no two models are 
identical. Similarly, when it comes to the definition of partnership, there is an 
absence of consensus (Islam 2011). The concept of the university–school partnership 
is complex and evolving, and as Islam (2011) suggests, its practice varies according 
to the different contexts and conditions of the partnership, as well as its purpose. 

In keeping with a context-specific approach, we support Deppeler’s (2006) assertion 
that the university–school partnership must be adapted to the needs of the particular 
institutions within their broader contexts and, more specifically, to the contexts of 
the individual schools. Positioning itself within the university–school partnership 
literature (Deppeler 2006; Nehring & O’Brien 2012; and others), the SII holds 
that, through purposeful, context-specific collaboration between the university, 
the education district, community organisations and the school itself, a deeper,  
more effective whole-school intervention can be implemented and sustained.  
The need for partnership within the SII is based furthermore on the assumption that 
the school-based intervention strategy is constructed in context, in close collaboration 
with the principal, school management team (SMT), school governing body (SGB), 
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teachers and learners. This whole-school development strategy implies a multi-level, 
interdisciplinary focus, as illustrated later in this chapter, and in the chapters that follow.

Identification of the SII partner schools
It was with a focus on relevance, application and context (Islam 2011) that the SII, in 
consultation with the MEED and the SDU, identified a number of potential partner 
schools in the township of Khayelitsha. The SII’s partnership with five schools 
was informed by the Netter Center’s focus on the same number of schools in West 
Philadelphia, which has enabled their school-based strategies to be deeply engaged 
and embedded within the different sectors of the school community. In addition to 
the five core partner schools, 100-UP  is based in all twenty secondary schools in the 
community. This will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 

The decision to work in Khayelitsha followed extensive deliberations of Edulab, a 
university-wide consultative forum established in 2010.2  Recognising a widespread 
need amongst many schools across the Cape Town Metropole, it was concluded 
that it would be particularly beneficial to both the university and the schools if the 
institution’s resources were brought to bear on assisting those in a single geographic 
area. After considering a number of different options, Khayelitsha was identified. Of 
key importance was the fact that it is a sizeable, yet contained community that has 
historically been under-represented at UCT. 

The schools’ choice to partner with the SII was central to the establishment of  
the partnerships. Additional key factors considered for school selection  
include the following. 

Firstly, data based on the preceding four years of Grade 3 and 6 Systemic Test3  
results was analysed. Schools that had demonstrated patterns of improvement 
over this period of time were eligible for inclusion, as this suggested both a level 
of commitment by teachers and school managers to the improvement of learner 
performance, as well as increased capacity to follow through on this process. 

Secondly, a factor for consideration of the partner schools was based on data drawn 
from the SDU’s in-service professional development courses reflecting teachers’ 
and/or SMT members’ enrolment (either previously or at the time of selection of 
schools) in one of the university-certified Advanced Certificates in Education (ACE) 
courses.4 Involvement by teachers or school managers in the SDU two-year part-time 
courses illustrated a commitment to in-service professional development. In the case 
of school managers, even though graduation from the Education Management and 
Leadership Development (EMLD) ACE required a basic level of competency, it did 
not necessarily imply that graduates displayed high levels of confidence in their 
ability as a school manager.5 

Both the above factors for school selection support Fullan’s (1992) research that 
schools that foster a learning orientation amongst their staff and students are 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   5 03/10/2018   06:38



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

6

more likely to implement and sustain improvements – at both a curriculum 
and organisational level. In the schools identified for the partnership, their 
existing commitment to professional development suggested that newly introduced 
interventions would have a greater chance of implementation and sustainability, and 
indeed that these schools had already begun to embark on this process.

The SII’s approach to change
The SII’s approach to whole-school development is contextually driven, and 
implemented over an extended period of time. Framed within a university–school 
partnership and in close collaboration with the education district, the interventions 
are developed in response to the schools’ needs and are tailored to the context 
of the individual schools. These interventions require multi-level approaches 
supported by school-based partners as well as by partnerships and networks outside 
of the immediate school context. This approach is based on the need to harness 
the strengths of the school, and develop its capacity internally as well as through 
quality external support (Correnti & Rowan 2007; Li 2017) at an organisational 
and management level as well as at a classroom level, as determined by the needs 
of the school (Fullan 1992; Harris & Bennet 2001; Hopkins et al. 1994; Hopkins 
& Harris 1997; Mitchell & Sackney 2009). As a corollary, reciprocal ownership 
of the interventions is key to effective school improvement. Furthermore, if the 
interventions are contextually driven and based on the needs of the school, and if the 
capacity of principals, school managers and teachers is developed, then traditional 
forms of practice may be shifted, producing enhanced professional practices that 
support and strengthen teaching and learning. 

Initiation of the SII partnership
Signalling the work of Fullan (1982), the initiation stage of the partnership laid the 
foundation for subsequent engagement, and it was through the methodology of the 
case study (Silbert et al. 2015), conducted over a two-week period, that data was 
generated to identify the needs of the school.

In 2012, the SII project manager and director held introductory meetings with 
the school principals and deputies, and thereafter a follow-up meeting took place 
with each of the SMTs. These two initial discussions comprised the first points of 
engagement, offering the opportunity to share information about the SII and to 
outline the initial stage of the partnership. If, as highlighted in these engagements, 
there was interest on the school’s part in partnering with the SII, the principals, 
deputies and SMTs were asked to consult with their teachers and the SGBs. 
Agreement from these role players that the partnership should go ahead led to 
the commencement in each school of the needs enquiry (Silbert et al. 2015). This 
marked a significant stage in the ongoing partnership, enabling trust to be developed 
through observation, consultation and listening. Commitment to building trust and 
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consideration for positionality is regarded as central to the SII in its engagement 
with the partner schools, as is the importance of working with participants who are 
willing to embrace change (Westraad 2011).

During the two-week needs enquiry, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with the above-mentioned role players and the non-teaching staff, and – in the 
secondary schools – focus group discussions were held with learners. Questions 
focused on participants’ perceptions of the school’s strengths and challenges, and 
their suggestions for improvement. The focus on strengths supports an affirmative 
stance to school reform, as advocated by King and Bouchard (2011), rather than a 
deficit approach.

In each school, SII staff observed assemblies, staff briefings, staff meetings, parent 
meetings, SMT meetings, departmental meetings, lessons and extramural activities. 
Key school documents were analysed, including the vision and mission statements, 
policies and the school improvement plan (SIP). Interviews were audiotaped, 
transcribed and examined using a discourse analysis approach. Participants were 
informed that all responses would remain anonymous. Observations and findings 
were then compiled into a comprehensive report that was fed back to the principal, 
SMT and teachers, in consultation with whom key development priorities were 
identified. Feedback took the form of interactive workshops that included all 
representatives of the school community. This engagement provided an opportunity 
at each of the partner schools for clarification and discussion of the findings, and for 
a process of strategic planning to be agreed upon.

The process of feeding back within a public forum constituted another crucial stage 
of the enquiry, offering participants an opportunity to express their concerns and 
engage in critical dialogue. The importance of this being facilitated by an external 
agent supports Hopkins’ (2001) view that information gathered by outsiders is often 
valued over information that is available to those within the school community. 
The case study enquiry therefore provided a method to generate an understanding 
of the school context, to build trust and buy-in, and to initiate dialogue (Senge 
1990). The outcome of this feedback was collaborative strategic planning, beginning  
with revisiting the school’s vision and mission. In translating the school’s  
individual vision into a shared vision, the collaboration sought to foster a 
commitment to a set of agreed-upon principles and guiding practices that would 
inform the school’s development.

Following the vision-crafting process, key development priorities were agreed upon 
and prioritised across several development areas. Diagnosing and prioritising the 
school’s development needs, and selecting appropriate improvement strategies 
constituted a critical step in the school improvement process (Harris & Bennet 2001). 
Examples of key development priorities identified across the primary and secondary 
schools included support for leadership and management, teacher professional 
development, and curriculum support. Strategies to address discipline and parent 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   7 03/10/2018   06:38



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

8

involvement were also identified. Across the partner schools the overarching goals 
focused on creating an environment that would support and strengthen teaching and 
learning. This is highlighted in the SII’s five key objectives (Figure 1.1). 

Implementation of the partnership: The five objectives
Within the broader scholarship on school reform there is consensus that effective 
school change requires multi-level approaches, and that the development of 
reform strategies must impact simultaneously at the whole school, department and 
classroom level (Fullan 1992; Harris & Bennet 2001; Hopkins et al. 1994; Hopkins & 
Harris 1997; Li 2017; Reynolds et al. 1993, among others). Hopkins (2001) and West 
and Hopkins (1996) suggest that, in adopting a whole-school approach, emphasis 
should not be placed on one element of the school such as staff development, 
organisational development or leadership training, but on developing the capacity of 
the school at an organisational and management level as well as at a classroom level. 

The SII’s five strategic objectives were conceptualised after the completion of the 
initial case study in each of the partner schools, a process that to a large extent 
informed and shaped the five objectives. In addition to attempting to address the 
overarching needs of the schools, each of the objectives foreground the central 
aims of the university–school partnership, integrating professional development, 
interdisciplinary collaboration, service learning, community engagement and 
engaged scholarship.

Figure 1.1: The five objectives of the SII

SCHOOLS IMPROVEMENT INITIATIVE OBJECTIVES

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION-BASED 
ENGAGEMENT

BROADER INSTITUTIONAL               
ENGAGEMENT

EXTERNAL 
ENGAGEMENT

OBJECTIVE 1

Teacher  
professional 

and 
school  

organisational 
development

OBJECTIVE 2

Professional 
practice schools

OBJECTIVE 3

STAFF 
Engaged  

scholarship

STUDENT 
Volunteerism and 
service learning

OBJECTIVE 4

University     
recruitment

100-UP

OBJECTIVE 5

Partnerships  
and  

collaborations

Source: Compiled by authors
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Objective 1: Teacher professional development and school  
organisational development 

The SII’s focus on teacher professional development coupled with school 
organisational development represents the first objective of the initiative. In 
Chapters 6 (Meyer et al.) and 7 (Wylie & Silbert) of this publication, the authors 
discuss the significance of continuing professional development, reinforcing the 
simultaneous need for leadership and management development on the one hand, 
and teacher professional development on the other. The importance of the classroom 
as an integral component of the school rather than an entity that can be worked with 
outside of the school organisation echoes the work of Muller and Roberts (2000: 1):

Unlike an earlier cycle of interventions where ‘curriculum’ or ‘teaching’ 
interventions took place in an isolated or ‘stand-alone’ form, the 
‘classroom’ is now seen in an embedded nest of systems including the 
school, the school support environment, the district, the province, and the 
national department.

The SII's emphasis on professional development is therefore intentionally linked 
to organisational processes and capacity building within the school’s management 
structures. As described in Chapter 7, organisational activity is critical to support 
teaching and learning through building structures of accountability, collaboration 
and curriculum management. 

The SDU in the School of Education is responsible for delivering the various forms 
of teacher professional development and school organisational development offered 
to the SII partner schools. The unit’s approach to teacher professional development 
constitutes a combination of university-approved short courses of varying lengths, 
in tandem with on-site school-based support. In addition to meeting subject-
specific content needs, courses have a strong emphasis on developing pedagogic 
knowledge. Sustained learning is encouraged through courses being context specific, 
and providing support to teachers as they seek to apply what they are learning to 
their own classrooms. The SDU’s experience in this regard has found that teacher 
professional development is most effective when groups of teachers from the same 
school participate collectively in professional development opportunities (see 
Chapter 6, Meyer et al.). 

The unit’s organisational development approach follows a similar model, with a 
focus on mentoring and coaching individuals as they seek to function optimally 
as school leaders and managers. As highlighted by Wylie and Silbert in Chapter 7, 
the establishment of an inter-school community of practice for school principals is 
regarded as a beneficial model for encouraging the sharing of organisational and 
leadership expertise. This is particularly valuable in contexts within which principals 
have to operate in relative isolation from their peers.
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Improving teacher training through university–school partnerships has been widely 
advocated as an effective approach to strengthen the links between student teachers 
and practising teachers (Deppeler 2006; Mutemeri & Chetty 2011; Ramsey 2000). 

The second of the SII’s objectives, namely the establishment of professional 
practice schools, aims to build mutual benefit and reciprocity in both the partner 
schools and the university. As Silbert and Verbeek highlight in Chapter 13, 
while teachers’ in-service professional development needs are addressed through 
exposure to innovative methods and pedagogies, pre-service teachers undertaking 
their postgraduate certificates in education are able to broaden and deepen their 
experience in the classroom. 

Objective 2: Professional practice schools 

In collaboration with the Faculty of Health Sciences, the SII has extended the 
notion of the professional practice school to involve students from a number of 
disciplines across the university, in addition to those from the School of Education. 
This includes fourth-year occupational therapy students, audiology students, 
physiotherapy students and speech- and language therapy students from the Faculty  
of Health Sciences, who undertake the practical component of their qualification  
in the partner schools. In addition, social work students from the Faculty of 
Humanities also complete their professional practice in the SII partner schools.  
The two practice domains of occupational therapy that are involved in the 
partner schools are community development practice (CDP), and child learning, 
development and play (CLDP). 

Objective 3: Engaged scholarship and service learning

In all the above-mentioned disciplines, service learning constitutes a key component 
of professional practice. The establishment of professional practice schools is 
therefore directly linked to service learning, the third of the SII’s five objectives, and 
constitutes an important focus of this book. In conceptualising service learning, 
we distinguish between traditional service learning and critical service learning. 
Mitchell (2008) describes traditional service learning as placing the emphasis on 
service without attention to systems of power and structural inequalities. Critical 
service learning on the other hand is ‘unapologetic in its aim to dismantle structures 
of injustice’ (2008: 50). Butin (2010) describes critical service learning as a strategy 
of disturbance, as it allows a space for disciplines to interrupt conventional practices 
and to reimagine the traditionally held ways of conducting research, practice and 
teaching. A critical service learning approach requires that students examine ways in 
which historical, social, economic and political factors shape the daily experiences of 
learners. This is elucidated in Chapters 8 (Peters & Galvaan), 10 (Galvaan & Silbert) 
and 11 (Abrahams et al.). In each of these chapter contributions from the Faculty 
of Health Sciences, the individual profession is informed by particular theoretical 
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frameworks and methodologies that define and delineate the domain of practice 
within each profession. At times there is overlap between these theories, but the 
nuanced application across different chapters illustrates the points of coherence 
and divergence in generating new, as yet untested, interdisciplinary practices. These 
practices were realised through embedding the disciplines in the school context, and 
placing this context at the centre rather than the periphery.

Within the partner schools, the strategy of service learning attempts to disrupt 
normative power relationships between universities and communities by creating 
more reciprocal partnerships that bridge the gap between professional education and 
communities (Krause 2007). Mitchell (2008) suggests that fostering relationships 
in which power hierarchies are replaced with partnerships is central to critical 
service learning. Service learning in the SII schools is therefore based on collective 
empowerment, and allows for long-term engagements that address social and 
political issues inherent in the context.

In a number of the chapters of this publication, efforts to apply interdisciplinary 
approaches to professional practice and service learning are examined. This marks 
a shift in the ways in which students engage on site. Instead of approaching their 
practice from the perspective of their individual disciplines, as was traditionally 
the case, they are encouraged to collaborate with fellow students from different 
disciplines and to share strengths and expertise, which they then apply to their 
professional learning practice. This on-site interdisciplinary engagement is explored 
by Silbert and Galvaan in Chapter 5, in which they examine the process of developing 
contextually relevant interdisciplinary collaboration between students in the Faculty 
of Health Sciences by considering how critical service learning generates new 
possibilities for shifting practices both within the university and school contexts. 
The focus in this chapter on critical service learning and interdisciplinarity in many 
ways provides a centre point for this publication, as it is through these forms of 
learning that new insights were developed and conceptualised. This suggests the 
influence, as illustrated in Chapters 11 and 12, of university–school partnerships  
on the academy. 

Similarly, in Chapter 11, Abrahams et al. examine the efforts within the speech-
language therapy division to engage fourth-year students in interdisciplinary 
professional practice. In both Chapters 5 and 8 (Silbert & Galvaan; Peters & Galvaan), 
the authors discuss the different ways in which students are encouraged to interrupt 
and challenge their normative roles and assumptions so as to develop a professional 
practice that is sensitive to the context, and responsive to the school’s needs. Using  
an occupation-based community development framework, Peters and Galvaan 
(Chapter 8) probe new ways of engaging with parents within the school context.

The emphasis, as outlined above, on service learning and interdisciplinary 
collaboration highlights the SII’s commitment to promoting engaged scholarship. 
Objective 3 demonstrates the significant shift within the SII since 2014  
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towards deepening and broadening academic scholarship by university staff 
members who are interested in a conception of practice that situates students’ 
community engagement within systems of social inequality (Mitchell 2007). In all  
of the chapters our intention in presenting the perspective of academic staff 
members and students is to highlight a new way of conceptualising engagement that 
disrupts normative practices. 

Student volunteerism, the third component of this objective, is conceptualised once 
again as a form of engagement through which complex socio-political systems of 
power operate. Rather than adopting a traditional, altruistic view of volunteerism 
as the provision of services and charity, the student volunteerism model in the SII 
applies a more critical lens. Students are encouraged to reflect on prevalent social 
issues, and to consider the roles they are able to play in engaging and partnering 
with communities ‘to transform and shape a different social landscape’ (Catlett & 
Proweller 2016: 68). Critical service learning and student volunteerism recognise 
the relationship between theory and daily practice, and provide opportunities within 
the partner schools for students to critically reflect on their practice in view of the 
structural inequalities and socioeconomic divisions that characterise South African 
schools. At the time of writing this book, student volunteerism within the SII was in 
its early stages and thus is not a focus here.

Objective 4: University recruitment

UCT is recognised as one of Africa’s leading universities, and is accordingly an 
institution of choice for many students, both locally and internationally.6 Competition 
for places is high7 and, given the continued under-performance of many schools in 
the state education sector, it is not surprising that representation from schools such 
as those located in Khayelitsha is low.8 In 2010, only 24 Matriculants from 11 of the 
20 secondary schools in the township secured places at UCT from a Grade 12 cohort 
of just under 3 000 learners. An awareness of the extent of under-representation of 
students from such a large community in the Cape Town Metropole prompted a 
response from the university, and hence the 100-UP programme was initiated. 

From the outset the programme had a number of goals – most significantly to ensure 
that a greater number of Khayelitsha matriculants are in a position to compete  
for places at UCT. A longer-term goal is to use the programme to build  
institutional knowledge and experience of how to best support students from low 
socioeconomic status communities similar to Khayelitsha to cope with the demands 
of tertiary study. 

Equal representation of learners from all 20 secondary schools in Khayelitsha is an 
intentional feature of the programme, and one that signals UCT’s commitment to 
forging links as widely as possible across the community. Five Grade 10 learners with 
high academic achievement are identified each year following a selection process 
that actively involves each school. Given the fact that internal assessment standards 
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vary considerably from school to school, a key element of the selection process is a 
UCT-administered language and mathematics test that is written by up to ten short-
listed candidates from each school. 

Once selection has taken place, the subsequent three years of the 100-UP project 
see the five successful learners from each school involved in a comprehensive 
programme. This comprises a number of different and complementary elements 
including Saturday-school programmes, residential holiday camps held on campus, 
and participation in a range of workshops and activities – many of which are organised 
and run by UCT staff and students. As is often the case in South African township 
schools, the standard of teaching and learning in subjects such as mathematics, 
the sciences and English9 is generally low. Consequently, the additional academic 
support provided to 100-UP learners is a key component of the programme and a 
significant drawcard for many of the learners. 

Of equal importance is the range of life skills interventions, which prepare them for 
the challenges of tertiary studies. As research has shown (Badenhorst & Kapp 2013; 
Kapp et al. 2014; Pym & Kapp 2013), young people from low socioeconomic status 
backgrounds face numerous challenges as they seek to navigate the world of tertiary 
studies. They often lack the range of coping skills and strategies available to their 
counterparts from more privileged backgrounds. The challenges multiply for these 
students who, in addition to not being fully proficient in English, hail from print-
impoverished homes and schools that have not facilitated close, critical engagement 
with texts, and where self-directed learning is seldom actively developed or 
encouraged (Christie 2008; Kapp 2004; Slonimsky & Shalem 2014).

The majority of students who enter UCT from poorly performing schools often 
struggle to decode and interpret a tertiary environment and its academic discourses, 
which are far removed from – and in many instances in direct contrast to – their 
school and home environments. Challenges in adjusting to tertiary life often 
negatively influence their confidence and self-esteem in ways that leave them feeling 
demoralised and isolated (Pym & Kapp 2013). This in turn may impact on academic 
performance. Badenhorst and Kapp (2013) argue that in order to successfully 
negotiate this markedly different learning and institutional environment, students are 
required to reconstruct a sense of self. In support of this, 100-UP intervenes prior to 
the commencement of university studies by offering a range of workshops facilitated 
by UCT staff and student organisations. The intention of these programmes is to 
harness individual agency in ways that build confidence and a sense of belonging. 
Of crucial importance, furthermore, is the inclusion in the 100-UP programme of 
mentors (university students) who come from similar backgrounds to the 100-UP 
learners, and who increasingly are drawn from previous cohorts in the programme. 
They have much to share of their own experiences both as previous 100-UP learners 
and as students new to tertiary studies. The value of such peer learning is well 
recognised in the literature (Kagee et al. 1997).
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With the number of learners per school capped at five per grade, it was always 
acknowledged that there were likely to be potential university candidates in the 
Khayelitsha schools who were not part of the 100-UP programme. In response to 
this gap, and based on their mid-year examination results, matric learners who score 
university-entrance grades are therefore recruited onto an additional programme 
referred to as the Gill Net Programme. This programme runs alongside 100-UP 
with learners receiving intensive academic support and, critically, assistance with 
the UCT application process, which includes the writing of the National Benchmark 
Tests (a requirement for the university), and sourcing of funding and residence 
accommodation. With regard to the annual offer of places of study at the university, 
and the processes that follow, both the 100-UP and Gill Net learners are subject to 
the same entrance requirements as all other first-year students. 

The 100-UP project was, at time of writing (2017), in its seventh year of operation 
with its first UCT intake in 2014. The Khayelitsha Gill Net Programme commenced 
in 2013, and was extended to 15 secondary schools in the neighbouring community 
of Mitchells Plain in 2015. 

Between 2013 and 2016, a total of 778 Grade 12 learners participated in the 100-
UP and Gill Net programmes. In 2016, all but one of these passed Matric, and 709 
(91.1%) passed with B-degrees, the minimum requirement for university study. A 
total of 311 participants took up offers of places to study at UCT, and a further 326 
had enrolled at other universities, both locally and further afield in South Africa. In 
total, the university enrolment of the 100-UP and Gill Net programmes amounts to 
637 students, which represents 89.8% of those obtaining B-degrees and 81.9% of the 
total who have passed through the programme over the past six years. 

From the Khayelitsha Matric class of 2016, a total of 72 students, drawn from 19 out 
of the 20 secondary schools, entered their first year of study at UCT in 2017. This 
represents a three-fold increase from the numbers enrolled in 2010. This is viewed 
as a clear indication of the success of the programme.

Objective 5: External engagement

The SII’s final objective signals a commitment to external collaboration, and the 
forging of partnerships with education-based groupings within and outside of the 
university for the purpose of strengthening the internal capacity of the school. Once 
again we are reminded that capacity building requires a multi-level interventional 
approach, and one that must be extended to establishing partnerships and networks 
outside of the university and school contexts (West & Hopkins 1996) in addition to 
those established within the university.

Two key initiatives to date illustrate this objective. The first, the Library and 
Language Partnership is a collaborative intervention comprising partners within the 
university, namely the Library and Information Studies Centre (LISC) and iKwezi,10 
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as well as external partners such as Rotary,11 Nal’ibali12 and The Bookery.13 The 
overarching goal of this partnership is to support library and language development 
in the partner schools through the establishment of highly functioning libraries in 
the SII partner schools. 

The need for school libraries was articulated during the needs enquiry (discussed 
earlier in this chapter) conducted collaboratively by the SII in the initial stages  
of engagement with the partner schools. The school libraries established through 
the partnership are regarded as a pilot model where best practice has been –  
and continues to be – developed, shared and rolled out in other schools across the 
district, and ultimately across the province (Chapter 9, Silbert & Bitso). To date, 
the libraries are fully operational in all of the partner schools, with each class in the 
school visiting the libraries on a weekly basis. Furthermore, the library assistants 
(who manage and operate the libraries on a full-time basis) have assumed a 
leadership role within their schools with regard to supporting reading programmes 
offered through the partner organisations. Library assistants meet on a monthly 
basis for ongoing support and capacitation offered through the SII, The Bookery  
and LISC. This collaborative support model, premised on harnessing  
capacity through building a positive and supportive community of practice  
(Silbert & Bitso 2015), is based on the notion of community development as enabling 
positive learning, leadership and growth. The development of a handbook by 
speech- and language therapy students to support the library assistants in building 
strategies to strengthen language and literacy is discussed in Chapter 11 (Abrahams 
et al.). The collaborative library support model is regarded by all involved as an 
effective and sustainable model for the establishment of functional libraries in 
under-resourced schools, and has been extended into the rest of The Bookery’s 
libraries in the Western Cape. 

The second initiative linked to Objective 5 is the COSAT14 Wellness Centre, 
implemented as a pilot project in January 2016. Managed and coordinated by a 
qualified social worker, the COSAT Wellness Centre’s key objective is to forge strong 
interdisciplinary and intersectorial links with other partner organisations in order 
to offer psychosocial wellness, personal and developmental wellness and physical 
wellness to learners at the school. Full-time psychosocial support is offered by the 
social worker as well as by second-, third- and fourth-year social work students. 
Psychosocial support by the social worker takes place through individual counselling, 
group counselling and family reconstruction therapy. The COSAT Wellness Centre 
was initiated by the SII in partnership with MEED, Metro District Health Services of 
the Western Cape Government, and a number of community-based NGOs. Given 
the need for, and success of, the COSAT Wellness Centre, psychosocial support has 
been extended to include all five SII partner schools.

In addition to partnering with community organisations, close collaboration with the 
education district (and health district in the case of the COSAT Wellness Centre) is a 
key imperative of the SII (Earl et al. 2002) across all five objectives. As Fullan (1993)  
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suggests, at a macro level, collaboration involves building the capacity ‘to work in 
organisations that form cross-institutional partnerships such as school district, 
university and school–community...’ (1993: 18; see also Li 2017). This aligns 
with Nehring and O’Brien’s (2012) study on university support for school level 
improvement, in which they found that district level collaboration is crucial to 
sustained improvement efforts.

Paving the way
University–school partnerships have traditionally been conceptualised around 
a particular objective such as teaching practice or service learning and, as such, 
typically operate for a defined period of time. The SII’s engagement in its partner 
schools extends beyond this framework, and is operationalised through ongoing, 
sustained interdisciplinary collaboration between the university and the partner 
schools. Considering the notion of the school as community, the SII brings focus 
to community engagement in the South African context, and to the ways in which 
collaboration within the university – and between the university and the school – 
influences, disrupts and shifts practices within both structures.

In keeping with the literature drawn on in this chapter, together with the SII’s 
theory of change and its five objectives, the work of the SII has been introduced 
as a university–school partnership whose purpose it is to partner with schools in 
strengthening the schools’ capacity while embedding into the university a culture 
of transformation and social responsiveness. As one of the university’s strategic 
initiatives we have attempted to outline the different ways in which the university 
engages with the partner schools. With a dual focus on interdisciplinary collaboration 
and community engagement, the school is positioned as an integral component of 
the community, and a central agent in the partnership.

What follows in the subsequent chapters of this publication is a description of various 
initiatives that have been informed by the professions and partners that constitute 
the SII, illustrating its collaborative approach to partnership and interdisciplinary 
engagement. Through involving multiple disciplines, and examining new theoretical 
and practical insights into arrangements and systems that challenge and disrupt 
normative practices, both at the level of the university and the school, the way  
for new approaches to partnership, transformation and social responsiveness  
has been paved.

Notes
1  100-UP is one of the SII’s key programmes, focusing on recruitment of matriculants from all 

twenty secondary schools in Khayelitsha to UCT and other HEIs. It is called 100-UP as five 
learners from each of the twenty schools are identified for the programme from Grade 10. 
These learners continue in the programme until the end of their matriculation year.
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2    The name was inspired by the CityLab initiative of UCT’s African Centre for Cities. Edulab 
brought together different role-players in the university – both staff and students – with an 
interest and involvement in school education.

3  In the Western Cape Province, mathematics and language systemic tests are written annually 
by all Grade 3, 6 and 9 learners in public ordinary schools, and independent schools receiv-
ing a state subsidy. The equivalent annual national assessments (ANAs) mandated by the 
Department of Basic Education were suspended in 2015, following representations  
from teacher unions.

4  The Advanced Certificates in Education (ACEs) were, at the time of partner school selec-
tion, the major vehicle for formal teacher professional development on offer by South 
African universities. They have been replaced by Advanced Certificates in Teaching (ACT) 
in the latest teacher qualifications framework.

5 For example, although six SMT members in two of the partner schools had successfully 
completed the EMLD ACE course, all of them regarded themselves as novices in their 
capacity as school managers, and expressed the need for ongoing mentoring and support.

6  Whilst figures vary from faculty to faculty, in 2015 around 15% of undergraduates were 
designated ‘international’ students, the majority coming from other African countries.

7  In 2017, there were 26 533 applications for the 4 200 first-year places.
8  First-year students in 2017 were drawn from over 1 000 schools.
9 As noted elsewhere (see Chapter 2), the home language of virtually all the inhabitants of 

Khayelitsha is isiXhosa. Whereas English is the language of learning and teaching (LoLT), 
this is designated as a second language in school curriculum terms.

10 iKwezi is a primary school language and mathematics project located in the SDU. The 
project was operational in the SII partner primary schools as well as at a district level from 
2014–2016 (see Chapter 6).

11  Rotary’s objective within the partnership is to develop leadership skills amongst young 
people through the development of the Rotary EarlyAct clubs. In an attempt to align the 
library and reading programmes, Rotary and Nal’ibali formed a partnership in 2014.

12  Nal’ibali is isiXhosa for ‘Here’s the story’ and is a national reading campaign of the Project 
for the Study of Alternative Education in South Africa (PRAESA). One of Nal’ibali’s goals 
is to initiate and support reading clubs in the schools as a reading promotion strategy. Each  
of the SII library assistants has attended a two-day training course to become Nal’ibali  
reading club leaders.

13  Established in 2010, as part of Equal Education’s campaign to create school libraries in 
under-resourced communities in the Western Cape, The Bookery became an independent 
non-profit organisation in 2013. To date The Bookery has established over forty libraries in 
the Western Cape.

14  COSAT, the Centre of Science of Technology, is one of the SII partner secondary schools.
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Setting the scene: Schooling in Khayelitsha 
Jonathan Clark

Khayelitsha,1 the site for the school-based work reported on in this book, is a large, 
sprawling township located on the eastern edge of the Cape Town Metropole; a city 
which is characterised by both multi-cultural diversity and deep socioeconomic 
inequality, with a locked-in spatial structure that reflects its apartheid past. As 
such, Khayelitsha is testimony to the development imperatives of the late-apartheid 
era. And whilst it has its own unique history, politics and geography, in many 
respects Khayelitsha is no different to other urban (and peri-urban) townships 
elsewhere in the country.2 A uniformity of conditions prevails: poverty, high levels 
of unemployment and – critically – struggling schools. 

Historical background
The township was conceived and founded in the violent and turbulent environment 
of the final decade of apartheid. By the early 1980s the government’s failure to 
effectively enforce influx control and Coloured Labour Preference Policies in the 
Western Cape had resulted in a growing number of black African people moving 
into Cape Town.3 In response, in March 1983 it was announced that a new township,4 

Khayelitsha, was to be established east of the ‘coloured’ settlement of Mitchells Plain, 
bordered by False Bay to the south and the N2 highway to the north. 

The first phase of township development commenced in May 1983. The initial 
projection was that Khayelitsha would become home to around 120 000 people but 
by 1985 already more than 5 000 homes had been built, and the population had 
grown to over 150 000. At the time, the movement of people into Khayelitsha from 
existing settlements took place against the backdrop of political and civil unrest that 
gripped the city.5 

Whereas many residents of Crossroads, Nyanga East and KTC continued to resist 
efforts to relocate them, a number of community leaders moved with their followers 
into sections of the township specifically set aside for their settlement.6 The political 
contestation and accompanying high levels of (often State-sponsored) violence 
spilled over into Khayelitsha; with fighting taking place between opposing political 
groupings and, more recently, between rival taxi associations. 

Following the scrapping of the pass laws in 1986, Cape Town experienced a rapid 
in-migration of people, mainly from the Eastern Cape. Many people moved into 
Khayelitsha, and over the next ten years the township experienced a period of 

2
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sustained growth and large tracts of land were cleared to make way for ‘site and 
service’ plots and RDP7 houses. 

Geography
The township currently covers an area in excess of 45 km2. As is typical of urban 
development across the greater Metropole, there has been a continual extension of 
the township’s surface area, with most housing comprising stand-alone single story 
dwellings and the highest level of densification found in the informal settlements. 
According to the 2011 Census, almost half (46.6%) of the dwellings are shacks. 

Viewed from the top of Lookout Hill, the last remaining remnant of the extensive 
dune fields that once covered this part of the Cape Flats, Khayelitsha spreads out in 
all directions. The greatest growth in the years between the 2001 and 2011 Census 
has been in Wards 95 and 988 in the south of Khayelitsha, which contain the two 
large informal settlements of Enkanini and Endlovini respectively. Elsewhere, 
pockets of informal housing have taken root and grown, often wherever people 
have identified unused land. Such ‘land invasions’ (as they are commonly termed) 
frequently take place in a highly charged atmosphere of political contestation with 
the local authorities being the target,9 as excluded, marginalised people, the poorest 
of the poor, grapple for a toe-hold in the city with all the promises that it holds. 

Demographics
Approximately 10% of Cape Town’s overall population and 27% of the city’s black 
African population live in Khayelitsha (Seekings 2013). The national Census 
conducted in October 2011 provides an estimate of the total population of 
Khayelitsha as 398 182. With the 2001 Census estimating the population at 329 013, 
this implies an average growth between 2001 and 2011 of just under 2%.10 Based on 
this, one can assume a population in 2017 of around 450 000.

According to the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA), in December 2013 
approximately 11 000 old-age pensions, 87 000 child grants and 10 000 disability 
grants were paid in that month in Khayelitsha. These figures are seen to be consistent 
with predictions drawn from the 2011 Census (Khayelitsha Commission of Inquiry 
2014: 36–37).

Not surprisingly given the strong regulatory controls imposed under apartheid, the 
majority of older people living in Khayelitsha were born in the Eastern Cape.11 In 
contrast, the Census 2011 data revealed that most (78%) children and adolescents up 
to and including the age of 19 were born locally; only 18% were born in the Eastern 
Cape (and 4% elsewhere). 

The extent of in-migration into the township has declined dramatically in recent 
years. It has been estimated that between 2001–2011 only 55 000 relocated from the 
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Eastern Cape (Seekings 2013). As noted elsewhere in the country, circular migration 
is also becoming less common as more and more households have broken from their 
communities of origin (Gelderblom 2006: 18). 

Social and economic conditions
Given its geographical position, the township is dislocated from the city’s economic 
drivers, which include major concentrations of work. There are relatively few small 
businesses and most economic activity consists of informal trading based on narrow 
retail functions (such as the sale of fruit and vegetables). The official unemployment 
rate amongst 15–64 year olds was 38% in 2011 (City of Cape Town 2011a). Although, 
in common with other townships both locally and elsewhere in the country, youth 
unemployment rates are even higher. According to the official figures more than 
50% of young men up to the age of 23 are unemployed (Khayelitsha Commission  
of Inquiry 2014). 

Of the 118 809 households, 62% have access to piped water in their dwelling or inside 
their yard; 72% have access to a flush toilet connected to the public sewer system and 
81% use electricity for lighting. Almost half (45%) of households are characterised 
as formal dwellings,12 and a significant number of residents are living in shacks with 
access to running water and electricity. In 2009, nearly two-thirds of black African 
children lived below the poverty line in the Western Cape; 40% have no working 
adult at home and a significant proportion of these children live in households where 
there is reported child hunger (City of Cape Town 2011b). 

Crime and violence
While great strides have been made in recent years towards addressing infrastructural 
inadequacies13 and there has been a steady improvement in the provision of basic 
social services, the quality of life for many people living in Khayelitsha is marked not 
just by poverty, but also by high levels of crime and violence. 

As noted by Seekings (2013), crime is a constant consideration in the lives of people 
living in Khayelitsha; it is a major constraint on moving around after dark and is a 
source of anxiety in many neighbourhoods even during daytime. Murder rates are 
the most reliable measure of crime and may be used as a ‘proxy’ for contact crime; 
for other than murder rates, crime rates are under-reported in Khayelitsha. Indeed 
the township has the highest reported number of murders in the country: 354 
in the 2012/2013 year according to the official police statistics. It is not unusual, 
for example, for seven murders to be committed in a single weekend in Site B, a 
particularly violence-prone part of the township.

According to a recent survey undertaken for the specific purposes of the Khayelitsha 
Commission of Inquiry, 41.3% of all respondents had personally been a victim 
of crime in the last year, including armed robbery, common robbery and what  
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was loosely referred to as gangsterism. The survey further suggested that only six  
out of every 10 crimes are reported to the police (hence confirming the under-
reporting noted above). 

There is increasing evidence that many youth are exposed to co-occurring forms of 
violence across multiple life domains, including school and community (Du Plessis 
et al. 2015). The effects this has on children has been reported on (see for example, 
Burton 2008; Burton & Loeschut 2013; Edwards et al. 2008; Ward et al. 2007) and is 
summed up in the following extract from Kaminer’s expert witness testimony to the 
Khayelitsha Commission of Inquiry into Policing: 

[They] are being incubated in violence … which means they are having 
to go through their … developmental process within a very violence-
saturated environment that has very particular psychological impacts …  
(Khayelitsha Commission of Inquiry 2014: 134)

As Kaminer suggests, research shows that repeated exposure to violence results in 
the normalisation of violence as a socially and morally acceptable, appropriate and 
even honourable way of resolving conflicts and of achieving goals (Khayelitsha 
Commission of Inquiry 2014).

Health
Shalem and Hoadley’s (2009) research on the relationship between social class and 
learner performance locates the gap primarily in the physical conditions of the child’s 
health, and in the differences in the child-rearing practices between working- and 
middle-class families. Khayelitsha has one of the highest burdens of both HIV and 
tuberculosis (TB) in the country. In 2008, antenatal HIV prevalence was measured 
at 31.1%; the TB case-notification rate reached nearly 1 600 per 100 000 and the TB/
HIV co-infection, close to 70% (Médecins Sans Frontières 2010).

The infant mortality rate (IMR) declined from 42 per 1 000 in 2003, to 32 per 1 000 
births in 2006. This is mainly attributed to the successful implementation of the 
Prevention of Mother to Child Transmission (PMTCT) and antiretroviral therapy 
(ART) programmes rolled out in the township by Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) 
in 1999. Despite this, HIV/AIDS has remained the leading cause of death among 
children 1–4 years of age. In the 14–19 year age group, homicide accounts for almost 
half (48.6%) of all deaths (Groenewald et al. 2008).

Socioeconomic status and academic achievement
Internationally, it is generally accepted that socioeconomic status (SES) is the biggest 
single determinant of academic achievement (Coleman et al. 1966; Ladd 2012; 
Rothstein 2004). Locally, in their study of achievement in the Western Cape, Van 
Der Berg and Burger (2002) found that approximately two-thirds of the variation in 
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achievement could be explained by SES.14 Elsewhere, Van Der Berg (2007) concluded 
that the harmful impact of low SES is established early in primary school and that 
no evidence can be found to suggest that primary schooling is able to reverse this. 

High levels of poverty in any context result in considerable levels of disadvantage 
being experienced by many children. As Ravitch (2010), writing about the situation 
in the USA, reminds us: children who live in poverty have multiple disadvantages – 
ill health, poor nutrition, poor housing. And in many schools in the South African 
context too, parental involvement is limited through poverty, poor channels of 
communication and economic insecurity; all of which contribute to educational 
underachievement

It is against this backdrop that over 60 000 children make their way daily to the 55 
public ordinary schools, three LSEN15 and three independent schools that serve the 
educational needs of the Khayelitsha community. 

The educational context
Before delving into specific details of schooling in the township, it is worth making 
the following general comment about education in South Africa. It may well be that 
the doors of (school) learning have swung wide open in the post-apartheid era,16 
but the pervasiveness of basic education access has yet to translate into educational 
success for the majority of the country’s children (Shindler & Fleisch 2007). This is 
confirmed by assessment results from Grade 3 through to Matric, which reveal the 
huge achievement gaps between schools serving the middle class and those serving 
working-class communities. What has been characterised as bi-modal learner 
performance is evident at all levels in the system (Spaull 2012; Taylor 2011; Van Der 
Berg 2007), resulting in a ‘dual economy’ of schooling which is persistent and deeply 
entrenched in this country (Shalem & Hoadley 2009; Taylor & Yu 2009; Van Der 
Berg & Louw 2006).

Many schools, most noticeably those in townships such as Khayelitsha, struggle to 
make the most of what they have, in terms of the availability of physical and (critically) 
human resources. This is not to suggest that schools cannot succeed. As evidenced 
throughout the country (Christie et al. 2007), adverse schooling circumstances can be 
acted upon and overcome. As Taylor et al. (2003: 47) have noted, poor performance is 
not solely produced by external factors such as learner (and teacher) background and 
resources; schools that are otherwise comparable in terms of material and symbolic 
empowerments, can and do have a major impact on their learners. 

Such concerns weigh heavily on any consideration of schooling in Khayelitsha. And 
whereas the educational circumstances in the Western Cape may well be mitigated 
by a high-functioning provincial education department; it is important to note that 
the gap between middle- and working-class schools as evidenced by the bimodality 
in Matric performance, is as great as anywhere in South Africa.
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The demographics of schooling 

Figure 2.1 Khayelitsha 2015 enrolments per grade 
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Khayelitsha falls into the Metropole East Education District (MEED), one of the 
four districts in the Cape Town Metropole. A significant number of the schools for 
which MEED is responsible are in the township: 35 primary, one intermediate 17 and 
20 secondary schools.18 

In 2015 – as shown in Figure 2.1 – the total number of learners enrolled in the 
township’s schools amounted to 59 853; added to which a further 3 000-odd19 children 
are enrolled in community crèches, bringing the estimated total enrolment to 63 000. 

The smaller enrolment in Grade R classes is not unexpected given the shortage 
of specialised classrooms in the primary schools. In most instances Grade Rs are 
accommodated in a self-contained block with their own toilets, set apart from the rest 
of the classrooms at the school. Typically, a school tends to have half as many Grade 
R classes as Grade 1s. Additionally, a further 1 162 learners are accommodated at 
one of the three Special Education Needs (LSEN) schools,20 and 642 children attend 
one of the three registered independent schools21 located in the township. With an 
undetermined number attending schools outside of the township, this brings the 
count of in-school learners in Khayelitsha to just under 65 000. 

The enrolment profile confirms the generally accepted figure that only around 50% 
of learners who commence Grade 1 end up completing Matric.22 Of interest is how 
the profiles vary from one year to the next. Figure 2.2 illustrates the complex picture 
that emerges when comparing 2009 and 2015.
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Figure 2.2 Khayelitsha enrolments per grade 2009 vs. 2015 
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These figures represent the actual number enrolled in each grade in each year and 
as such cannot be interpreted directly to provide any information about throughput, 
grade retention or repetition rates, nor do they in any way provide information on 
the numbers of learners either exiting or entering the system. 

Considering the fact that the dropout rate is minimal in the first eight years of school 
(Department of Education 2008), coupled with the rigorous implementation of 
policies to reduce high repetition rates (particularly above Grade 1), it is interesting 
to note that the Grade 2 enrolment of 4 647 in 2009, is very close to the 2015 Grade 
8 enrolment of 4 427. This would suggest that the survival rate in the compulsory 
band of schooling is high in townships such as Khayelitsha. 

However, the discrepancy that exists between census-predicted in-school figures 
and actual enrolments is puzzling. A calculation based on Census 2011 suggests that 
around 78 000 children can be anticipated to be enrolled in Grades R – 9. 

In contrast, the above verified data from the Western Cape Education Department 
(WCED) showed an enrolment in 2015 of only around 49 000 in the compulsory band 
of schooling at the 34 public ordinary primary, three LSEN and three independent 
schools. Furthermore, it is assumed that there are 3 000 Grade R enrolments at the 
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community crèches, at most 2 000 out-of-school and no more than 2 000 children 
attending school outside of the township.23 This in turn amounts to just over 56 000 
compulsory school-going age children. Allowing for a level of inaccuracy in both 
determinations, there is a significant discrepancy in these two numbers, which raises 
some questions around the veracity of the Census data.24 

With regard to school migration, there does not appear to be a significant 
movement of learners on a daily basis to schools outside of Khayelitsha, nor are 
many commuting into the township. However there does appear to be a degree of 
enrolment flux – with learners moving between schools within the township, and it 
is this that accounts for the variations in school numbers from one year to the next, 
as discussed below.

Primary school enrolments
Between 2009 and 2015, overall primary school enrolments increased by 7.4% from 
35 241 to 37 854. This amounts to an average of 1% per year, which is less than 
anticipated.25 The mean school size grew from 1 075 to 1 119 learners over the same 
period. While no new schools have been registered in Khayelitsha over the past seven 
years, this would also appear lower than expected. However, a possible explanation 
lies in the fact that additional capacity has been created in four intermediate schools, 
which have shed their Grade 8 and 9 classes over the past few years. This has allowed 
them to increase their primary numbers.26 

Schools also differ considerably in terms of number of learners. An interesting 
observation is that six schools now have enrolments of over 1 300 children, as opposed 
to only two in 2009. Whilst there is no apparent causal connection between school size 
and (for instance) learner achievements, the link between them is worth noting. What 
may often be overlooked in this regard is that in large township schools the school-
level systems required to drive effective teaching and learning27 are much harder to 
establish, manage and maintain. Referred to as organisational capital (Hopkins & 
Jackson 2003), this is a commodity often in short supply in such circumstances. 

The range in school size, from the smallest accommodating 707 learners to the 
largest with 1 534 learners, is not atypical of the profile found in neighbouring 
working-class communities. By way of comparison, the 46 primary schools in 
Mitchells Plain range in size from 529 to 1 652; although with a mean of 980 learners 
they are generally smaller than their counterparts in Khayelitsha. It is significant 
that in Mitchells Plain over a third (17/46) have less than 900 learners; whilst in 
Khayelitsha only five schools fall into this category.

Secondary school enrolments
Here a much more complex pattern emerges. Over the past seven years there has 
been a significant decline (just over 10%) in secondary school enrolments – from a 
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total of 24 552 in 2009, to 22 004 in 2015. There are a number of interrelated reasons 
as to why this may be the case.

Assuming (as will be argued below) that there has not been any substantial increase in 
the number of learners leaving the township to attend secondary schools elsewhere, 
this may not apply to the Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
colleges, which are undergoing a significant expansion28 at present. However, there 
is no evidence to suggest that significant numbers of learners are dropping out of 
mainstream academic education to take up places at the colleges, either locally (at 
the Good Hope campus of False Bay TVET College) or elsewhere in the Metropole. 

As evidenced by the reduction in Grade 10 learners relative to other grades in 2015, 
it may be the case that the impact of official national policies aimed to reduce the 
high repetition rates across the system is being felt here too. The tendency of many 
schools to hold back weaker learners at the end of either Grade 10 or 11 appears to 
be on the decline. But the overall drop in numbers, in the face of even relatively low 
levels of in-migration from the Eastern Cape, is a puzzle. 

Year-on-year enrolments at an individual secondary school level show considerable 
variation often to a greater extent than in the primary schools. Figure 2.3 illustrates this 
for four schools that showed the greatest shifts in numbers between 2009 and 2015.

Figure 2.3 Khayelitsha secondary school enrolment trends: 2009–2015
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A variation in learner numbers from one year to the next reflects the dynamic of 
many township secondary schools. This has implications at a number of different 
levels. Firstly, as with their primary counterparts, most secondary schools are not 
able to afford more than one or two self-funded posts.29 With staff allocations based 
on enrolments, declining numbers will inevitably result in the loss of posts – which, 
given the subject specialisation of secondary school teachers, potentially places an 
enormous organisational burden on individual schools. Further, even where overall 
enrolment numbers may appear stable, this can mask what might be considerable 
within-school grade-level variation from one year to the next. 

Moving in and moving around: School migration in Khayelitsha
There is a popular perception that sizeable numbers of township learners commute 
daily to schools located in other townships, or even further afield in the city. In the 
post-1994 period, school migration patterns have been the subject of substantial 
research (Msila 2005; Nkomo et al. 2008; Soudien 2004). However, the extent to 
which the ‘exodus’ (Msila 2005) from township schools evidenced in other parts of 
the country also applies to Khayelitsha is less apparent. Indeed, the opposite may 
be the case, for as Chisholm and Sujee (2006) have pointed out, when compared 
with elsewhere in the country, Western Cape schools have integrated black African 
students the least. They report that only 3% of learners in previously House of 
Assembly (formerly ‘white’ schools)30 and 6% of learners in House of Representatives 
schools are black African. Furthermore, as Soudien (2004) noted in an earlier study, 
there has been no parallel movement towards former black African schools. This 
certainly appears to be reflective of the situation in Khayelitsha. 

In Fataar’s (2007) extensive ethnographic study of Rustvale,31 a mixed African and 
coloured working-class community in Cape Town, a more nuanced picture emerges 
and one that distinguishes two components to migratory school attendance. In 
addition to children commuting to schools elsewhere in the city, there is substantial 
movement within the township with significant numbers of learners coming from 
other residential areas rather than those in which schools are located.32 In Rustvale 
at least, the attendance in the community’s schools is accompanied by a degree of 
what Fataar (2007) terms ‘enrolment flux’ – with up to 15% of learners switching 
between schools. 

Coming in from the Eastern Cape
Learner migration into the Western Cape is carefully monitored by the WCED.33 
Of the 122 378 school-age children that arrived in the province between 2010 and 
2014, the overwhelming majority (80.2%) came from the Eastern Cape. The impact 
of the 19 857 new learners in 2014 was felt in both primary and secondary schools, 
with the majority entering the schooling system in Grade R, 1 and 10. Many arrive 
unexpectedly at the start of the school year34 seeking places in the very schools 
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that are least equipped to accommodate them (i.e. the township schools). Without 
specific numbers being given,35 Khayelitsha is cited as one of the areas that have 
seen significant levels of new enrolments from the Eastern Cape. Referring back to 
the 2015 grade enrolment profile on page 26, it is tempting to suggest that the spikes 
in enrolment in Grades 1 and 10 can be explained in part by this in-migration. 
While the school-level impact requires further investigation, it is predicted that, 
given the enrolment patterns argued above, this is localised to the schools servicing 
the communities most likely to be absorbing these newcomers – particularly the 
informal settlements in Enkanini to the far south of the township. It may be no 
coincidence then that two of the primary schools in the immediate area, now both 
have over 1 500 learners. 

According to Clark, Khayelitsha (as with Langa) has ‘the capacity to enrol additional 
learners’ (2015b: 4), which further validates the official position that schooling (in 
terms of the availability of positions for learners at least) is not experiencing undue 
pressure in the township. A recent ‘throughput survey’ at one of the SII partner 
schools illustrates the movement of learners into a school. What is notable is that 
just over a third (35%) of the learners joined the school after Grade 1.36 This seems 
to confirm that there is indeed a significant movement of learners between some 
schools, particularly those that have some perceived status in the eyes of the local 
community.

A further possible indicator of the degree of enrolment flux is provided by variations 
in school numbers from one year to the next. As noted earlier, with regard to 
throughput and retention rates, primary and secondary schools manifest markedly 
different trends. In general (and reiterating that schools in the township are not 
subjected to significant in-migration) any significant variation in enrolments can be 
ascribed to movements between schools. 

Fataar (2007) suggests that contrary to popular perception, many young people who 
attend township schools exercise agency in their school choices. In the context of 
Khayelitsha primary schooling where this could be more appropriately framed as 
a question of parental choice (rather than that of their children), there is no doubt 
that within the broader community, schools are judged and valued differently, which 
results in some of them having an elevated status relative to their neighbours which 
in turn translates into them becoming ‘schools of choice’.

As in Rustvale, how perceptions about the worth of Khayelitsha schools are 
produced, circulated and acted upon by parents is undoubtedly influenced by a 
variety of factors – from a school’s academic and community status, to the possibility 
of some personal connection (a family member may have attended the school for 
example). The issue of affordability – whether or not ‘school fees’ of some form 
are levied by the SGB,37 a school’s uniform policies and the cost of transport if the 
school is located at a distance from the home, are a few possible factors that influence 
parents’ decisions in this regard. 
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When it comes to choosing a secondary school, its success, or lack thereof in 
the Matric exams undoubtedly casts a long shadow, but perhaps not always to  
the extent that would be anticipated given the range in performance across the 
schools. It becomes apparent therefore that there is a deep complexity underlying 
issues of school choice and how parents (and their children) exercise their agency 
in this regard. 

A survey of learners conducted by the SII in 2015 in all 20 secondary schools in the 
township revealed that just under two-thirds (65.4%) live in close proximity (within 
reasonable walking distance) of their respective schools. Whilst this survey provides 
no more than a snapshot of the situation, it does suggest that relatively few learners 
are commuting into the township on a daily basis. Only 15 (just over 5%) of the 
265 respondents indicated that they lived outside of Khayelitsha. This corroborates 
another source of school-level data (Dornbrack & Clark 2014) that the influx of 
in-migrators from further afield (i.e. the Eastern Cape) may not be having as big an 
impact on Khayelitsha schooling as might be commonly believed. Only 39 (14.7%) 
learners surveyed at one of the secondary schools, indicated that they had attended 
a primary school in the Eastern Cape.

Not in the public (ordinary) school domain
The three non-public schools, two of which are faith-based and the third belonging 
to the South African Federation of Waldorf schools, can be categorised as low-fee 
independent schools.38 That there are only three such schools in a township the 
size of Khayelitsha is low given the rapid growth in recent years of this sector of the 
independent schooling market.39 

Whereas it is possible that there are children commuting to independent schools 
elsewhere in the city, given the household income profile of Khayelitsha40 one can 
assume that the numbers are small and more likely than not limited to the low-fee 
sector. In part this is due to the fact that the low-fee independent school market is 
limited in Cape Town. 

Of the 150-odd independent schools registered with WCED in the Metropole, just 
over a third (57)41 receive some level of state subsidy42 and generally they are at the 
lower end of the market. Excluding the Muslim faith-based, Afrikaans medium and 
schools located geographically at a distance and off the main transportation routes, 
the choice is limited – perhaps no more than 25 to 30 schools at most. 

There are no indications that in the immediate future there is to be any significant 
internal growth in the provision of low-fee independent schooling in Khayelitsha. 
On the one hand, there are unsubstantiated claims that local political groupings are 
opposed to attempts by outside interest groups (such as the new generation of edu-
entrepreneurs active elsewhere in the country) to set up independent schools. On 
the other hand, perhaps the biggest and most critical obstacle given the high level 
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of poverty, is that most residents simply do not have the financial means to invest 
in their children’s education, and those that do are already sending them elsewhere. 

Taking all this into account, it is apparent that, at the very most, 2 500–2 750 children, 
or less than 5% of the school-going population of Khayelitsha, is on the move to 
schools outside of the township. Taken together with the Khayelitsha in-school count 
of 64 000, the total school-going population of the township is estimated then to be 
in the region of 66 750 learners. 

Gender matters
According to the 2011 Census, there are almost equal numbers of male and females 
living in Khayelitsha43 and in that year, the Gender Parity Index (GPI)44 figure 
for the Western Cape Province as a whole was 1.06 (DBE 2013). The latest (2015) 
enrolments by gender across the 55 public ordinary schools in Khayelitsha confirm 
that, as with the situation elsewhere in the country, there is little evidence to  
suggest that girls experience discrimination when measured by access to school 
(Hall & De Lannoy 2013). 

Figure 2.4 depicts the enrolment ratios across the different grades from R to 12. 

As with the broader provincial and national pictures, there are marginal differences 
in the ratio of boys to girls enrolled at primary school level. However, the pattern 
shifts at the secondary school level, where girls are more likely than boys to attend 
school. As reflected in the figures, in Khayelitsha gender parity holds until near the

Figure 2.4 Percentage enrolment by gender for Grade R–12 (2015)

121110987654321R
Grade

51.0% 53.0% 52.7% 49.5% 52.0% 51.1% 47.9% 48.7% 48.2% 47.2% 44.5% 40.0% 39.7%

49.0% 49.0% 49.2% 49.3% 49.0% 49.6% 52.4% 52.3% 51.8% 52.8% 55.5% 60.0% 60.3%

Girls Boys

Source: Data sourced from WCED’s Central Education Management and Information System (CEMIS)
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end of primary school (Grade 6), and remains reasonably constant, but slightly in 
favour of girls (52:48) through to the end of the compulsory band of schooling. After 
this it swings quite heavily towards girls, reaching a 60:40 split in Grades 11 and 12. 
This is quite high given that nationally, 54.6% of the 2014 Matric cohort was girls, 
and provincially the average between 2007 and 2014 was 53.6%. This figure varies 
quite considerably from school to school. At its extreme, girls outnumber boys by 
more than two to one at one school, and at three other schools the ratio is over 65:35 
in favour of girls. In contrast, there are only two schools where there are marginally 
more boys than girls enrolled in matric. 

One probable reason for this is the greater likelihood that boys will drop out of 
school for economic reasons – such as the necessity of having to find work to 
supplement family income. It is perhaps no surprise then that the school with the 
greatest imbalance in favour of girls is the school closest to the informal settlement 
of Enkanini in the south of the township.

Despite the fact that teenage pregnancy is often quoted as one of the main reasons 
behind the high school dropout rate in working-class communities, the Khayelitsha 
data confirms that this is not the primary cause (Hall & De Lannoy 2013). This is 
not to say that it isn’t a significant factor for girls, but they generally tend to stay in 
school longer than boys, and this is certainly the case in Khayelitsha.

Academic versus vocational education: A very  
South African dilemma
The post-primary environment in Khayelitsha is typical of that found in townships 
elsewhere in the country. Whereas there are sufficient secondary school places 
available, most schools provide no more than a standard suite of academic  
subjects,45 and there are only four schools that offer technical and vocational 
subjects. In addition, there is a TVET college located in what was originally a  
teacher training college.

The three designations: ‘arts and culture’, ‘business’ and ‘technology and engineering’ 
represent the different areas of vocational specialisation promoted as part of the 
(now discontinued) Provincial Focus School initiative. The Focus schools were 
launched in 2005 partly in response to the Western Cape Government’s Human 
Capital Development Strategy (HCDS). The introduction of the Focus schools 
represented a particular approach to vocationalism, and were meant to serve as an 
alternative to academic education and to complement initiatives like the national 
programme of Dinaledi46 schools (two of which are also in Khayelitsha), various 
SETA activities, and ‘world of work’ programmes. Khayelitsha was identified as 
one of the areas in which Focus schools should be established. Four schools were 
identified for conversion into focus schools, including an existing arts and culture 
school, and a technical school that was, incidentally, one of the first four secondary 
schools built in the township. 
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Larey (2012) offers an extensive critique of the initiative, suggesting that the 
enrolment of learners into dedicated vocationally-oriented streams of study has 
never been anything but partially successful. This is certainly borne out by the 
situation in the Khayelitsha schools where, at three of the (ex) Focus schools, less 
than half the 2014 matriculants were enrolled in such vocational streams. By and 
large it appears that learners have little inclination to study subjects other than those 
traditionally viewed as ‘academic’. 

The reasons for learners’ choices in this regard can, in part, be explained by historical 
factors – both on a structural and attitudinal level. Under apartheid the curriculum 
in black African schooling was narrowly framed around the same three academic 
subject streams that dominate today (as discussed above) with agricultural science 
offered in virtually all rural schools.47 Technical education for African children only 
began to make its appearance during late apartheid. As noted above, one of the first 
four secondary schools built in Khayelitsha was a designated technical school. 

The legacy of Bantu Education’s orientation towards ‘work and labour’ stigmatised 
vocationally-oriented education amongst black South Africans, and continues to 
haunt us to this day. It would certainly seem to be reflected in the low enrolments in 
the more intensive vocational subjects in areas such as engineering. In recent years 
there have, however, been attempts to break from the past in the form of significant 
expansion in the provision of TVET college places48 as attested by the growth of the 
local campus of False Bay TVET College. However, the extent to which the colleges 
are able to offer learners a viable and attractive alternative to mainstream academic 
schooling is debatable. 

It is not only a question of quality and applicability. Pass rates in the National 
Certificate (Vocational) (NCV) remain very low.49 The intended goal, and anticipated 
inducement, for selecting this course of study is to advance from NCV Level 4 
into technical universities, but the extent to which that actually occurs remains 
undisclosed. However, it seems to be very low. Further, anecdotal evidence suggests 
that very few learners choose to leave schools at the end of Grade 9 to attend a 
college. Instead, a significant number of NCV entries are matriculants, who either 
failed their Grade 12 exams, or who passed badly. This is reflected in the 2013 
enrolments at the Good Hope campus of False Bay TVET College. In that year, there 
were 900 students in the various NCV programmes; 500 registered for National 
Accredited Technical Education Diploma (NATED) courses, and the remainder in 
skills-orientated Educare and Hospitality studies. 

It can be argued that at this stage the TVET colleges are functioning as a kind of 
safety valve on the formal system, absorbing some of the potential NEETS (not 
in education, employment or training), and providing them with only marginally 
improved opportunities for continuing study or employability. 

To sum up, of the 13 000 learners enrolled in the FET phase at the 20 secondary 
schools, only a relatively small number (around 1 000) are in a dedicated vocational 
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stream at one of the four (ex) Focus schools, and no more than 1 500 are studying 
at the local TVET college. The educational dice remain loaded at 4:1 in favour of 
conventional academic schooling.

Subject choice
A clear difference between many middle- and working-class secondary schools lies in 
the range of subjects on offer in each context. Unlike schools with a wealthier parent 
body, those located in townships are severely constrained in their ability to levy fees 
to employ additional teachers in governing body posts, which would in turn allow 
them to offer a broader range of subjects. Considering this reality (and discounting 
the different curriculum drivers in operation at the (ex) Focus and Dinaledi schools), 
it could be argued that subject choice functions as a proxy of advantage in the  
South African setting.

Elsewhere, Matric subject enrolments in the 20 Khayelitsha schools are considered 
alongside those in the seven CED50 schools in MEED (Clark 2015c). This data 
presents an interesting picture, which underscores some key points of difference 
between middle- and working-class schools. When it comes to access to subject 
choice, learners attending middle-class schools clearly have more options available 
to them. A case in point is in the arts, where one or more subjects such as visual arts, 
or music and drama, are available at all seven CED schools. In Khayelitsha, on the 
other hand, it is only at the dedicated arts and culture school that learners are able 
to access these subjects. And even this access is not without complexities. Learners 
with a talent for drawing, for example, can apply to enter the school at Grade 8,51 or 
even transfer across at a later stage. But, without any significant visual arts presence 
in the other 19 secondary schools, there is little incentive to nurture interest so the 
likelihood of learners moving across is small. In the seven CED schools, 80 learners 
(5%) have elected visual arts as a Matric subject, compared with 27 (1%) in the  
whole of Khayelitsha. 

The situation in the case of music is more revealing of the essential differences in the 
form or substance of schooling. All seven middle-class schools either offer the subject 
directly or make arrangements for learners to take it as an extra-curricular subject, 
compared with only six learners in Khayelitsha who opt for music as a subject. The 
narrower range of curriculum offerings in township schools is also evidenced in 
the more recently introduced (i.e. post-1994) ‘soft vocational’ subjects – consumer 
studies and tourism. Enrolments in both subjects are relatively low (9% and 14% 
respectively) and they are both offered in only three schools. By comparison, five 
of the seven CED schools offer both, and enrolments of Grade 12s are significantly 
higher – 29% and 20% respectively. 

Another key area of difference is in terms of access to information technology (IT), 
and its related subject, computer applications technology (CAT). Here, too, both 
subjects are offered at all seven CED schools, and indeed a sizeable portion (40%) 
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of matriculants is taking CAT, a subject that provides learners with a range of basic 
computer skills. In Khayelitsha, IT is limited to one school, and only five other 
schools offer learners the opportunity to study CAT up to Matric.

These are telling figures, particularly when set against the enormous investment the 
province placed in the Khanya52 project as a key element of its strategy to bridge the 
‘IT-divide’. Although all Khayelitsha secondary schools have computer laboratories 
(and some have more than one facility), there is sufficient anecdotal evidence 
to suggest that, post-Khanya, their functionalities are low.53 This is no doubt a 
contributing factor to the low CAT enrolments – amounting to a mere 6% of the 
township’s matriculants – and this in a minority of its schools.

Overall subject-level enrolments are also illustrative of trends that have deep 
historical roots. For example, history and geography were ubiquitous in black 
African schools under apartheid. While geography remains well subscribed (47%), 
numbers in history have reduced in recent years. This is reflected in Khayelitsha, too, 
where less than a quarter of the Grade 12s in 2015 were enrolled in this subject. A 
similar trend is being experienced at the CED schools. 

In township schools, economics has also always been popular and is often taken 
as an alternative to accounting by learners in the commerce stream. It is presently  
offered in 18 schools with just under a third of all matriculants (32%) taking the 
subject. In contrast, it is almost unknown in CED schools with only 26 learners 
enrolled at one school. 

The issue of relative enrolment levels in mathematics and mathematical literacy form 
part of the broader discussion on Matric performance, which follows below. 

Finally, perhaps the greatest break with our apartheid past is the fact that Afrikaans 
(first additional language) continues to be offered at only three schools in the 
township; with a mere 80 (3%) learners entered to write this subject in 2014. That 
it is the home language of many working-class coloured people speaks to the 
complexity of language politics in the Western Cape, as does the fact that close to 
99% of all those schooled in Khayelitsha have isiXhosa as their home language from 
Grade R to Grade 12. 

As evidenced in the figures, children attending middle-class schools have 
significantly more subject choice than their counterparts in working-class schools. 
The link between subject choice and school fees is clear – a broader subject choice is 
undoubtedly afforded through the appointment of additional governing body posts, 
which are afforded through higher school fees. When it comes to the seven CED 
schools considered here, 2015 fees average just under R13 000, ranging from the 
cheapest at R9 500, to the most expensive, which costs R20 898 per learner per year. 
This contrasts with Khayelitsha, where all the schools are no-fee schools.
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On language
In common with all other black African townships in Cape Town, isiXhosa is the 
home language of the vast majority of people in Khayelitsha.54 The only other 
significant language group in the township is a relatively small community of 
Sesotho-speaking people; who typically send their children to the one remaining 
intermediate school in the township that offers Sesotho home language to the end 
of the senior phase (Grade 9). Thereafter, Sesotho-speaking children may go on to 
one of two secondary schools which offer the subject as a home language in Grades 
10–12.55 Although a small number of residents indicated that English, or even 
Afrikaans, is their mother tongue, there is no school in Khayelitsha that offers either 
of these as home languages. In total then, less than 1.5% (just over 900 learners) 
receive tuition in a language other than isiXhosa. 

Even though Khayelitsha is located in a cosmopolitan multilingual city, it is generally 
a tight-knit, cohesive, and essentially isolated monolingual community (Bloch et al. 
2010). Most Site B residents speak neither English nor Afrikaans when they arrive, 
and thereafter do not have any need to use these languages in their community. 
Indeed, they only require these languages when they leave for work purposes or to 
conduct business outside of the township. Accordingly, the words used by De Klerk 
(2006: 612) to describe the isiXhosa-speaking informants in her study in the Eastern 
Cape, could equally apply here in Cape Town:

They have dense and multiple daily contacts that are likely to sustain 
Xhosa; they are in the numerical majority where they live, and therefore 
they are not vulnerable to language loss. Although access to well paid jobs 
and resources are undoubtedly linked to English (and in the context of 
the Western Cape, Afrikaans), increased exposure to the standard variety 
of the language and its speakers is problematic for them, and it is Xhosa 
that serves these bilinguals in most domains of their daily lives. 

Whereas English becomes the official language of learning and teaching in all 
Khayelitsha schools from Grade 4, the extent to which learners acquire an adequate 
level of communicative competence in the language is a matter of some contention. 
The situation is exacerbated by the absence of contact with English first-language 
speakers, either in the school setting56 or outside of it. While there is little doubt 
that becoming proficient in English can provide social and economic advantages, 
the societal circumstances and the very boundedness of Khayelitsha as a separate 
linguistic community clearly militate against children readily acquiring these skills. 

What is the impact of this on teaching and learning? The slew of difficulties and 
possible barriers to learning experienced by those being schooled in a second-
language context (in this instance English) are well documented (Fleisch 2008; 
Murray 2002; Probyn 2001; Setati et al. 2002). The situation is exacerbated by the 
fact that many teachers themselves are not fluent in the language of instruction, 
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which further hinders learning (NEEDU 2013). The extent to which this impacts 
negatively on learning outcomes at the subject level has been acknowledged in the 
literature.57 Furthermore, until 2013, all Matric candidates whose first language was 
not English or Afrikaans were compensated in content subjects with an additional 
5% added onto their exam scores. From 2014, this was reduced to 4%, and it will be 
progressively reduced over the next four years.58 

Whether this in anyway constituted fair compensation for the second language 
learners is a moot point: Taylor (2011) shows that the precise estimate of the causal 
impact of language proficiency on test scores is extremely difficult. However the 
levels of language disadvantage experienced by black African learners may go some 
way to explain the ‘performance ceilings’ that seem to characterise achievements 
in the various obligatory assessment regimes during the course of learners’ school 
careers. These include the provincial systemic tests, the annual national assessments 
(ANAs) and ultimately, the Matric exams.59

Schooling outcomes in the township: A view from the top
As noted earlier, it is estimated that 27% of Cape Town’s black African population 
resides in Khayelitsha. It is not surprising therefore that a significant portion of 
black African schools in greater Cape Town are found in the township, although the 
percentage is declining as the locus of growth shifts. Fuelled in part by in-migration, 
the shift has been towards other townships – specifically to Philippi, Delft, Mfuleni, 
Kraaifontein on the northern boundary of the Metropole, Milnerton on the Western 
seaboard, and Lwandle/Strand in the Helderberg Basin.60

In terms of Matric performance, Figure 2.5 compares the performance of Khayelitsha 
in relation to townships elsewhere in Cape Town,61 and illustrates the province-wide 
rural/peri-urban grouping of African secondary schools in 2014. 
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Figure 2.5 Distribution of Matric performance and B-degree rates in 2014 
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Relative to the two other large concentrations of African schools in Philippi and 
Gugulethu/Nyanga/Crossroads, the aggregate performance in terms of pass rate 
of the Khayelitsha schools is significantly higher. The under-performance of the 
Gugulethu/Nyanga/Crossroads and Langa clusters attests to deeply embedded 
problems that still plague many of the apartheid-era schools. The aggregate 
performance of the rural schools is lower than Khayelitsha, but compares favourably 
with the inner townships (Langa, Gugulethu, Philippi), which may be surprising 
given the socioeconomic circumstances of many of these communities, located as 
they are in the broader context of rural poverty.

How does this fit into the provincial and national context, post 1994? Data in this regard 
has been sourced from 1997 onwards, prior to which there were a number of years 
(notably 1994-1996) when school-level information was not made readily available. 
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Historical trends in Matric pass rates
In the period between 1997–2014, the number of Grade 12s writing Matric increased 
by only 22.4%, although the increase in pass rate from a low of 45.7% in 1997 to 
75.0% in 2014 ensured that the number passing doubled over this period. How does 
this compare with the situation elsewhere?

A useful point of comparison is the annual Khayelitsha pass rates relative to the 
equivalent provincial and national ones, as shown in Figure 2.6.

It is important to view the Khayelitsha and provincial results in the context of what 
transpired at the national level.62 Dealing first with a comparison with the national 
results, the following trends emerge. In Khayelitsha there were initial gains in the 
immediate post-apartheid period (1997–2006), a decade which saw schools in 
the township perform close to, or at times above, the national average. This was 
followed by a period of decline (2007–2010) that led to a widening of the gap 
between Khayelitsha and national pass rates, which by 2010 had opened up to 17.5%. 
School results began improving from 2011 and, by 2014, they were on average only 
marginally lower (75.0%) than the national one (75.8%).

Figure 2.6 Comparative Matric performance: 1997–2014
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Considering the provincial picture, Western Cape pass rates have always been higher 
than the aggregate performance of the 20 Khayelitsha schools. This is not surprising 
given the contribution to the overall results by the sizeable minority of (120-odd) 
generally high-performing ex-Model C schools. Elsewhere Clark (2013) has drawn 
attention to this feature of schooling in the province, employing the analogy that the 
ex-Model Cs are akin to the ‘icing on the performance cake’ that not only enhances, 
but also tends to mask from view the weaker performance of the ex-HOR and 
ex-DET schools that make up around two-thirds of the total. 

Much has been written about Matric pass rates, ranging from scholarly accounts 
(Grussendorf et al. 2010; Reddy 2006) and annual regulatory reports63 to concerns 
being raised in the public domain (Bloch 2009; Jansen 2012). There is no clear 
explanation as to why the township’s secondary schools seemed to go into such a 
performance free-fall between 2006 and 2010. Perhaps this is illustrative of the extent 
to which the Department of Basic Education’s flawed attempts to implement the  
OBE-linked Curriculum 200564 impacted negatively on schooling outcomes, 
particularly in parts of the system that were more vulnerable to the vagaries of 
curriculum change.65 The carefully ‘managed’ 66 downward adjustment in national 
pass rates between 2003 and 2009 was experienced in a much more uneven way at the 
localised (i.e. township) level. 

Significantly, on-aggregate school performance in Khayelitsha, as evidenced in 
Matric pass rates, has improved markedly year-on-year from the low point of 2010. 
While this should be welcomed, there is a caution: at the individual school level there 
is often a high degree of variability in pass rates. This points towards an essential 
difference between middle-class schools and those serving communities such as 
Khayelitsha; namely the degree of continuity and stability in learner performance 
from one year to the next.

As described earlier, schooling in this country can be characterised as essentially 
a tale of two systems67 – a story of continuity and change involving stable, high-
functioning middle-class schools, and the majority of decidedly less stable working-
class schools. In each of the two bi-modal systems, Matric performance is reflected in 
schools’ capacity to cope with the conflicting demands of change. On the one hand, 
middle-class schools have been able to ‘roll with the curriculum punches’, absorbing 
whatever formulations are the order of the day. On the other, working-class schools 
in contexts such as Khayelitsha lack this resilience, and are anything but immune to 
the vicissitudes imposed by the State’s post-1994 curriculum reform project.

This is the backdrop for the university–school partnerships that lie at the heart of 
the SII’s engagement, and the context for the collaborative research reported upon 
in the chapters that follow. 
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Notes
1 IsiXhosa for ‘new home’.

2 Khayelitsha is approximately the same size as Mamelodi (North East of Tshwane/Pretoria in 
Gauteng), but much smaller than Soweto, and is comparable with the Johannesburg township 
of Diepsloot in terms of its mix of formal housing and informal settlements (Seekings 2013).

3  The African population in June 1982 was estimated to be around 226 000 of whom two-
thirds were legally resident in the area.

4  This is the colloquial term used to describe urban and peri-urban African settlements.

5  This culminated in June 1985 in a national state of emergency that lasted three months.

6  For instance, under the leadership of Mali Hoza, people from the Cathedral section of Cross-
roads settled in Site C. The numbers involved are significant, in this instance up to 42 000 
according to news reports (see: Associated Press News Archive 6 April 1985).

7 The acronym for the Reconstruction and Development Programme, a national initiative that 
led to (among other things) the provision of large numbers of low-cost houses.

8 In terms of local government, Khayelitsha comprises 13 wards in sub-councils 9, 10 and 24.

9 Service-delivery protests, see for example: http://groundup.org.za/article/maggots-bodies-
and-stench-what-khayelitsha-residents-say-about-their-toilets_2888

10 This data is taken from: ‘Towards a safer Khayelitsha: The Report of the Commission of 
Inquiry into Allegations of Police Inefficiency and a Breakdown in Relations between SAPS 
and the Community in Khayelitsha’. http://www.khayelitshacommission.org.za/images/to-
wards_khaye_docs/Khayelitsha_Commission_Report_WEB_FULL_TEXT_C.pdf. Accessed, 
31 March 2015. Hereafter referred to as the ‘Khayelitsha Commission of Inquiry’. The Com-
mission was appointed by the Premier of the Western Cape in 2014 to investigate allegations 
of police inefficiency in Khayelitsha and a breakdown in relations between the police and the 
local community.

11 Around 69% according to Census 2011.

12 A formal dwelling is defined as a structure built according to approved plans, that is: a house 
on a separate stand, flat or apartment, townhouse, room in a backyard, or room or flatlet 
elsewhere. In contrast, an informal dwelling is a makeshift structure not approved by a local 
authority and not intended as a permanent dwelling. Typically built with found materials 
(corrugated iron, cardboard, plastic, etc.) and generally referred to as a ‘shack’.

13 Between 1996 and 2011 the number of households using flush or chemical toilets doubled 
and electricity use for lighting (whether connected legally or illegally) more than doubled 
(Seekings 2013).

14 For other studies that have concluded that educational achievement amongst South African 
children is strongly associated with SES, see Reddy et al. (2010); Taylor and Yu (2009); Van 
Der Berg (2008); Anderson et al. (2001).

15 The acronym stands for: Learners with Special Educational Needs – catering for children 
with physical and intellectual disabilities.

16 The 2011 Stats SA General Household Survey (GHS) shows that 98.8% of 7 to 15 year old 
children (the age of compulsory schooling) were attending educational institutions.
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17 Intermediate schools are something of a relic in the system. These days there are far fewer 
than in the past. They are essentially primary schools that extend up to, and include, Grade 
9. They tend to function as a way of absorbing demand for secondary school places in areas 
of rapid growth. However the one remaining intermediate school in Khayelitsha serves a 
particular language-specific need.

18 This data has been sourced from the WCED’s Central Education Management and Informa-
tion System (CEMIS) at https://wcedemis.westerncape.gov.za/wced/findaschool.html. In ad-
dition to grade-level learner enrolments, for each secondary school, subject-level enrolment 
figures are provided for the Further Education and Training (FET) Phase (Grades 10-12).

19 There are an undetermined number of registered/unregistered and informal crèches in the 
township. The figure of 3 000 is derived from taking an anticipated Grade 1 enrolment in 
2016 of around 6 000. The assumption here is that Grade 1 enrolments are fairly constant 
from one year to the next.

20 Khayelitsha LSEN; Lathi-Tha School of Skills; and Noluthando School for the Deaf.

21 Eagles Wings, Zenzeleni and St Michaels.

22 The Ministerial Committee on Learner Retention in the South African Schooling System 
(Department of Education 2008) reflected a figure showing that 46% of the 1980 to 1984 
birth cohort who started Grade 1 eventually reached Grade 12.

23 It is estimated that no more than 2 750 children are attending schools outside of Khayelitsha 
and that up to three-quarters of these children (i.e. 2 062) will be in the Grades R-9.

24 This matter is dealt with in some detail elsewhere (Clark 2015a).

25 Simkins’ submission to the Khayelitsha Commission (2014) assumes an annual population 
growth rate of 2%.

26 Between them, primary enrolment (i.e. Grades R–7) for the four schools increased from 2 
446 to 3 650 between 2009 and 2015.

27 Examples that regulate the flow of work are: time management, curriculum planning, assess-
ment, book procurement and retrieval, and teacher professional development.

28 The Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) sector offers an alternative to aca-
demic schooling post-Grade 10. In 2014, the three TVET colleges in the Cape Town Metropole 
had a combined enrolment of over 50 000. As will be discussed later in this chapter, the Good 
Hope campus of False Bay TVET College, situated in the old teachers’ training college, accom-
modates many students from the local community but, no doubt, others commute to colleges 
outside of the township. However, in the absence of research to the contrary, it appears that a sig-
nificant number of college enrolments comprise matriculants who have either failed Grade 12, 
or performed poorly in matric. The numbers of learners exiting the academic schooling system 
at the end of Grade 9 is by all accounts still quite limited.

29 The number of school governing body (SGB) appointments a school is able to afford is, in 
most instances, entirely dependent on the amount of money that can be raised from the 
parent body. Indeed, it could be argued that the number of SGB posts a school can afford is 
a proxy for advantage. Middle-class schools typically have more than half their teaching staff 
filling such positions, while working-class schools have none.
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30 Under apartheid, white schools were administered by the House of Assembly (HOA); 
designated coloured schools by the House of Representatives (HOR); Indian schools by the 
House of Delegates (HOD) and African schools in the urban townships, by the Department 
of Education and Training (DET). It should be noted that there were a very small number of 
HOD schools in the city. For convenience, the acronyms are often still employed as signifiers 
of a school’s pre-1994 association. In the Western Cape, post-1994 schools are designated in 
official documentation as ‘WCED’ schools.

31 This is a pseudonym.

32 In the broader context of township schooling, Sekete et al. (2001) propose that just under half 
(45%) of children do not attend their neighbourhood school.

33 A media release from the office of the Minister of Education dated 6 February 2014 provides 
a comprehensive overview of the situation in this regard from 2010-2014 (www.wced.school.
za/comms/press/2014/13_6feb.html)

34 Given the relative high levels of functionality in the system, most enrolments are finalised 
prior to the end of the previous school year.

35 Around 5 750 learners (29%) of the 2014 new enrolments from the Eastern Cape are indi-
cated as being in Metro East (i.e. MEED). It is not known how many were in Khayelitsha 
schools, but other communities experiencing significant growth in the district are those in 
Lwandle/Strand.

36 That a further 16 joined in Grade 1 is not seen as significant because this school, as with 
others in the township, can only accommodate a limited number of learners in its reception 
(Grade R) year classes. Indeed, in many schools up to half of Grade 1 learners previously at-
tended community crèches.

37 All schools in Khayelitsha are nominally no-fee schools.

38 According to the WCED ‘Find a School’ website, their annual fees in 2015 range from R2 460 
(St Michaels) to R6 000 (Eagle Wings Christian school).

39 For more information see CDE (2010).

40 According to the 2011 Census data, of the 117 363 households in Khayelitsha, only 4 743 
have monthly incomes of over R12 801 and a mere 1 410, over R25 601.

41 With a combined (Grades R-12) total of around 15 000 learners.

42 Independent schools are eligible for government subsidies on a sliding scale depending on 
the fees each school charges and, by implication, the community it serves. Responsibility for 
paying these subsidies lies with the provincial education departments. The maximum subsidy 
amounts to 60% of the equivalent public school allocation per learner. All three independent 
schools in Khayelitsha receive such a subsidy.

43  Females (51.1%) and males (48.9%).

44 The GPI reflects girls’ level of access to education compared to that of boys. This is calculated 
for each school phase. A GPI of less than 1 indicates that there are fewer girls than boys in 
the formal education system in proportion to the appropriate school-age population. A GPI 
of more than 1 means that there are proportionately more girls than boys attending school. A 
score of 1 reflects equal enrolment rates for boys and girls.
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45 Besides two compulsory languages, home and first additional, there are essentially three sub-
ject streams: 1) general academic: history and geography; 2) mathematics and the sciences 
(physical and life sciences); and 3) commerce: accounting, business studies and economics.

46 Dinaledi means ‘star’ in Sesotho. This project is a lynchpin of the Department of Basic Educa-
tion’s National Strategy for Mathematics, Science and Technology Education (NSMSTE), the 
main purpose of which is to improve performance and participation rates in mathematics, life 
and physical sciences. Over the years the project has grown to involve 500 secondary schools 
across the country. As designated Dinaledi schools, they are provided with additional teaching 
and learning resources, including (in some provinces) the allocation of an extra teaching post – 
generally intended to allow the school to appoint an additional mathematics teacher.

47 It is also offered in some township schools - a remnant subject offering (so to speak). Three 
Khayelitsha schools had, between them, 58 writing this subject in 2014.

48 Nationally, enrolments in the TVET college sector have doubled over the past five years.

49 According to the DHET 2013/2014 Annual Report the provisional academic performance 
indicates that Level 2, 3 and 4 candidates achieved certification rates of 32.8%, 30.2% and 
37.1% respectively.

50 Pre-1994 white (i.e. ex-Model C) schools in the Western Cape were run by the Cape Education 
Department, hence the designation of such schools in the official databases as CED schools.

51 As noted by Larey (2012) the Focus schools were never intended to have an open  
admissions policy.

52 The Khanya project (2001–2011) was an ambitious e-learning initiative of the WCED.

53 In the MSEP project, the poor state of the computer laboratory facilities at Fynbos High was 
seen as evidence of the growing levels of dysfunctionality at the school.

54 Census 2011, 98.7% indicated that isiXhosa is their home language.

55 It is possible that a small number may move on to Fezeka, in Gugulethu, which also offers 
Sesotho, but given the distances involved no doubt their numbers are few.

56 Ironically, there were more in the late 1980s (see Clark & Linder 2006).

57  Taylor et al. (2003: 54) point out that the difficulties associated with studying in a language 
other than one’s home language are more pronounced in mathematics. Similar concerns have 
been raised in the sciences (see for example Rollnick 2000).

58 Introduced in 1999, the policy was seen as an interim measure only. The argument put for-
ward for eliminating it was that language competency had improved.

59 The difficult question of learner performance in Khayelitsha and how best it should be 
judged will be considered later.

60 In 1994, the 14 secondary schools in Khayelitsha accounted for 42% of those in the City; 
by 2015, the 20 in the township represented 38% of the total. In education provision terms, 
Khayelitsha and Philippi appear to have reached a level of stability similar to that of the older, 
more established townships of Langa and Gugulethu/Nyanga/Crossroads. A similar trend is 
reflected among primary schools.

61 For convenience, the two outliers (in Mowbray and Noordhoek) have been grouped together.
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62 Starting in 1997, there was a seven-year period in which steady gains were seen in Matric pass 
rates. At the time this was presented by the State as evidence of broader systems-improvement 
post 1994, and politically defended as such. However, growing scepticism about levels of school 
performance, accompanied by a change in political leadership and coupled with a switch to a 
modified curriculum, seemed to create the conditions for a period of downward adjustment. 
Over the next six years national pass rates dropped by 12.6% from a high of 73.2% in 2003, to 
60.2% in 2009. Thereafter we once again entered a period of growth, with a minor ‘hiccup’ in 
2014 when the fourth curriculum iteration reached Matric.

63 Each year, Umalusi (Council for Quality Assurance in General and Further Education and 
Training) issues a report on the National Senior Certificate (NSC) examinations and assess-
ment of the Department of Basic Education (DBE). See www.umalusi.org.za/documents/
quality assurance.

64 For further details of the complexities and challenges of Curriculum 2005 and the subse-
quent Revised National Curriculum Statement (RNCS), see Engelbrecht and Harding (2008).

65 Jansen (1998), in a critique of OBE, argues that the schools least able to cope with the  
demands of the new curriculum would suffer the most.

66 This is pure conjecture. Any suggestion that Matric results are open to undue (i.e. purely  
politically motivated) manipulation at the national and/or provincial level is vigorously denied 
by both the DBE and Umalusi, the certifying authority.

67 This interpretation conforms closely to Van Der Berg’s (2008) observation that schools in this 
country can be categorised as operating under separate data-generating processes.
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A snapshot of a partner primary 
school: Intshayelelo Primary 
Jonathan Clark and Mxolisi Mbobo

Chapters 3 and 4 have been written in collaboration with the principals of two of 
the Schools Improvement Initiative (SII) partner schools: Intshayelelo Primary and 
Usasazo Secondary schools. Our decision to co-author was based on the extent of 
the partnership with both schools, which in the case of Intshayelelo began in 2013 
and in the case of Usasazo, 2016. The extent of the collaborative process involved 
discussions between the authors to identify and agree on the content and framing of 
each of the two chapters. Given that this occurred in the context of the broader SII 
partnership, the intention of both chapters is to provide a snapshot of the schools.

In this chapter we focus on one of the five partner schools, Intshayelelo Primary, 
with the aim of describing a school context in Khayelitsha. 

We decided to describe this particular school as it was one of the first university–
school partnerships to have been set up through the SII. Since the start of the 
partnership in 2013 the SII collaborated with this school to implement a number of 
programmes, one of the earliest being the establishment of the new library. Also, from 
the beginning of 2014, UCT students from the Faculty of Health Sciences and the 
School of Education were placed at Intshayelelo to undertake their practice learning, 
with the result that various projects have been introduced through these placements. 
As described in the chapters of this publication, these programmes have been 
implemented through the partnership in response to the school’s needs, as identified 
in collaboration with the school during the SII’s initial stage of the engagement.1 In 
addition to the student-based activities, interventions have been introduced at the 
level of leadership, management, and teacher professional development.

Over and above the range of university-based programmes, the vigour of the 
partnership is suggested by the school’s position within it. The principal of 
Intshayelelo has been actively engaged in the SII partnership, playing a key role 
since its start. He has contributed immensely to the integration of the initiative 
into the daily operational structures of the school as well as the inclusion of the SII 
activities into the SIP. As illustrated in this volume, it is this level of participation and 
engagement that underscores the SII’s notion of partnership.

In presenting the example of Intshayelelo, we wish to make the point that, while 
there are unique elements to this school, in many ways it is no different to the other 
34 primary schools in Khayelitsha. This, as explained in Chapter 2 (Clark), is largely 
the result of the uniformity of conditions, marked as they are by high levels of 
poverty and unemployment within the broader community.

3
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The name ‘Intshayelelo’ means ‘Introduction’ in isiXhosa. The school is located in 
Ilitha Park – a suburb that, with its bonded free-standing houses, is as close to middle-
class affluence as is possible in Khayelitsha. The school opened in 1994, a time of rapid 
growth that saw large swathes of dunefield flattened and seasonal wetlands drained to 
accommodate the thousands of people who were moving into the area. 

With its reputation for being academically stronger than many of the neighbouring 
schools, a place at Intshayelelo is sought after. The majority of learners live in and 
around Ilitha Park, although some travel from other parts of the township to attend 
the school. In 2017, the enrolment was 1 206, with an almost equal number of girls 
(587) and boys (619). While learner numbers have been fairly steady over the past few 
years, the 6% decline from 2016 has been welcomed, given the over-crowding that was 
experienced in some classes that year. There is a relatively even spread of learners across 
the different grades.2 Grade R is the smallest because, in line with policy, each class at 
this level is capped at a maximum of 30 learners, and there are only four classrooms 
available. Grade 4, on the other hand, has the largest numbers, which reflects the fact 
that – generally – more learners have to repeat this year than any other grade. The 
reason for this is that Grade 4 marks the transition from the Foundation Phase (Grades 
R–3) in which the home language (isiXhosa) is used as the medium of instruction, to 
the Intermediate Phase. In this phase all subjects (besides mother tongue) are taught in 
English, the learners’ second language. A survey of Intshayelelo Grade 7s undertaken 
by the SII in 2014 provided a snapshot of throughput and retention rates for this grade 
over the course of the learners’ primary school years. An analysis of the data revealed 
that there is a relatively small influx of learners into each grade, and around one in 
five had repeated a year by Grade 7. However, more than half of the cohort had been 
together since starting at the school in either Grade R or Grade 1. 

This grade profile reflects a degree of stability – retaining a tight control over enrolment 
is not an insignificant achievement in a context where schools find themselves subjected 
to a number of enrolment pressures. These range from having to accommodate the 
children of families relocating from (mainly) the Eastern Cape to parents wanting to 
transfer their children from neighbouring schools. Added to this the Western Cape 
Education Department (WCED) tries to ensure that as many children as possible 
progress with their age cohort from one year to the next. Failure rates are consequently 
remarkably low (outside of Grade 4).3 This throughput imperative may, at times, over-
ride other considerations, such as the learners’ state of readiness for the next grade. 

Faced by such competing demands, the management of grade enrolments requires 
a degree of organisational juggling by the principal and his management team. This 
is a significant challenge given the material and human resource constraints with 
which schools such as Intshayelelo have to contend. Only so many desks and chairs 
can be accommodated in each classroom, and additional WCED-funded teaching 
posts are difficult to come by.4 This feature, which is typical of working-class 
schooling, is by and large absent from schools in more privileged (i.e. middle-class) 
settings. These are inherently more stable, and there is far tighter control over access 
to places resulting in the smoother movement of learners between grades.
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As with all other schools in the township, Intshayelelo is a no-fee school so it relies 
on the State’s annual per-learner allocation of funds to cover its non-personnel costs. 
This includes textbooks, stationery, infrastructure maintenance costs, and other day-
to-day running expenses (such as electricity and water). The per-learner amount is 
calculated according to a formula in the National Norms and Standards for School 
Funding (NNSSF). In 2017, as a Quintile 3 school this came to R1 243 for each 
registered learner; of which 30% has to be set aside for the purchase of learning and 
teaching support materials (LTSMs). 

Besides the separate grant provided for the Grade Rs (amounting to R26 per learner 
per school day in 2017), the school receives a subsidy to pay for its ADSL/internet 
connection as well as funds to pay the six kitchen staff a monthly stipend of just over 
R1 000 each. In financial terms, Intshayelelo is a self-managing Section 215 school, 
which means that departmental funding is deposited twice yearly directly into its 
bank account. This status was only acquired in early 2017 and, as discussed below, it 
involves considerable responsibilities. 

Financially, the school struggles to make ends meet. Although no-fee schools are (as 
implied) unable to charge fees, the school governing body (SGB) does request that 
the parents make a small voluntary contribution each year. In 2017, this was set at 
R100 per learner, and is put towards covering the cost of computer maintenance, 
and maintaining SMS communication6 with parents. The SGB has authorised the 
raising of these monies but, given the socioeconomic circumstances of many of the 
families, the school is fortunate to collect this contribution from half the parents in 
any one year.

The school premises
Compared with many other Khayelitsha schools, Intshayelelo occupies a relatively 
small piece of land. With limited space available the school does not have a hall  
or playing field.7 These constraints have also resulted in a somewhat atypical  
school design. The six single-storey classroom blocks, together with the  
administration offices, form an enclosed quadrangle with a number of separate 
courtyards that function as both playground and assembly area. There are four 
ablution blocks, two at each end of the building. However, given the size of the 
school, they are barely adequate. The backyards of neighbouring houses crowd  
the perimeter fence on two sides. The buildings are well maintained, and the 
grounds staff take great care to ensure that the premises are kept clean and litter 
free. This is a constant battle, for the school is over-crowded, and everywhere  
there is sand, particularly in summer. This is a constant reminder of the township’s 
wind-swept location.

Inside the classrooms the signs of more than 20 years of wear and tear are even more 
evident. Here there is the ever-present press of numbers. In many rooms, desks and 
chairs are crammed very close together. As noted earlier, the largest classes are all in 
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Grade 4, three of which accommodate 44 learners each. And, with the average class 
size across Grades 1–7 of 39, there is often very little free space available for teachers 
to move around. Given the level of provisioning in the Western Cape, the school 
does not have sufficient chairs and desks for each learner, even though supplies are 
topped up on a regular basis. There is also a shortage of teacher desks and cupboards. 
According to the principal, there has been no additional provisioning since the 
school opened in 1994. In 2015, Intshayelelo was fortunate to be one of five schools 
in Khayelitsha chosen to receive surplus stock from the Provincial Legislature. When 
the school was built, all the classrooms were fitted with chalkboards which are still 
in use. A number of electronic whiteboards are scheduled to be installed in the near 
future. 

There are four classes for each grade from 1 to 7, which makes 28 class groups. 
Learners usually stay in their home classrooms for the duration of the school 
day. Besides these classrooms, there is a small, well-stocked library with an inter-
connected teaching venue that is also the school’s designated multi-media centre. 
Whereas 10% of the annual NNSSF allocation (around R130 000) is intended for 
allocation to the library, this is rarely possible given the other demands on these 
funds. Fortunately the partnership with the SII has facilitated the school’s appointing 
a full-time library assistant. 

Another classroom has been assigned to the school’s fulltime LSEN (Learners with 
Special Educational Needs) teacher.8 The cost of this post is covered separately  
by the Western Cape Education Department (WCED).

There is a designated science laboratory, which is essentially a standard classroom 
partially fitted-out with storage cupboards and a sink. Although it has a fairly 
substantial stock of equipment, it is barely functional, and there is little effective 
utilisation of the available science resources. This is in contrast to the library, which 
is well utilised. There is also a well-maintained computer laboratory with server 
and 25 desktop PCs that were installed in 2015, but it is small, and cannot easily 
accommodate the different class groups. However there is space for a few more 
machines, and the school has plans to purchase a further seven PCs in the near 
future. As is the trend elsewhere, the shift in South Africa is towards portable, less 
static e-learning facilities. Intshayelelo is fortunate to be participating in a WCED 
Initiative called the ‘100 Schools Project.’ Through this they have received an 
allocation of 99 tablets for use in the Foundation Phase classes. Another initiative, 
the MicroSoft USO project, has recently delivered 24 tablets, three laptop computers, 
a desktop computer and two printers that will be utilised in the multi-media centre 
(Rademeyer 2016). Going forward, the challenge the school faces will not be a 
shortage of e-learning resources, but rather how best they can be utilised in support 
of teaching and learning in the classroom. 

On one corner of the school grounds, a separate building accommodates the four 
grade R classes. Outside there is a sandy play area with a jungle gym. 
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As alluded to above, textbooks are afforded out of the per-learner allocation of 
funds from the education department. By and large the textbook shortages that can 
bedevil schooling in other parts of the country are absent from the Western Cape. 
As is common practice with township schools, books are purchased through an 
independent stockist and the district office plays its part in ensuring that the school 
places orders timeously. Workbooks, around which most of the day-to-day teaching 
and learning is structured, are provided by the department.

When it comes to stationery, parents are expected to provide their child(ren) with 
pens and pencils. Following a quite common practice in Khayelitsha, the school 
purchases exercise books for its learners, and in so doing spends a considerable 
amount of money in the process (around R200 000 in 2017). 

Intshayelelo owns four photocopying machines, a donation made a few years ago 
by a benefactor to the school. One machine is assigned to the Foundation Phase, 
and is kept in the HOD’s office. There is a similar arrangement in the InterSen.9 
The remaining two machines are housed in the administration block. Maintenance 
costs are high, and photocopying paper is expensive so each learner is expected to 
contribute a ream of paper. This is common practice in Khayelitsha primary schools. 
As with the voluntary contribution to school fees, the school is fortunate if it collects 
this paper from half the children. Even so, 500-odd reams goes some way to off-
setting the school’s printing expenses.

The school day
The school day commences at 8:00 a.m. For the younger children in Grades 1 and 
2, school ends at 1:45 p.m; from Grade 3 upwards, 2:00 p.m. The Foundation Phase 
is located in a section of the building that is slightly separated from the rest, and a 
manual bell is rung to indicate break times and period changes. For the other grades, 
time is marked by a siren. Periods are generally 30 minutes long, and there are two 
breaks – a short, 15-minute one at 10:00 a.m. and a slightly longer 20-minute break 
at 12 noon. In the Foundation Phase, the class teacher is a generalist responsible 
for all subjects. From Grade 4 onwards, there is an increasing degree of subject 
specialisation offered by teachers, who move from class to class. 

Staff briefings are held daily at 7:45 a.m. All teachers are expected to attend but, 
according to the principal, there are always a handful of habitual late-comers. 
Recently a biometric system was installed in the administration block to clock in 
teachers. This data is uploaded by 10:00 a.m. each morning onto the education 
department’s HCMS10 platform. The monitoring of teacher attendance in this 
way has markedly reduced late-coming and absenteeism amongst the staff. As the 
principal put it: ‘it’s (all in) your thumb!’ With this system in place, it is more difficult 
for teachers to dispute their arrival time at school in the morning. 

Learner absenteeism is also relatively low and, with many of the learners living in 
close proximity to the school, late-coming is also not a major problem. 
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Weather permitting, assemblies are scheduled to take place every Friday. With 
almost 1 200 learners in Grades 1 to 7 having to stand out in the open air, it is not 
surprising that assembly is kept short. Generally it lasts no longer than 15 minutes. 
It is hard to hold the attention of so many young children, particularly on a cold 
winter’s day or when the wind is blowing (as it does for days on end in summer). So 
after a hymn and a prayer, announcements are read out, and the learners are escorted 
back to their classes by their teachers.

There are a number of school monitors – four Grade 6s and eight Grade 7s – who 
assist teachers by patrolling the playgrounds during break, and who are on gate duty 
both before and after school. Some of the monitors also help out in the library. 

Feeding scheme
As with all other no-fee schools, Intshayelelo participates in the DBE’s National 
School Nutrition Programme (NSNP).11 The food is supplied by the Department, 
and preparing over 1 300 meals a day is a considerable undertaking for which there 
are two kitchen areas. These are housed in refurbished shipping containers, and are 
staffed by a team of six local women. There are guidelines for what food should be 
prepared – beans, soya and lentils are common sources of protein, and the school 
makes every attempt to ensure the learners receive a nutritious meal. The meal is 
served at 10:00 a.m. during the 15-minute short break. For many learners this may 
be their one square meal of the day. 

While township schools are encouraged to grow their own food, and some have 
flourishing vegetable gardens, Intshayelelo is not one of these schools. There is a 
fenced-off area in a corner of the school intended for growing vegetables, but this 
has never been much more than a sandy patch of ground.

Health care
If a child reports sick at school, they can be given a referral letter that they, 
accompanied by a parent or guardian, can take to the local primary health care 
clinic. There is also a team of school nurses based at the Michael Mapongwana 
Regional Hospital, located just over a kilometre away. However given the large 
number of schools they have to cover, it is hardly surprising that their visits are few 
and far between. Clinic visits tend to be for the purpose of vaccination (Grade 4s 
were recently targeted) and deworming programmes. Not that the school is entirely 
without its own resources. Two teachers who are members of the school’s Health and 
Safety Committee have attended first aid classes, and the school has a designated sick 
bay. Although, as per departmental regulations, teachers are strictly forbidden from 
dispensing any medication to learners. 

When it comes to issues of safety and security, as discussed in Clark (Chapter 
2), crime is prevalent. Schools, with their electronic equipment (data projectors, 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   57 03/10/2018   06:38



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

58

computers and tablets), are targets for criminals, particularly over weekends and 
during school holidays. Intshayelelo has had its fair share of burglaries in recent 
years, and currently employs a private security company that provides an armed 
response service. Additionally, it is one of a cluster of six schools in the area that 
benefits from the WCED’s funding of additional private security during the holidays.

During the school day, access to the school grounds is carefully controlled. There is 
a single point of entry – an electric gate that opens directly onto a small parking area 
where teachers park their cars. This is kept shut, and the supervisor is responsible 
for monitoring the gate. Once in the school, all visitors have to report to the 
secretary’s office in the administration block, where they are expected to sign the 
official WCED register. A CCTV security camera that covers the car park and school 
entrance is monitored from the principal’s office. 

Very little cash is kept on the premises, and Intshayelelo has been fortunate (unlike 
a number of the neighbouring secondary schools) to not have been the victim of an 
armed robbery. Given the environment of the school, however, everyone is vigilant 
at all times.

The staff
Intshayelelo is run by a principal, two deputies and five heads of department 
(HODs), who constitute the school management team (SMT), and who deal with 
virtually all of the administrative work. It takes time, and no small effort, to build a 
strong, coherent management team with the prerequisite knowledge and experience 
to manage the complexity of a school with over 1 200 learners. At the beginning 
of 2017, only one of the HODs was in a permanent position, and the rest were 
serving in acting capacities. With this grouping constituting the all-important 
middle management of the school, it is never ideal to have these positions filled by 
temporary appointments. Also, these posts offer promotion opportunities for which 
there is often stiff competition, and sometimes outright contestation, among staff  
at the school. 

In addition to the managers, all of whom have worked their way up through the 
teaching ranks, there are two clerical assistants and a supervisor, who is responsible 
for overseeing the work of the two cleaners. 

Outside of the SMT, there are currently 23 teachers on the staff, of whom 16 are 
permanent and seven are on contract. The school cannot afford to employ any teachers 
in governing body posts, which are such a typical feature in middle-class schools in 
South Africa.12 In terms of qualifications, most of the older teachers qualified at a 
teacher training college, whereas the younger teachers tend to have completed a four-
year Bachelor of Education (B.Ed) degree at one of the local universities. Only two 
staff members have had some experience of teaching outside of a township or the rural 
Eastern Cape context. Intshayelelo has a fairly stable teaching staff. Nine teachers have 
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been at the school since it opened its doors over 20 years ago, and 11 others have more 
than ten years of service at the school. Their average age is 47 and, as is common in 
primary schools, by far the majority (80%) are women.

Everyone teaches, including the principal and his two deputies.13 In the junior grades 
(R–4), the learners are taught all subjects by their class teacher. From Grade 4 onwards 
there is an increasing level of subject specialisation, and teachers rarely have more 
than one free period a day. With the heads of department also having to maintain 
their allocation of teaching, there is (for instance) very little spare capacity to oversee 
the classes of teachers who are absent. Replacement/stand-in teachers are a luxury 
that schools such as Intshayelelo are unable to afford directly out of school funds, 
although the Department will cover the salary of a replacement if a teacher is absent 
for 15 or more days. On average, one or two teachers are absent on a daily basis so it 
is inevitable that, on any given day, some classes will be left to their own devices with 
only nominal oversight from an SMT member. The situation is alleviated somewhat 
by the presence, at various times of the year, of student teachers from one of the local 
universities who can substitute for absent teachers. Significantly, due to its relatively 
constant year-on-year learner enrolments, the school has generally avoided having to 
deal with fluctuating staff allocations, which have had a negative impact on schooling 
in some other parts of the country. Even so, no-fee schools such as Intshayelelo 
rarely find themselves with surplus funds that will allow them to make governing 
body appointments. So any loss of teachers is organisationally most disruptive, and 
invariably has negative knock-on effects in the staffroom.14 

As with other township schools, the management of Intshayelelo has to contend 
with certain staffroom dynamics that are by and large absent from schools in other 
contexts. A particularly South African phenomenon is the (often deep) ambivalence 
with which some teachers position themselves in relation to authority be it either 
their employer, the provincial education department, or – closer to home – their 
school principal. This may be seen as a legacy effect of apartheid, which has a deep 
and often negative impact on what happens in schools. This results in an under-
current of conflict, related to authority, that creates an unstable organisational 
environment with constrained and at times compromised leadership.15 

This is evidenced by events in Khayelitsha. Over the past few years a number of 
schools have experienced severe disruptions that, on at least two occasions, have 
resulted in principals being forced out of their schools. It is common knowledge that, 
in both incidents, teachers participated one way or another in the protest action. 
This is suggestive of an entrenched crisis of authority in schooling communities in 
Khayelitsha.16 Moreover, this is something that principals are mindful of, and will 
inevitably be called upon to confront at one time or another during their term of 
office. Intshayelelo is no exception in this regard.

It can be argued that, in their attempts to maintain appropriate levels of school 
functionality, principals and their management teams at schools such as Intshayelelo 
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are forced to confront and manage organisational challenges that are far greater  
than those experienced by their counterparts in more privileged settings.  
Consider the role of the HODs, who constitute the middle management of the 
school. It is they who have to bear the twin burdens of management and teaching 
responsibilities. An example is Mrs Komani17 who, in addition to teaching 
accounting and economic management sciences (EMS) in the four Grade 7 classes, 
oversees the work of the Grade 5 teachers and is their Grade Head. She also takes 
responsibility for the computer laboratory, is the SGB secretary, and coordinates a 
number of other school committees.

Governance
Intshayelelo has a functioning SGB with duly elected representatives drawn 
from the parent body and staff. As laid out in the South African Schools Act 
(No 84 of 1996), the SGB is afforded a significant degree of authority over 
the affairs of the school and is tasked to ensure that the school is governed in 
the best interest of all the stakeholders (DBE n.d.). The SGB’s responsibilities  
are varied and include administering, maintaining and controlling the school’s 
property, buildings and grounds, adopting a constitution and determining the  
extent to which the local community can use the school for social purposes (such  
as church gatherings). 

A critical area, particularly in a Section 21 school, is providing oversight of the 
school’s finances. This can include anything from preparing an annual budget and 
submitting it to the parent body for approval, to drawing up and submitting audited 
financial statements to the WCED. The school principal is a member of the SGB in 
his official capacity, and has a responsibility for supporting and providing assistance 
to the body, while at the same time answering to his employer, the WCED. This 
dual role is not without its tensions. The school’s finances, for which the principal is 
directly responsible in his capacity as the chief accounting officer, need to be most 
carefully managed.

Further, a principal cannot take for granted that the different constituencies 
represented on the SGB will always pull in the same direction when it comes to 
issues – for example – of school governance. The SGB has considerable say over 
the appointment of teachers. As alluded to earlier, this can generate contestation – 
particularly when it comes to promotion posts such as the heads of department and 
deputy principals. Not only is there often fierce competition for these posts, but the 
process of filling them is invariably protracted and often disputed. 

Parental involvement
Meetings are held quarterly, the focus of which is to provide parents/guardians with 
feedback on their children’s academic progress. In order to accommodate as many 
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people as possible these are generally held on Saturday afternoons. Unless there is 
a burning issue to be dealt with, rarely more than 100 parents will attend. The one 
meeting for which there is generally a higher turnout is the election of the five parent 
representatives on the SGB, which is held every three years. All in all, as is the case 
in many schools, the principal has a challenging task ensuring that the SGB’s efforts 
remain firmly focused on supporting the school’s stated intention of providing 
quality teaching and learning. 

Despite its challenges, Intshayelelo is a relatively stable school. When it comes to 
academic performance, as noted earlier, the school is perceived by the community 
to be one of the more successful schools in Khayelitsha. The only external measure 
that allows a judgement to be made in this regard is the annual provincial Grade 3 
and 6 systemic language and mathematics tests,18 which are written towards the end 
of the year by all learners in the two grades. 

Intshayelelo’s performance in these systemic tests is variable. In Grade 3, over the 
past four years (2013–2016) the results in isiXhosa, the language of learning and 
teaching (LoLT) in the Foundation Phase, have weakened year-on-year to the 
extent that the results are at the same level as neighbouring schools.19 However, this 
pattern is reversed in Grade 6, where over the same period, the English results have 
shown steady improvement. The school’s learners now perform above the average 
for Quintile 3 schools. In mathematics, the school has generally performed well 
compared to schools in similar contexts, but the quite significant drop between  
2015 and 2016 was met with some consternation by the principal and staff. 
Significantly the Grade 6 results, like the language results, continue to improve from 
one year to the next. 

District support
The Western Cape is widely viewed as having a high-functioning provincial education 
department,20 with its district-based support model viewed as a particular strength 
of the schooling system. The eight education districts are primarily responsible 
for the management of education, while the WCED head office based in central 
Cape Town is responsible for research, strategic planning, policy development and 
coordination, among other services.

All Khayelitsha schools fall within Metropole East Education District (MEED), 
which is based in Kuilsriver, approximately 15 km from Khayelitsha. Intshayelelo is 
part of Circuit 5, which is one of ten circuits in the district. Circuit 5 consists of 13 
primary, 7 secondary and 5 independent schools, not all of which are in Khayelitsha. 
This is an intentional move on the part of MEED to ensure that each circuit includes 
schools from different geographical localities in the district. The circuit is managed 
by a circuit manager who is an experienced ex-principal and has been responsible 
for Intshayelelo for a number of years. The circuit manager heads up a team of 
officials comprising a number of subject advisors and various other support staff 
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including a school psychologist, social worker and learning support advisor. With 
this team the circuit manager is tasked with providing a range of services, and takes 
primary responsibility for the development of school management, governance 
and administration, and teacher development and support. He or she is often the 
principal’s first port of call when there is an organisational issue to address. Subject 
advisors also visit the school to offer advice and support to teachers in areas of 
curriculum delivery. Additional support from the district is offered through a range 
of in-service workshops and courses. 

In the past, teachers did not welcome departmental officials into their classrooms21 
but there has been less resistance in recent years, and, at Intshayelelo, teachers are 
amenable to subject advisors offering classroom-based support. However, these 
officials are often over-extended. For example, the Foundation Phase subject advisor 
in Circuit 5 has to assist teachers in 13 primary schools. With each school having 
– on average – 12 class teachers in this phase, the advisor has to support close to 
200 teachers. Despite all the district’s best intentions then, the principal and staff of 
Intshayelelo are by and large reliant on their own resources. The complex dynamics 
of running a large, under-resourced primary school in a community such as 
Khayelitsha, while at the same time striving to provide quality teaching and learning, 
makes this task quite daunting.

It is in support of this imperative that the school established a partnership with the 
SII in 2013. Over the years, the initiative has expanded its work with the school. 
Table 3.1 summarises the extent of this engagement in 2017.

Table 3.1 Summary of SII Activities at Intshayelelo Primary

Leadership and management • Participation in principals’ community of practice
• Organisational management support provided to SMT

Curriculum support • Teacher professional development including classroom-
based support for mathematics, sciences and language

• Grade R: Support for implementation of R-Maths 
programme

Learner support programmes • Grade 6 and 7 homework programme tutored by 
COSAT

• Grade 11s 
Infrastructural development • Library: Established in collaboration with The Bookery 

and Rotary
• Library assistant co-funded (with school) and provided 

with ongoing support
UCT professional practice • Teaching practice: PGCE student teachers

• Practice learning: 
- occupational therapy: community development 

practice and child learning, development and play;
- speech–language therapy; 
- audiology

Source: Compiled by the authors
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Further details of the various components of the SII’s partnership with Intshayelelo 
will be described in later chapters of this publication, with a particular focus on 
processes of engagement. 

Notes
1 The case study approach is described in detail in Chapter 1 (Silbert, Clark & Parker), and 

again in Chapter 4 (Silbert & Barnes).

2 Grade 1: 148; Grade 2: 141; Grade 3: 155; Grade 4: 175; Grade 5: 167; Grade 6: 150; and  
Grade 7: 150.

3 Unverified data suggests that the throughput rates are well above 90% in Grade 3 and Grade 6.

4 For an overview of the post-provisioning process in public ordinary schools in South Africa 
see Sephton (2017).

5 Section 21 of the South African Schools Act (SASA) makes provision for schools to self- 
manage the per-learner funding made available by the education department. Section  
20 schools, on the other hand, have limited autonomy over their funds. They cannot procure 
textbooks or services by themselves, but need to request funding for these items from their 
education district.

6 With such high levels of cellphone usage in the country, SMS-ing offers schools an effective 
way of communicating with parents. However, the SMS bundles are not cheap, given the high 
cellular call and data costs in South Africa.

7 At the beginning of 2017 the school was notified that its application to the National Lottery 
for funding for a soccer pitch had been successful. Because the R300 000 award will not cover 
the cost of preparing the ground, assistance will have to be sought from the local council. 
(There is just enough space to fit in a single pitch.)

8 In line with national policy, the WCED provides support for learners in mainstream schools 
as far as possible. Some mainstream schools have been designated full-service schools, and 
offer support via what is known as a unit class. Intshayelelo is one such school.

9 As the Intermediate Phase (Grades 4 – 6) and Senior Phase (Grade 8) are commonly referred to.

10 The Western Cape Government’s online Human Capital Management System.

11 Intshayelelo’s learners are amongst the 9 million children in over 21 000 schools throughout 
the country who benefit from this programme, for which the Department of Basic Education 
budgeted over R6 billion in the 2016/2017 financial year.

12 It is not uncommon for ex-Model C (i.e. previously white) schools to have up to half their 
staff establishment employed in this way.

13 The Departmental Norms and Standards governing teaching allocations are as follows: Post 
Level (PL) 1 teachers: 92% (i.e. 92 out of 100 periods); PL 2 (HODs): 90%; PL 3 (Deputies): 
60%; and PL 4 (Principal): 10%.

14 In public ordinary schools, the staff establishment is dependent on learner enrolments so it 
varies. If numbers drop, teachers are deemed ‘in excess’ and earmarked for redeployment 
elsewhere. The impact tends to be more keenly felt at the secondary school level, where 
teachers are subject specialists.
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15 For more on the role of teachers and in particular teacher unions, see Fleisch (2010) as well 
as Zengele and Coetzer (2014).

16 In support of this argument see Chapter 3 in Clark and Linder (2010). And more broadly, the 
negative long-term impact of the struggle against apartheid on schooling, see for example: 
Khupe et al. (2013).

17 This is a pseudonym.

18 Following the suspension in September 2015 of the Annual National Assessments (ANAs), 
by 2017 the Western Cape was the only province in the country to continue with any form of 
systemic testing.

19 In 2016, the pass rate of 21.2% was marginally lower than that of other schools where  
isiXhosa was the LoLT (23.5%).

20 The province’s district model has been reviewed favourably – see for instance Barber et al. (2010).

21 For many years, teacher unions actively (and successfully) opposed classroom visits by  
departmental officials such as subject advisors.
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A snapshot of a partner secondary 
school: Usasazo High 
Patti Silbert and Patrick Barnes

In this chapter we provide a descriptive account of Usasazo Secondary, an SII partner 
secondary school. Building on Chapter 2 (Clark) and Chapter 3 (Clark & Mbobo) 
we now bring attention to a secondary school context. Although there are unique 
features in this particular school, in many respects it is similar to the other nineteen 
secondary schools in the township, and it is confronted on a daily basis with the same 
challenges as any other school in a working-class community such as Khayelitsha. 
Significantly, the school’s location in Site B, which is a densely populated part of 
the township with high levels of poverty and unemployment, renders it particularly 
vulnerable to crime.

In addition to providing a background and overview of the school, we illustrate 
the programmes and activities that have been introduced through the partnership. 
The differences in content between this chapter and Chapter 3 (Clark & Mbobo) 
relate to the differences between primary and secondary schools in general – both 
in terms of systems and structures, and with regard to processes and procedures. 
An important similarity between the two chapters, on the other hand, is the nature 
and integrity of the partnership that exists with the SII, and the roles played by the 
respective principals,1 teachers and school management teams (SMTs) in ensuring 
the implementation of the programmes. Despite Usasazo being the most recent of 
the five schools to have entered into a partnership with the SII, the strength of the 
partnership is demonstrated by the active engagement of key role players since the 
commencement of activities at the school in January 2016.

In August 2015, the SII project manager conducted a case study at Usasazo (see 
Chapter 1, Silbert, Clark & Parker) after the principal and SMT had expressed the 
wish to enter into a partnership with the SII. As discussed in Chapter 1, the purpose 
of the case study was to gain deeper insight into the school’s systems, structures and 
practices especially with regard to teaching and learning, as well as its ethos, culture 
and relational dynamics. During the case study, a number of observations, interviews 
and focus group discussions were conducted with a range of role players. These 
included the district circuit manager, principal, SMT, teachers, school governing 
body (SGB), ground staff, administration staff, learners and parents. Observations of 
practice took place at a number of different levels with the agreement of all involved, 
and included the observation of classroom teaching, staff meetings and briefings, 
and SMT meetings. Break-time activities for learners and staffroom activities for 
teachers were also observed.2 Focus group discussions involved groups of learners 
from Grades 8 to 12, as well as teachers, parents and ground staff. 

4
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Based on the interviews, observation and focus group discussions, a report that 
focused on the school’s strengths and challenges was compiled. The purpose of this 
report was to generate a sequence of discussions with the SMT and staff regarding key 
development priorities that were to inform a process of whole-school development. 
The report feedback took place on two separate occasions: first with the principal 
and SMT in the form of a meeting, and thereafter with the entire staff body in the 
form of a workshop. On both occasions, in-depth discussion was generated from the 
report, with the result that key development priorities that would inform the various 
programmes and interventions were identified (see Table 4.1).

Background and infrastructure
Usasazo3 Secondary was built in 2004. It is in Metropole East’s Circuit 3, and 
is a Quintile 2, Section 21 no-fee4 school. The school, previously classified as 
‘dysfunctional’, was established in 1995 in Maitland5 with only Grade 8 and 9 
learners. In 2004 the school moved to Khayelitsha and, in 2006, became an FET 
(Further Education and Training) school with Grade 10 to 12 included for the 
first time. The school was amongst those that received an award from the Western 
Cape Education Department (WCED) in 2011 for the greatest improvement in the 
number of students passing the National Senior Certificate6 (NSC) in the province. 
The current principal began working at Usasazo as deputy principal in 2012, and was 
appointed principal in January 2014. Since then he has implemented a number of 
new systems and structures, as highlighted in the sections that follow.

The public school building in Khayelitsha, which was commissioned by the 
Provincial Government, consists of 31 classrooms, a library, a consumer studies 
laboratory, a computer laboratory, a physical science laboratory and a computer 
applications technology (CAT) laboratory.

Designed by an architecture firm in Cape Town,7 the school was built to promote its 
focus, which was, and still is, entrepreneurial education. Subjects such as tourism, 
economics, business studies and CAT were therefore introduced, making Usasazo 
one of the few schools in Khayelitsha with this particular combination of subjects. 
Originally the classrooms on the street side were designed by the architects8 with 
hatches that opened towards the street to allow for interaction with the public.
The intention was that subjects taught in the school would function to service the 
community. However, when the principal was appointed, one of his immediate 
concerns was that these openings could be vulnerable points for criminal activity, so 
they were closed. With the notable increase in crime in the area, the need to secure 
the school was considered an urgent priority.

Similarly, soon after the principal’s appointment he installed a number of CCTV 
cameras throughout the school. These were linked to a computer in his office, 
allowing him to monitor different locations within the school at any particular time, 
and to capture and store information. 
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In a further effort to increase security, four security staff were appointed, two of 
whom are on duty seven nights a week, on weekends and during the school holidays. 
The SGB covers the cost of the security staff, mitigating risk, and preventing 
substantial costs resulting from potential break-ins. Similarly, the caretaker is 
paid a stipend to remain on the premises for an hour after school, allowing the 
teachers to stay at school later in the afternoon with reduced risk to their personal 
safety. These combined safety strategies have brought burglaries to an end. This is 
in contrast to the five primary schools in the same road, where there have been a 
number of incidents of theft and break-ins, particularly over the weekends and in 
the school holidays. The implementation of security measures by the principal was 
well supported by the parent body, as was the introduction of specific measures to 
address late-coming at the school, as outlined below.

In response to the historic problem of late-coming at Usasazo, soon after his 
appointment, the principal installed the ‘Real Time’ (clock-in) system to reduce 
learner absenteeism and late-coming. Every morning, on arrival, learners swipe their 
student cards. Learners who have not swiped their card are identified by the system 
and text messages are automatically sent to parents/guardians notifying them of their 
child’s absenteeism. Learners are monitored every morning by the security guards 
as they clock in to prevent swiping the cards of fellow students. Security fencing 
was erected for the purpose of channelling learners towards the kitchen area after 
swiping their cards, where they are served porridge between 7:30 and 8:00 a.m. 

The entire access system is monitored closely by the principal who communicates 
regularly with the contracted company. Technical adjustments to the software 
program are made when necessary to ensure that the system continues to address 
the needs of the school. One example of system adjustments was the introduction of 
a mobile clocking-in device, so that late-comers (who remain in a separate section) 
can clock in as they arrive. As a result of the functionality of this system at Usasazo, 
the school is used by the company as a model for other schools that may wish to 
implement the system. Learners are expected to pay R5 if they forget their cards, in 
which case they are given temporary access cards. They have a period of two weeks 
to recover their cards, at the end of which they must pay R50 for replacement cards.

Teaching and learning
There are currently 1 345 learners enrolled at the school, many of whom attended 
one of the five primary schools in the same road.9 Overall enrolment numbers are 
relatively stable and, as is typical of other secondary schools in the township (see 
Clark, Chapter 2), the gender parity index is skewed more towards girls. Although at 
Usasazo there is mostly parity across all five grades, in 2017 in total there were 662 
boys and 683 girls on the school roll. The grade enrolment profile10 is also similar 
to that of neighbouring schools with a significant drop-off between Grade 10 and 
Grade 12 (this point is explained further below). 
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There are 39 teachers, of whom one is employed by the SGB; two deputy principals, 
who were both appointed in 2016; and eight members of the SMT, including the 
principal and deputies. 

As with every secondary school in Khayelitsha, the language of learning and teaching 
(LoLT) is English first additional language (FAL). Virtually all of the learners are 
isiXhosa mother-tongue speakers with a small number of isiZulu and Setswana 
speakers. The periods are 50 minutes in length, with one 40-minute break. As at 
Intshayelelo (see Chapter 3, Clark & Mbobo), all members of the SMT are expected 
to teach. The deputies teach three classes each per day and the heads of departments 
(HODs) teach at least five classes. 

As mentioned earlier, the original intention of the school was to develop an 
entrepreneurial focus. Evidence of this is in the partnership with ‘Yes’ (Youth 
Entrepreneur Society) which was introduced at the beginning of 2016. This 
programme, which is sponsored by Eskom11 and ABSA,12 involves learners from 
Grade 8 to 12 who participate in producing and marketing products and services 
for the school and broader community. For example, during 2016 and 2017, learners 
involved in this programme collaborated, under the coordination of a teacher, to 
produce dustbins for recycling. They also operated a cleaning service, which they 
offered to the school. Furthermore, they designed and produced 100 graduation 
gowns for use by the matriculants at Usasazo, with a further 100 that were completed 
in 2017. In addition to saving the school R6 000 in 2016, the gowns are hired out to 
other secondary schools in the community, thereby generating funds. These projects, 
which learners presented as part of the ‘Yes’ competition, resulted in the school being 
placed second in the province, and second in the South African national competition 
for which the school was awarded R25 000. Inspired by the success of the learners in 
this programme, the school entered a further provincial competition, and was once 
again placed in second position, receiving R50 000.

Since the start of the SII partnership, support has been offered to Usasazo teachers in 
mathematics, physical sciences and English first additional language. These subject-
based interventions have taken the form of university-approved short courses 
coupled with classroom-based support (see Table 4.1 and Silbert, Clark & Parker, 
Chapter 1). In March 2017 a new physical science laboratory was launched by the 
SII, enabling ongoing support to be given to teachers in the sciences. Throughout 
the partnership, teacher professional development has taken place in conjunction 
with management support. In turn, capacitation of the deputy principals and 
heads of departments is closely linked to leadership support. Through the SII, 
principals from the partner schools convene every second month for a principals’ 
community of practice (COP) meeting. Through this forum principals are able to 
share best practice and expertise, while ensuring ongoing personal and professional 
development (see Chapter 7, Wylie & Silbert). 
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In 2015, the school was supported by the SAILI (South African Innovative Learning 
Institute) Target Project.13 At the end of 2016 the school received R38 000 from 
SAILI for their improvements in the 2015 results.

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the school did not perform well in the final 
matriculation exams in the past. Recently, though, it has shown signs of improvement. 
For the years 2013 to 2016, the matric pass rates improved significantly from 73.6% 
to 93.3%, and over the same period bachelor passes more than doubled (from 12.8% 
to 27.3%).14 Among the 20 secondary schools in Khayelitsha, Usasazo was placed in 
sixth position in 2015 in terms of matric performance, and jumped to third place 
in 2016. At a provincial level, the school improved from ninth position in Quintile 
2 (out of 59 Quintile 2 schools in the province) in 2015, to fourth position in 2016.

This improvement in performance does however come at some cost, particularly 
when it comes to retention rates across the FET (Grade 10 – 12) phase. As indicated 
earlier, there is a significant drop-off in enrolments as learners progress across the  
phase. For instance, in 2015, there were 343 learners in Grade 10. This number 
dwindled quite significantly with only 186 remaining at the school in Grade 12 in 
2017. This represents a dropout rate of just under 50%, which is on the high side for 
township schools.

Each year the principal and teachers place a strong emphasis on improving Matric 
performance. This is reflected annually by a new target for matriculation passes 
which is displayed on a large banner mounted at the front of the school hall with 
colour coding for the various categories: red for national senior certificate (NSC), 
orange for diploma passes and green for bachelor passes. In 2017 the targets are 10% 
for higher certificates, 40% for diploma passes and 50% for bachelor passes. 

As is usually the case at secondary schools in Khayelitsha, there are very few extra-
mural activities on offer but, since 2015, there has been more focus on sport with 
soccer, rugby and netball being offered as options at senior level. Rugby has recently 
been introduced for girls. There are also after-school programmes in the form of 
the Grade 11 homework programme (see Chapter 10, Galvaan & Silbert) and the 
weekly Grade 11 computer literacy programme offered through the SII (see Table 
4.1). Furthermore, extra tuition is offered in the afternoons for the Grade 12s, and 
on Saturday mornings for the Grade 8s and 9s through TeachOut – one of the UCT 
student volunteerism programmes (see Silbert, Clark & Parker's Chapter 1 and Table 
4.1). Classes are also offered during the school holidays, and there is a Saturday 
morning programme for Grade 12s. It is compulsory for all matriculants to attend 
these extra tuition programmes, and learner attendance is monitored through the 
student cards. Usasazo teachers are recruited to teach economics, life sciences and 
Afrikaans15 on Saturday mornings, as are external tutors from other secondary 
schools in the community.
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Systems and procedures
The school day begins at 8:00 a.m. for learners, and the gates are locked at 8:05 a.m.  
As mentioned earlier, late-coming has been significantly reduced since the 
implementation of the student card system. From an average of 400 to 500 late-
comers on a daily basis, late-coming has reduced to an average of 30 or less per day. 
The few students who arrive late are not permitted to enter class during the first 
period in order to avoid disrupting the lesson. At the end of the first period the 
gate is opened and learners then join their class for the second period. Late-comers 
are expected to pay R1.00 or alternatively participate in community service such as 
rubbish collection. Most opt for the former.

With regard to the late-coming of teachers, this has reduced from 30% to 5% on 
account of the biometrics test. Teacher absenteeism has diminished due to the 
principal enforcing leave without pay in situations in which he deems the reason for 
absenteeism to be invalid. The decision to implement these measures was reached 
in consultation with the teaching staff in an attempt to identify strategies to address 
staff late-coming and absenteeism. In this regard, the principal negotiated with the 
teachers with regard to appropriate procedures for implementation. The agreement 
was reached collaboratively that if teachers were late for more than five days during 
the course of the term, progressive discipline would follow.

Meetings, briefings and assemblies
There has been a concerted effort on the part of the principal and SMT to strengthen 
communication at the school. In 2015 a bulk text system was introduced to improve 
communication with parents. This has proven successful in increasing the numbers 
of parents attending meetings. Similarly, the SMT members communicate with each 
other through a WhatsApp group, which is used regularly.

Communication at the level of professional engagement takes place through regular 
staff and management meetings. SMT and staff briefings are held on alternate days 
of the week, with the result that there are at least two SMT and three staff briefings 
a week. Briefings begin at 7:45 a.m. and end promptly at 8:05 a.m. in time for the 
first period at 8:15 a.m. (after a 10-minute administration period). Staff meetings, 
grade meetings and department meetings are held every second week, therefore 
taking place at least twice a month and are scheduled into the year plan. Teachers are 
informed of these meetings ahead of time, and are reminded prior to the meetings.

It is obligatory for minutes to be taken during all meetings. These are forwarded to the 
deputy, who compiles a synopsis which is forwarded to the principal. SMT members 
are committed to professional development, as evidenced by the fact that they all 
registered for the UCT-approved SACE-registered16 short course, ‘Leading and 
managing a curriculum-delivery team’ in January 2017 (see Table 4.1). This course 
was offered as one of the SII management support interventions. All curriculum 
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planning for the quarter is completed by the end of the previous term, and all tasks 
are submitted ahead of the new term so that the various HODs can monitor and 
moderate the curriculum. Tasks are then submitted by the HODs to the deputy 
principal for final approval. Improvement plans are put in writing for subjects for 
which interventions are needed, and all subject improvement plans are monitored by 
the HODs. One of the deputy principals oversees the subject improvement plans so 
as to assist with monitoring. Similarly the HODs monitor the Grade 12 teachers to 
ensure that the syllabus is timeously completed.

Communication with learners takes place at assemblies, which are held in the school 
hall every Monday morning in the school hall. The school makes use of a sound 
system, and announcements take place on the stage. Either guest speakers are invited 
to address the school, or teachers deliver devotions. Once a term, learner awards are 
held. The top ten learners for each grade are called onto the stage and awarded with 
a certificate of achievement.

Feeding scheme
Between 7:30 a.m. and 8:00 a.m. porridge is served to all learners from the school’s 
prefabricated container. Daily lunch meals are also provided, and prepared by the 
seven kitchen staff members. Non-perishable food is stored in a separate room that 
was renovated soon after the principal was appointed to prevent break-ins, which 
had previously been a common occurrence. 

For improved functioning of the feeding scheme, the principal introduced a crate 
system for the lunch-time meals. A crate was purchased for each class, and a lunch 
box was purchased for each learner in the school. Lunch is served into the lunch 
boxes by the kitchen staff, and these are packed into the crates. Each day at the 
beginning of break, two class representatives fetch the crate, which they carry to 
their specific class, distributing the lunch boxes to the learners. Lunch is eaten  
in the classrooms, and the crates are washed by learners according to a daily  
roster. The success of this system has resulted in the WCED wanting to replicate it 
in other schools.

Extra food from the feeding scheme is given to students who attend Saturday classes, 
as well as the holiday programmes. With the funds generated from the voluntary 
contributions, the school purchases meat and chicken which is served to learners as 
an incentive to attend the extra tuition on Saturdays. 

Conclusion
At Usasazo, it is the shared notion of mutuality and reciprocity that drives the 
university–school partnership. This is illustrated by the school’s commitment 
to, and involvement in, the various programmes (see Table 4.1) that have been 
introduced through the partnership. Each activity is coordinated by a teacher who 
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reports directly to the principal. Frequent meetings are held between the teacher 
coordinator, principal, SII project manager, and the programme coordinator to 
ensure that the programmes operate smoothly. When challenges arise, they are 
addressed through collaboration and consultation. Furthermore, programmes and 
projects are reviewed at the end of each year, or sooner if the need arises. This is in 
order to identify challenges that may impede the smooth running of the activities, 
and to determine effective strategies to strengthen them. It is through a whole-school 
development approach that the SII, in partnership with the school, seeks to bring 
about sustained school improvement. 

Table 4.1 Summary of SII activities at Usasazo High

Leadership and management Participation in principals’ Community of Practice. 
Organisational management support provided to SMT, 
including participation in UCT-approved short course.

Curriculum support Teacher professional development including classroom-
based support for mathematics, sciences and English first 
additional language teachers.

Learner support programmes UCT student organisations: 
Ubunye’s TeachOut: Grade 8 and 9s tuition 
Inkanyezi: Grade 11 career guidance
LAWCO: Grade 10 and 11 constitutional literacy 
Information studies honours students: Grade 10 and 11 
computer literacy
Grade 11 tutors involved in Ummangaliso 
Grade 6 and 7 homework programme

University recruitment (100-UP) Grade 10–12 learners
Infrastructural development Library: Established in collaboration with The Bookery 

and Rotary. Library assistant co-funded (with school) and 
provided with ongoing support.
Science laboratory refurbishment 

UCT professional practice Teaching practice: PGCE student teachers
Capacitation of Grade 11 mentors: Occupational Therapy 
CDP students 

Source: Compiled by the authors

Notes
1 The school principal of Usasazo Secondary, Patrick Barnes, is a co-author of this chapter.

2 For more information on this case study approach, see Chapter 1 (Silbert, Clark & Parker).

3 The name ‘Usasazo’ means ‘to spread’, as in ‘to spread knowledge’.

4 Although Usasazo is a no-fee school, learners are expected to contribute R420.00 annually to 
cover basic costs such as the student access card and photocopy paper.

5 Maitland is an industrial suburb located towards the east of Cape Town.
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6 The NSC (National Senior Certificate) is the certificate granted to learners on successful 
completion of the matriculation examinations.

7 The school was originally designed by Wolff Architects.

8 See http://www.wolffarchitects.co.za/projects/all/first/

9 One of these feeder schools is an SII partner primary school.

10 In 2017 enrolments per grade were as follows: Grade 8: 270; Grade 9: 273; Grade 10: 323; 
Grade 11: 293; Grade 12: 186.

11 Eskom is the national power utility.

12 ABSA is an acronym for Amalgamated Banks of South Africa, a financial services provider.

13 The SAILI TARGET project works in partnership with the Department of Education and the 
Michael and Susan Dell Foundation. The project focuses on schools that have the capacity for 
improvement, and that have been selected from a shortlist provided by WCED. SAILI con-
sults with schools to provide performance insight and to target improvement areas, including 
retention of learners from Grade 8 through to Grade 12; improving Grade 9 systemic testing 
results; and achieving Matric certificate and bachelor passes. The project provides schools 
with a financial incentive to improve their academic output.

14 For a comparison with other Khayelitsha schools, see Clark (Chapter 2).

15 The school is unusual in that around a quarter of the learners take Afrikaans as a second  
additional language up to matriculation level – this is a historical feature of schooling  
in Site B.

16 South African Council for Educators, the national regulatory bodies for teachers.
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Reimagining interdisciplinary collaboration 
through a university–school partnership
Patti Silbert and Roshan Galvaan

Creating opportunities for interdisciplinary service learning that cuts across 
teaching and research (Badat 2013) and promotes community development (Bridger 
& Alter 2007) enables higher education institutions to contribute in relevant ways to 
society (Bossio et al. 2014; Harris 2010; Plank et al. 2011). Practices that encourage 
interdisciplinary collaboration between university students help to strengthen 
community-based engagement with affordances both for the university and the 
learning site. At the level of the university, interdisciplinary collaboration creates 
opportunities for shifting student professional practice, and for academic staff to 
explore ways in which new practices might inform curriculum transformation. At 
the learning site, interdisciplinary collaboration strengthens students’ capacity to 
engage more effectively in service learning that is responsive to the context, while at 
the same time exposing role players within the community to new practices.

This chapter examines the process of building interdisciplinary service learning as an 
emerging practice through the Schools Improvement Initiative (SII). By presenting a 
contextual and reflective approach, we explore how interdisciplinary service learning 
between university students from the Faculty of Health Sciences generates new 
possibilities for transforming practices within both the university and the SII partner 
schools in which the students undertook their professional learning. In many ways, 
the focus of this chapter on critical service learning and interdisciplinarity provides 
a central point for the other chapters in this volume, as it is through these forms of 
learning that new insights were developed, conceptualised and ultimately practised. 
The intention to spotlight interdisciplinarity from the perspective of the university 
students and academic staff members was deliberate. This illustrates the SII’s focus 
on building alternative approaches to knowledge generation, which – for the main 
– are still in their conceptual stages. We wished to explore the possibilities and 
opportunities that arise through engaging in interdisciplinary practices, the extent 
to which these practices become possible in a university–school partnership, and 
– ultimately – the influence this has on the academy and school. The conceptual 
mapping that is presented in this chapter forms a backdrop to Chapters 11 
(Abrahams et al.) and 12 (Gretschel et al.) in which various forms of interdisciplinary 
practices between students are further examined within their specific disciplines.

The notion of interdisciplinarity, as used in this study, refers to the process of 
active interprofessional collaboration between two or more disciplines (Bossio et al. 
2014; Harris 2010; Holley 2009). Moving away from the more traditional pluralist 

5
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approaches applied in health sciences, in which professional disciplines work in 
parallel to address a particular problem (Bossio et al. 2014), the interdisciplinary 
perspective we present in this chapter, and in the publication generally, is based 
on discipline-specific insights and expertise that are drawn on to generate new 
knowledge and understanding, and are applicable to a particular context. This 
implies a commitment by disciplines to work towards developing a conceptual 
synthesis (Van Leeuen 2005). 

Service learning represents a response by students undertaking their professional 
learning to address particular social issues through interdisciplinary collaboration. 
This requires the development of ‘new conceptual strategies to find unity in 
methodological approach[es] between disciplines’ (Lattuca 2001: 11). Both service 
learning and professional learning (elaborated below) are thus viewed through the 
theoretical lens of interdisciplinary collaboration, as defined here. It is against this 
framework that the study sought to address the following questions:

• What are the insights gained from interdisciplinary service learning  
for student practice?

• How can interdisciplinary service learning located within a university–school 
partnership inform new knowledge at the level of the university?

Interdisciplinarity: A review of the literature 
Given the plethora and scope of scholarship on interdisciplinary collaboration, 
we confine the literature review to studies located in the field of health education 
conducted mostly within the last fifteen years. Within this selection there has 
been much interest, both internationally and locally, on the positive benefits of 
interdisciplinary collaboration (Ansari et al. 2004; Infante 2012); as well as its 
challenges and impediments (Ansari & Phillips 2001). Much of this scholarship 
focuses on institutional impacts and curricular enhancements (Brown et al. 2003; 
Harris 2010), and on facilitating teamwork amongst students from a range of 
disciplines (Cahill et al. 2013; Infante 2012). These authors – as well as Bezuidenhout 
et al. (2015), Luke et al. (2009) and others – strongly recommend a collaborative 
approach in the learning and teaching of students and health-care professionals, 
emphasising in particular the role of collaboration in promoting education research 
within the health professions. 

Bezuidenhout et al. (2015) emphasise the need for establishing new relevance 
through collaboration, and recognise that the development of a shared knowledge 
base requires a collaborative approach to generate new areas of inquiry (Harris 
2010). While a number of studies have explored the conceptualisation and influence 
of interdisciplinary collaboration (Klein 1990; Lattuca 2001; Rhoten 2004; Zuber-
Skerritt 1990), fewer have focused on the process as well as the factors that enable 
interdisciplinary engagement. Similarly, there is less available research that considers 
the complexities of disrupting traditional disciplinary frameworks (Bossio et al. 
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2014) in favour of an interdisciplinary approach. As a reflective case study, Bossio 
et al. (2014) offer useful insights into the often complex and nuanced processes of 
building interdisciplinary practice through action research. However, their study 
focuses specifically on the reflections of academic staff members in forming an 
interdisciplinary research group to inform innovative learning and teaching practice.

While many of the theoretical approaches to interdisciplinary collaboration are 
useful in defining this area of research, there has been no study to date that 
examines the experiences of both academic staff and their students in developing an 
interdisciplinary approach to service learning through action research. Nor has there 
been any study that frames this approach as part of an existing university–school 
partnership within the South African context. The implications of this study being 
nested within a university–school partnership are significant for two reasons: firstly, 
the notion of interdisciplinary collaboration is extended beyond the interaction 
between the students and academic staff to involve key role players within the school 
such as the principal and teachers. Secondly, the university–school partnership 
(explained below) calls for context (Bossio et al. 2014; Lattuca 2001) as a critical 
driver in informing the interdisciplinary approach to service learning, and to the 
types of service learning initiatives appropriate within the particular school. The 
significance of these implications is explored in more depth in this chapter.

Service learning within the SII: Potential for interdisciplinary 
practice 
Through the process of engaged scholarship that focuses on learning in – and 
through – context, the SII seeks to provide opportunities for improving teaching and 
learning. At the same time, this process provides sites for UCT students to enhance 
their professional learning experience. This is enacted through the collaboration 
between the SII and the Faculty of Health Sciences at UCT, enabling students from 
the occupational therapy and speech- and language therapy professions to undertake 
their practice learning in the SII partner schools. 

The form of interdisciplinary practice discussed in this chapter constitutes the 
service learning component of each of the occupational therapy and speech- and 
language therapy curricula. As used in the context of this study, service learning 
refers to a form of engaged scholarship that is

a course-based, credit-bearing educational experience in which students 
(a) participate in an organized service activity that meets identified 
community needs and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a way as 
to gain further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation 
of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of personal values and civic 
responsibility. (Bringle et al. 2006: 12)

Underpinning the service-learning imperative is a commitment to educating 
prospective health practitioners in South Africa in ways that explore ‘new methods 
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of practice education and theories of practice, as these evolve as students work with 
marginalized groups of people’ (Duncan & Alsop 2006: 11).

The service-learning aspect of the curriculum, as undertaken at Intshayelelo Primary 
(see Chapter 3, Clark & Mbobo), is incorporated into the credit-bearing component 
of the fourth-year occupational therapy and speech- and language therapy academic 
programmes. Occupational therapy students complete placements that align with 
two different practice domains: community development practice (CDP) and child 
learning, development and play (CLDP) – both of which are established practice 
domains within the curriculum. In the case of speech- and language therapy, on 
the other hand (as highlighted by Abrahams et al. in Chapter 11), CDP constitutes 
a practice domain that is in the early process of being actualised. It is important to 
acknowledge, therefore, that the two professional disciplines are at different stages in 
the implementation of CDP as part of their academic programmes. However, both 
intentionally place students at Intshayelelo every year for the purpose of building 
interdisciplinary practices between them.

In January 2013 four fourth-year occupational therapy students (two from CDP and 
CLDP respectively) were placed at Intshayelelo Primary to undertake their final-year 
service-learning placements. In mid-2014 three final-year speech- and language 
therapy students were placed at the same site. The group of seven students spent 
four days every week at the school for their seven-week block. This placement was 
repeated in 2015 with between seven and nine students being placed at the school 
for three consecutive blocks during the course of the year. The placements were 
facilitated through the guidance and supervision of university clinical educators in 
each of the above-mentioned divisions and disciplines. In addition to the clinical 
educators, occupational therapy and speech- and language therapy academic staff 
members played an integral role in conceptualising the practice that has come to 
constitute the school-based service learning at this school. 

In both occupational therapy and speech- and language therapy, the health 
professionals’ approach to – and conceptualisation of – their contributions extends 
beyond the curative modes of delivery, offering instead a more nuanced, context-
driven view of the possible contributions to health through teaching and learning. 
A brief explanation of the specific domains of practice follows, illustrating how the 
practices within the above-mentioned disciplines have informed the approach to 
service learning within the SII.

Occupational therapy: Community development practice
The practice of CDP focuses on initiating processes of change that address the 
reproduced, hegemonic nature of occupations (Galvaan & Peters 2013). The 
notion of ‘occupation’ refers here to activities that take up a person’s resources 
and time (Canadian Association of Occupational Therapy 2002), and that may 
be meaningful and purposeful. These occupations are co-constructed through 
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transactional relationships in context, and may reproduce patterns of being and 
doing in communities (Galvaan 2015). For example, the way that children engage 
in learning in certain contexts may reproduce intergenerational patterns of teaching 
and learning in schools (see Chapter 8, Peters & Galvaan). CDP students would 
therefore be encouraged to intervene in everyday patterns of participation in 
ways that nurture more liberated forms of occupational engagement. This will be 
explained in subsequent sections in this chapter.

Occupational therapy: Child learning, development and play
The domain of CLDP focuses on children’s development in play and learning, but 
this particular domain of practice has traditionally taken a more clinical approach 
through direct or indirect services and consultation (Bundy 1995). More recently, 
CLDP practice, such as that initiated in the SII partner school referred to in this 
chapter and in Chapter 12 of this publication (Gretschel et al.), has begun to address 
barriers to children’s learning, development and play through considering how 
children engage as occupational beings in their contexts. 

Speech- and language therapy
Historically, speech- and language therapy in community settings has also assumed 
a medical approach, focusing on preventing communication disorders. More recent 
efforts to re-orientate this practice have focused on communication more broadly, 
creating opportunities to develop new modes of practice that address communication 
needs in communities (Kathard & Moonsamy 2015). Communication here is regarded 
as a resource for building capacity and realising human potential (see Chapter 11, 
Abrahams et al.). In as much as communication is critical to learning, speech- and 
language therapists have ‘a key role in contributing to human development through 
their work in communication’ (Kathard & Moonsamy 2015: 6).

Service learning in context
Each of the above professions views service learning as an opportunity for 
innovation both in their practice and curricula. In this regard they are at the 
forefront of developing new modes of practice within their disciplines (Galvaan et 
al. 2015; Kathard & Moonsamy 2015). With a strong emphasis on responding to 
the school’s needs, and drawing on institutional resources and expertise (Harkavy 
& Hartley 2012), service learning has involved various initiatives facilitated by the 
university students in collaboration with a range of role players within the school. 
One example pertinent to this study (see also Chapter 10, Galvaan & Silbert) is the 
peer-based after-school homework programme (hereafter referred to as the ‘after-
school homework programme’). This initiative demonstrates a way in which service 
learning was set up to respond to the community’s needs, and offers an example of a 
project in which students engaged in interdisciplinary collaboration.
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The after-school homework programme was informed by the school’s concerns 
that the literacy and numeracy results of Grade 6 pupils were below par. Teachers 
identified a number of contextual barriers limiting children’s ability to complete 
their homework including, for example, parents not having the necessary skills to 
assist their children due to their own level of education (Howie et al. 2012). The 
principal and teachers therefore expressed the need for extra homework support for  
learners, determining that the absence of homework practices severely impacted on 
teaching and learning.

In January 2014, in response to discussions with the principal and Grade 6 teachers, 
the occupational therapy clinical educator and students conceptualised the after-
school homework programme. This programme involved Grade 11 learners from a 
neighbouring SII partner school who would provide homework mentoring to Grade 
6 learners at their primary school under the supervision of their teachers. 

All Grade 6 learners were involved in the one-hour after-school homework 
programme that took place twice a week. This amounted to 160 learners attending 
each session. Twenty-five Grade 11 mentors were identified from the secondary 
school, which is located a few hundred metres away from the primary school. 
During the homework sessions, learners were divided into small groups of between 
six and eight, and each group was assigned a Grade 11 homework mentor. Rather 
than focus on content knowledge, mentors addressed specific difficulties relating 
to the homework tasks assigned on that particular day. In each of the two schools 
a teacher coordinator was responsible for the coordination and management of the 
programme. The homework programme was supervised by the Grade 6 teachers 
according to a schedule that had been drawn up by the coordinator.

As briefly outlined above, the after-school homework programme constituted 
multiple components, with implications for both the Grade 6 learners and the 
Grade 11 mentors. Involving older learners from the same community created 
opportunities for relationships of trust and mentorship to be established. A year 
after its implementation by the occupational therapy CDP students, the speech- and 
language therapy students and occupational therapy CLDP students also became 
involved in the programme. This collaborative engagement emerged after the 
Grade 11 mentors articulated the need for skills development, especially in the 
area of communication. In response to this need, the speech- and language therapy 
students introduced weekly mentorship capacitation sessions during which skills 
were offered in areas such as leadership, mentorship and communication. In view of 
communication underpinning speech- and language therapy practice, the potential 
existed for students from this discipline to contribute their disciplinary expertise 
to the programme. Additionally, in the half-hour sessions prior to the start of the 
homework programme, the CLDP students introduced additional play activities for 
the Grade 6 learners. The after-school homework programme thus came to represent 
a service learning project in which students from across a range of disciplines could 
contribute their professional knowledge through interdisciplinary collaboration.
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It is against this background that the chapter examines processes of interdisciplinary 
collaboration, and their implications for strengthening student practice learning in 
the SII partner schools. 

Methodology
An action research methodology was used. This was characterised by two cycles 
of action followed by critical reflection by participants on changes in practice, and 
on creating knowledge through action (Kemmis & McTaggart 2000; Koshy et al. 
2010; Meyer 2000). Through action research, insight was gained into the process of 
interdisciplinary engagement as an emerging practice at the partner school. 

Five groups of participants were involved in the study: 

• A group of five academic staff members including lecturers and  
clinical educators from the divisions of occupational therapy and  
speech- and language therapy. 

• SII project manager.
• School principal. 
• The SII health and community development coordinator (whose role was to 

support the students in coordinating their programmes across the disciplines).
• Fourth-year occupational therapy and speech- and language therapy students.

The methods used to collect data from the academic staff members, the SII project 
manager and the SII health and community development coordinator were four 
focus group discussions – one held at the end of 2014, and three during 2015. 
Data was collected from the health science students during planned Appreciative 
Inquiry (Cooperrider & Srivastva 1987) sessions that took place at the beginning 
and end of each of the seven-week block placements. The purpose of Appreciative 
Inquiry was to strengthen cohesion by creating a stronger sense of meaning and 
group membership (Bushe 2013). Appreciative Inquiry provided an opportunity for 
students to work together, and to reflect on ways in which they could generate new 
collaborative practices. Data was also collected from the students through written 
feedback submitted at the end of each block.

An interpretive, thematic approach was used to analyse how participants’ reflections 
fed into and shaped ongoing engagement at the school, and the ways in which 
reflections by participants informed practice. Accuracy and credibility of research 
findings were enhanced by repetition of the action-reflection cycle, prolonged 
engagement with the issues, polyangulation of data, and member checking (Mertler 
2012). Truth value was sought by incorporating multiple sources of data from 
different role players (Stemler 2001).

Ethics approval was obtained from the Faculty of Humanities and Faculty of Health 
Sciences research ethics committees, in accordance with ethical principles from both 
faculties. Participants gave their informed consent prior to participating in the study. 
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Discussion
This section is organised according to the two cycles of action research. In the 
first cycle we offer reflections by academic staff members captured during the 
focus group discussion held at the end of 2014, marking the end of the first year of 
interdisciplinary student placement. To this we add reflections from the principal at 
the SII partner school in which the students were placed.

The discussion then shifts to the second action research cycle (February to December 
2015) in which we present the reflections from the Appreciative Inquiry and post-
block reflection sessions. We include input from the SII health and community 
development coordinator, who was appointed in January 2015. These insights are 
considered in relation to the emergent activities that took shape within the practice 
learning placement blocks. Through each of the two cycles we highlight the extent 
to which context impacts on the process of service learning, and how – in view of 
this – the interdisciplinary interface developed. 

Action-reflection Cycle 1: February 2014 – December 2014

In December 2014, the academic staff members, clinical educators and SII project 
manager held a focus group discussion to reflect on their practice over the course 
of the year with a view to strengthening the professional learning experience in 
2015. Reflection on practice by the different role players was important in initiating 
interdisciplinary collaboration at the level of the staff, and constituted a key factor 
in the action research process. This was particularly necessary in the light of 2014 
being the first year in which speech- and language therapy students had been placed 
in the same site as the occupational therapy students, and indeed the first time that 
the speech- and language therapy students were engaging in CDP. 

The speech- and language therapy lecturer reflects on this new challenge, recognising 
the importance of naming this new way of working:

For the students and myself, I think it was the first time that we’d been 
in a situation where we were challenged with a really different practice 
where we were all finding our feet – and so I think that was a real 
positive. For me it was quite significant because I think then it gave us 
the common ground because occupational therapy was working with 
community development, and we started working in a similar frame. So 
that started to generate new ways of working and thinking. 

The naming of the practice as ‘community development’, and the commensurate shift 
in discourse signalled new ways of working and thinking in speech- and language 
therapy, and new opportunities for collaboration for the disciplines.

The challenge of developing new ways of practising, however, required additional 
effort and investment at an organisational level. Difficulties relating to timetabling, 
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allocation of placements, and curriculum impact have been cited in the literature as 
obstacles to interdisciplinary collaboration (Cahill et al. 2013; Nisbet et al. 2008). 
However, the speech- and language therapy lecturer regards these challenges as 
inevitable and, indeed, necessary in developing new practices:

The struggles of course happened in the logistics and the organisation and 
kind of finding a way where we could all work together. But I think that’s 
part of … going into something new …

As Holley (2009) points out, when individuals shift their attitudes towards 
interdisciplinary knowledge, the impact is not only evident at the level of the 
individual, but more broadly at the level of the institution.

Despite these challenges, the potential to develop a collective rather than cumulative 
contribution to improving learning in schools was acknowledged. It was further 
recognised that the knowledge that might inform such practice – and the nature of 
the disciplinary and interdisciplinary engagement between occupational therapy in 
CDP and CLDP speech- and language therapy students, and the stakeholders – was 
as yet uncharted. The aim of building interdisciplinary collaboration within the  
SII was therefore based on the shared understanding by the academic staff  
members that new practices would be more effectively generated through closer 
collaboration between students working across disciplines at the same site. These 
new practices were necessary in order to respond to the school’s needs to support 
positive learning practices.

However, the proposed shifts in CLDP and speech- and language therapy practice 
initially created ambivalence and uncertainty for the students, as suggested by the 
speech- and language therapy clinical educator: 

They wanted me to tell them what to do. And I said ‘no, I’m not telling 
you what to do. Think about what would be useful here’ … they struggled 
at the beginning and then they caught it. They’re like ‘now we get what 
you’re talking about … now we can see how we can practise differently, 
and what that means and it means that we look at systems changes rather 
than trying to fix the child’. And then it opened up a new way of thinking.

The struggle for students to understand what was expected of them required  
a relinquishing of the familiar, and a ‘freefall’ into new, as yet untested ground  
(Davis 2007). Despite greater strides towards collaboration, staff members agreed 
that tighter coordination between all the students was needed. The occupational 
therapy (CLDP) clinical educator elaborates:

In terms of working together, I think that after the last block I realised 
that there’s still a lot that we need to do as clinical educators… And I 
realised it’s going to take a lot of coordination … they’re not all making 
the links with one another to strengthen interventions more.
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In her reflections, the CLDP clinical educator likens the students’ process of ‘finding 
their feet’ with that of the individual disciplines when beginning their collaboration 
with the SII:

Like this year and for a little bit of last year we each came in and we were 
trying to find our own feet for our disciplines. It is interesting in the 
way that we each came to be part of the SII … like individual disciplines 
coming together ... we each came in and we were trying to find our own 
feet for our disciplines. And then we didn’t really think about, I suppose 
even have the capacity to think about, how to coordinate with another 
discipline because we were still just checking to see what we would 
contribute – and how we could complement the work that we’re doing.

Such insights highlight the parallel processes of interdisciplinary collaboration and 
the similar struggles initially experienced at the level of both students and staff 
members when working across disciplines. The need (as articulated in the above 
extract) for tighter coordination of the students, was echoed by the school principal 
during an interview conducted by the authors in December 2014. Feedback by 
the principal and clinical educators informed new approaches to planning and 
coordination. Most significantly, this involved the appointment in January 2015 
of an SII health and community development coordinator whose focus would be 
supporting students in developing service-learning projects across the disciplines. 
This role would require identifying points of coherence between the disciplines, and 
would involve coordinating the interdisciplinary projects.

What follows is a description of the second action-reflection cycle, beginning with 
the Appreciative Inquiry sessions that took place at the start and end of the first 
block. We confine our focus to the Appreciative Inquiry sessions held in the first 
block only, as these two sessions were similar in content and feedback to the sessions 
that followed in the second and third blocks so, to a large extent, they mirrored  
these subsequent sessions.

Action-reflection Cycle 2: February 2015 – December 2015

The initial Appreciative Inquiry session held at the start of Block One in February 
2015 provided an opportunity for students to think about what it might mean to 
work collaboratively. During the session they identified the following objectives that 
they felt should underpin their practice: 

• Build relationships with role players.
• Educate participants through workshops with the objective of increasing 

sustainability.
• Partner with key stakeholders to identify and explore available resources. 
• Form relationships with clear roles and channels of communication. 
• Create a communal space to share creative ideas and find ways to work with 

community, multi-disciplinary teams, students/colleagues and key stakeholders.
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The purpose of the second Appreciative Inquiry session held at the end of the first 
block was for students to reflect on the effects of collaboration on their practice  
in relation to the above-mentioned objectives. Emerging from this discussion  
was that, in addition to the benefits of collaborating with each other, most of the 
students shared positive experiences pertaining to collaboration with teachers. As 
one student recounts:

We were there to tell them that they are not on our team – we are on their 
team – and that was the message that we tried to get across to them, and 
I think it really worked with that specific group of teachers. And that was 
… an authentic way to do things. It was something different …

Commenting on this, the speech- and language therapy lecturer acknowledges 
students’ improved efforts to build collaboration with each other, and with teachers:

I was in awe of what students were thinking about as they were trying to 
ask, ‘how do you actually establish a relationship?’ So the creative ways 
in which that happened and … the value of that was seen I think in the 
[Appreciative Inquiry] workshop that happened. So, kind of building a 
key process for work and being able to see how well students themselves 
worked through that process with each other, finding a way to be part  
of a community.

Suggested in the above extract is the investment of effort in establishing 
relationships as a way of developing mutual understanding and trust. Furthermore, 
as acknowledged, collaboration extends beyond interdisciplinary engagement to 
include the development of trust and professional engagement with stakeholders 
within the community.

During the Appreciative Inquiry session held at the end of the block, students were 
asked what personal advice they would give to the subsequent group of students to 
help them create their own practice learning success. One student suggests:

My advice to the students is … not to forget that your relationships are 
actually with each other, and very specifically with the people you are 
facilitating. Those are very important …

As suggested in the data, the building of relationships between the students – 
and between the students and teachers – provided a clear focus for planning 
and implementing the activities. This mirrors and extends Cahill et al.’s (2013)  
study on enhancing interprofessional student practice through a case-based  
model in which the authors report on the importance of strengthening working  
relationships between students from different disciplines. Over and above  
developing relationships between students, the above extract underscores the need 
to build relationships between students and role players.

The focus on building relationships in general resulted in relationships between the 
students being forged sooner than was previously the case. This was demonstrated 
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for example in their interest in learning about each other’s disciplines, and in making 
an effort to draw from each other’s professional knowledge. Acknowledging this, the 
speech- and language therapy lecturer comments that

when students started [their block], they began by working as a team with 
each other, and actively sought to find authentic ways of working with 
teachers as part of their community of practice. It was very different to 
the group last year, who were angry and frustrated.

The Appreciative Inquiry sessions held at the beginning and end of all three blocks 
provided opportunities for students to think about their practice prior to the start 
of their block, and to critically reflect on their experiences thereafter. These sessions 
allowed students to consider reflection as a tool for working in – and on – practice. 

Building on the Appreciative Inquiry reflection-on-action sessions, the SII health and 
community development coordinator introduced weekly forums during the second 
and third blocks as a strategy to improve coordination and collaboration. The need 
for these sessions emerged during the post-block reflection, which took place after 
Block One, in which students and staff members observed that, although students 
demonstrated closer collaboration during the block, they were still struggling to 
conceptualise interdisciplinary practice.

The weekly forums provided a platform for students to share ideas and to reflect on 
practice, offering the opportunity for reflection in the midst of action (Sykes & Dean 
2013). In planning for these sessions, the coordinator suggests: 

We hope that interdisciplinary work will not be thought of or viewed as 
merely contributing to particular activities for the sake of ‘team work’, 
as this will limit the potential and capacity for change. Interdisciplinary 
collaboration is a coming together of minds, ideas and opinions expressed 
through generative scholarly engagement and practice. Therefore we hope 
that the students will have a conceptual understanding of themselves  
as a team primarily, and – secondly – to think of their roles according  
to their disciplines.

The weekly forums provided opportunities for students to engage in a shared  
space for communication and reflection (see Chapter 13, Silbert & Verbeek), while 
at the same time engaging in meaningful, contextually relevant learning. For a 
number of students, the weekly forums afforded them the opportunity to share 
their challenges, both within and across their disciplines. An occupational therapy 
(CLDP) student elaborates:

The group forums helped to build relationships and begin to consider 
each other’s roles ... This gave rise to learning from one another and 
gaining important information from one another thus furthering our  
own intervention process.
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The weekly forums highlight the powerful conversational nature of interdisciplinarity, 
and the benefit gained through students from different branches of knowledge 
talking to one another (Davis 2007), and building closer relationships both 
within and beyond their practice learning site. One of the occupational therapy  
(CDP) students reflects:

We got to know each other and started relating to one another. As a result, 
we communicated on block, and also off block, via WhatsApp and email. 
We built trust, an amicable relationship and an efficient way of working 
together to achieve a goal. All this helped us feel a sense of purpose and a 
dedication to learn together.

The value of building relationships emerged as a key element of practice within  
and across each of the disciplines. Creating opportunities to engage with fellow 
students outside of their disciplines enabled new insights to emerge, and new 
practices to be conceptualised.

From the students’ written feedback, it emerged that one of the most effective 
strategies for interdisciplinary engagement, in addition to building relationships, was 
the development of joint project-specific collaboration. Echoing Cahill et al. (2013), 
this points to the importance of developing a project-based model of interprofessional 
engagement between students as a catalyst for strengthening working relationships. 
The after-school homework programme was mentioned repeatedly by students in 
their post-block feedback as an example of a joint project that enabled authentic 
interdisciplinary collaboration. Through this programme students from the different 
disciplines were required to collaboratively conceptualise, formulate and implement 
a community development initiative based on the needs of the school. This involved 
learning to engage with one another about the contributions of their individual 
professions, articulating joint expectations, negotiating boundaries and agreeing 
on the designation of roles and responsibilities. One of the occupational therapy  
(CDP) students reflects:

What worked best to build [collaborative] practice across disciplines 
were project-specific interdisciplinary meetings where the project 
would be discussed, roles would be assigned and necessary information 
was discussed and shared. For example, when we held meetings with 
the [speech- and language therapists] before doing sessions with the 
mentors. Arranging regular meetings with one another and formulating 
the expectations we had of one another in the smaller group was very 
important. There was a time where we had to resolve tension in the group 
and we agreed that, in order to learn, we had to be open and honest with 
one another. This meant that we had to share and offer constructive 
criticism when necessary in order to improve our working relationship. 
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This sentiment is echoed by one of the occupational therapy CLDP students:

Having projects that demanded multiple perspectives and areas of 
expertise created the need for cross-disciplinary action. This was 
strengthened by having a space to communicate and share, and also 
having the forum and Appreciative Inquiry sessions, which assisted in the 
building of relationships.

The development of interdisciplinary engagement between students was enabled by 
academic staff members reflecting on their own practice through the two action-
reflection cycles. The importance of collaboration and interaction by academic staff 
across disciplines is underscored by Harris (2010). From the academics’ perspectives 
interdisciplinary collaboration requires an ongoing self-reflective approach that 
draws on, rather than blends the disciplinary knowledge of the individual professions 
(Bossio et al. 2014). Moving away from an assimilative approach, academics 
articulated the importance of students grasping their individual discipline-related 
theories within their particular practice-learning context, and being able to  
apply their theories to their specific practice. As the occupational therapy (CDP) 
clinical educator reflects:

I’m interested from the scholarship perspective in how the different 
knowledges from the professions are coming together … you don’t want 
it to be team building … It’s about how the students together think about 
what needs to happen in that session and craft a session with aims that are 
the same, but bring their professions specifically ... and combine them.

Bossio et al. (2014) highlight the importance of mediating the complexity of 
interdisciplinary engagement, suggesting that interdisciplinarity is achieved ‘by 
building new understandings through collaborative dialogue that both validates and 
critiques self-reflective inquiry’ (Bossio et al. 2014: 204). Interdisciplinarity extends 
beyond the inclusion of different disciplinary voices, towards the active reframing 
and reconceptualising of new thinking – and new practice.

Conclusion
In this chapter, navigating the university–school interface through interdisciplinary 
collaboration resulted initially in students experiencing uncertainty and ambivalence. 
However, as they learnt to bridge the gap between theory and practice, and 
accommodate new ways of thinking about their professional practice, students 
started shifting towards new and ‘transformative’ learning (Eady et al. 2014). 
This involved learning about how each discipline understood its contributions to 
the context, and required extending disciplinary engagement beyond traditional 
practices towards community practice through collaboration and interdisciplinarity. 
One of the occupational therapy clinical educators sums this up by emphasising the 
importance of context:
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Here’s a context that says we need to be responsive to some of those 
issues. And if we had to genuinely [respond] to what we seeing, we 
couldn’t practise traditional practice because the problems are systemic 
… They’re not quick fix things that you can say ‘okay, we’ll do this and 
we’ll do that and then we’ll all be okay’. So the community development 
approach makes sense in saying this is not going to have a quick fix but 
hopefully the outcomes will start to show … and the system will  
be better off.

In both occupational therapy (CDP and CLDP) as well as speech- and language 
therapy the evident shift in practice demonstrated a departure from the way that 
each discipline had traditionally viewed its practice in favour of a value-oriented, 
community development approach. Developing new ways of working required effort 
and investment from the academics especially in view of the different disciplines 
occupying different stages of community development engagement.

The data from both action-reflection cycles suggests that university–school 
partnerships offer a conducive space in which students and academic staff members 
can be encouraged to develop interdisciplinary practices in responding to the 
schools’ contextual needs. In professional learning situations we maintain that this 
is both beneficial and necessary in bringing coherence to the services offered within 
the particular context. Key to this discussion is the need to explore new ways to 
work as a collective across disciplines so as to generate new insights and introduce 
new forms of knowledge while preserving the individual contributions of each of the 
professions (Bossio et al. 2014). 

Emerging from the study were two broad insights: the first related to the challenges 
of disrupting traditional biomedical practice – as reflected in the shift from clinical 
practice to community development practice, especially for those students who 
were new to this approach. The second related to the shifts students made towards 
constituting new as yet untested practices. Both insights highlight the need for students 
and academic staff to actively pursue conceptual and practical ways to work together 
and for this to be coordinated in consultation with key role players at the school.

Through exploring an interdisciplinary approach to service learning, in conjunction 
with collaboration with the school, insight is gained into ways in which current 
practices in the health sciences disciplines can be disrupted, and alternative approaches 
can be conceptualised in order that students undertaking their professional learning 
can more effectively support the school in responding to its needs. Although the 
three disciplines involved in the study were at different stages in their orientation 
towards community development, the study represents a significantly promising 
endeavour by occupational therapy CDP and CLDP in collaboration with speech- 
and language therapy to adopt an interdisciplinary approach to service learning. 
This approach values the contributions of each discipline, and foregrounds the 
context in which the service learning takes place. 
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Disrupting traditional site-based practice, and conceptualising new practices in 
service learning provides ways to enhance student learning and to strengthen the 
contributions students make to the community site in which they are placed. The 
study suggests that, through interdisciplinary engagement facilitated by the SII, 
university students and academics were able to re-orientate their thinking and 
doing – from traditional conventional practice towards collaborative community 
development practice – thus offering a new way of thinking about the contribution 
of health professionals in schools. 
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Policy ideas distilled through a university–
district partnership: Lessons from 
the iKwezi Lead Teacher Project 

 Susan Meyer, Kaashief Hassan, Diane Hendricks, Cally Kühne  
 and Gary Powell

School systems are complex, multilevel organizations in which units and 
people within them have different responsibilities and roles, different 

levels and kinds of authority, different histories in the organization and 
in education, different knowledge and different views of the problem of 

improving student learning. As a consequence, they will unite their work 
only through shared visions and principles communicated and sustained 

by leadership at all system levels.  
Talbert (2010: 569)

The iKwezi Lead Teacher Project was implemented as a three-year partnership 
project of the Schools Development Unit (SDU) and Metropole East Education 
District (MEED) primarily intended to develop the capacity of lead teachers in  
the district. Implemented concurrently with SII, the project was established in  
2014, and concluded at the end of 2016. This chapter offers a description of the 
project and reflects on the experiences from the perspectives of the project staff and 
the district. 

The relationship between SDU and MEED evolved over several years. In 2011 and 
2012, teachers from schools in the district received bursaries from the Western 
Cape Education Department (WCED) to register for UCT’s Advanced Certificate 
in Education (ACE) courses and, in 2012–2013, the district contracted the SDU 
to offer a series of mathematics short courses. On the basis of these pre-existing 
engagements, in 2014 the district approached the SDU to form a partnership, 
the main purpose of which was to establish a lead teacher programme within the 
district’s curriculum management structure.

The notion of developing and deploying lead teachers is not new in South Africa, but 
it warrants systematic investigation as a possible mechanism to support curriculum 
implementation, and to strengthen teaching practices in public schools. A substantial 
body of empirical research has documented an extensive need for effective continuing 

6
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professional development of teachers (CPTD), especially in poor-performing schools 
(ORT SA CAPE 2016; Spaull et al. 2016; Taylor et al. 2012; Venkat & Spaull 2015). In its 
2013 report on teaching and learning in rural primary schools, the National Education 
Evaluation and Development Unit (NEEDU) identified a shortage of subject advisors 
across South Africa who are able to raise teachers’ level of practice to the required 
standard for effective curriculum implementation. Experience in the iKwezi project 
suggested that even urban districts like MEED, with its relatively well-resourced 
advisory services struggle to meet the needs of teachers in this regard, a point made by 
Clark and Mbobo in Chapter 3.

The rationale for capacitating lead teachers is to develop and sustain an additional 
human resource pool to extend the district office’s reach in the professional 
development of teachers. The general understanding among role players involved 
in iKwezi was that a lead teacher’s role could involve mentoring colleagues in their 
own school and assisting subject advisors with teacher training (including peer 
mentoring of teachers) in the district. Thus the iKwezi partnership was intended to 
enable the district to extend many formal and informal learning opportunities to 
larger numbers of primary school teachers than had previously been the case.

iKwezi drew on insights from two prior SDU school improvement projects – the 
Rural Education Project (REP) and the iKwezi pilot. A general model for school-
focused teacher development emerged from these projects. This involved an 
integrated approach of support at several levels in the education system (Gamble 
& Kühne 2010). A key element of this approach is the partnerships that are forged, 
both at the level of the district and at the school. Herein lies the focus of this chapter. 
Before addressing this, what follows is a brief account of the project.

The iKwezi Project: An overview
The three objectives of iKwezi were: 

1) to strengthen processes of collaboration with MEED at the level of curriculum 
management in support of the implementation of the district improvement plan; 

2) to increase capacity of Foundation Phase (FP) and Intermediate Phase (IP) 
language and mathematics lead teachers; and 

3) to improve curriculum delivery in a selected number of schools1 by focusing on 
FP and IP language and mathematics lead teachers.

In 2013 prior to the implementation of the project, the district provided the iKwezi 
team with a list of 72 mathematics and language FP and IP lead teachers who had 
assisted the WCED in curriculum orientation training over the previous few years. 
These volunteer teachers were largely self-selected and were mostly drawn from 
a relatively small number of well-performing schools in the district. The aim of 
iKwezi was to expand this pool of lead teachers to include exceptional teachers from 
schools serving poor communities. Consequently, at the beginning of 2014, the net 
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was cast as wide as possible and all FP and IP mathematics and language teachers 
in MEED (including a number of former and current UCT ACE students), were 
invited to participate in the project. At an information session held early that year, 
prospective participants were informed that the intention of the project was to add 
to the district’s pool of potential lead teachers, and that this would be achieved by 
involving them in a programme of university-approved and SACE2-accredited short 
courses, which would be run by the SDU in close collaboration with the district’s 
advisory services. 

The primary purpose of the short courses was to strengthen teachers’ subject 
knowledge, with a secondary focus on improving teaching methods. To this end, a 
three-year (2014–2016) programme of courses was put together in each subject area. 
The expectation was that teachers would commit themselves to participating in the 
short-course programme in their area of subject specialisation, at the end of which 
they would have accumulated 54 hours of professional development. These were 
supplemented by a number of short courses on general topics for which a need was 
determined in discussion with the district. Further, it was anticipated that the short 
courses would provide a platform for teachers to ‘shine’ and show their curriculum 
leadership qualities. 

In addition, project funds were allocated to bursaries for teachers from MEED 
to enrol in the formal two-year, part-time Foundation and Intermediate Phase 
Curriculum Leadership Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE), which was to be 
run concurrently in 2015 and 2016. 

A further key strategy in the first year of implementation was to establish subject 
forums in the district. The aim of these structures was to bring potential lead teachers 
together to discuss curriculum matters and to share classroom implementation  
strategies. In the third term of 2015, three subject forums were established in 
geographic clusters across the district. The subject forums were scheduled to meet 
quarterly, with parallel language and mathematics sessions arranged to take place  
in adjacent venues. As planned, the SDU education specialists initially took  
responsibility for establishing and arranging the subject forums. During the 
project, subject advisors would take over this role, as these structures became more 
institutionalised, and more like the subject committees envisaged in the Department 
of Basic Education’s (DBE) strategic planning framework for teacher education and 
development (DBE 2011).

In response to Objective 3, eight schools were selected as focus schools, to serve 
as demonstration sites for mentoring and utilisation of lead teachers and peer-led 
professional development at school level. A memorandum of understanding was 
signed with each of the focus schools to secure all language and mathematics teachers’ 
in-principle participation in iKwezi activities – short courses, subject forums and 
classroom-level support. The SDU-based project staff also provided support for the 
principal and school management team (SMT) to put in place processes for teachers 
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to discuss subject matters, and to share best practices across grades and phases. As 
noted earlier, the three SII partner schools in Khayelitsha were among this group.

Reflections on the iKwezi partnership: Opportunities  
and challenges
Research and practical experience of project implementation in South Africa 
suggests that partnerships between education districts and external agencies such 
as NGOs and universities can be productive, but they require considerable time and 
energy to establish. As suggested by Fleisch (2003), and a number of chapters in this 
publication, successful partnership requires that partners develop a relationship of 
mutual trust while aligning their work within a joint project. Separately and together, 
project teams working in collaboration must attend to a range of administrative, 
technical, and conceptual matters, such as the theory of change informing the 
project; institutional capacity; project design; and alignment of structures and 
programmes and effective use of data to drive improvement. Given the scope of the 
challenge, iKwezi generated valuable lessons for university–school partnerships, and 
education development initiatives more generally.

Strengthening collaboration at district level
From the outset, the intention of both the project and MEED was for the project to 
be aligned with national policy and other provincial teacher development initiatives 
being run by the district. In support of this, MEED management took a number 
of steps to create a conducive environment for iKwezi to function as a partnership 
project, rather than the more typical client–service provider relationship. These steps 
are highlighted below:

• The district undertook to contribute directly to the project operating costs by 
paying for the university-approved short-course programme. 

• In accordance with the district improvement plan, processes of collaboration were 
formed at the level of curriculum management, and structures such as subject 
forums were established for peer-led professional development of teachers. 

• The district director mandated that the 15 subject advisors responsible for 
the target subjects and phases should attend iKwezi short courses, and report 
monthly on lead teacher activities as part of their regular work programme. 

To foster take-up and sustainability of the lead teacher programme, measures were 
taken to incorporate the project’s peer-led approach in curriculum management 
functions at circuit and school level. Meetings were planned annually with the focus 
school principals to provide feedback, and to discuss teacher participation and progress 
at school level. In addition, meetings were planned for the third year of the project to 
include circuit managers of the participating schools. Furthermore, the UCT iKwezi 
project manager and the district general education and training (GET) coordinator met 
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monthly to plan project activities. In this way open communication was maintained 
between the groups and individuals who had to collaborate on implementation. 

Important to acknowledge here are the inherent contextual limitations. A key factor 
in this regard concerns the aging demographic profile of district officials and teachers 
in South Africa. Whereas this has been noted as an issue at the school level (see Van 
Der Berg et al. 2016), the impact that this has elsewhere in the system may not always 
be understood. This is well illustrated at the MEED district level where, in 2016, four 
of the 15 subject advisors (including a senior manager) who had been participating 
in iKwezi, retired. This reality, together with the promotions and new appointments 
that accompany such retirements, raises challenges with regard to continuity. It also 
brings into question the extent to which knowledge gains and good practices generated 
within a project such as iKwezi can be sustained at a district level going forward. 

Teachers’ participation in project activities 
Over the three-year period, 341 teachers from across the district completed one or 
more of the short courses that were offered by the project. These teachers represent 
34% of the 999 teachers in the district who participated in project-related activities. 
Slightly more than two-thirds of teachers in the district who participated in iKwezi 
activities (686 teachers) attended one or more of the nine subject forums offered 
over this period. 

Through their engagement with iKwezi, a considerable number of teachers 
demonstrated noticeable professional growth and, by the end of the project, SDU 
staff identified 136 teachers as emerging lead teachers in the district. Many of these 
teachers have made presentations about their own teaching at subject forums and 
other iKwezi-based and/or district meetings.

Deployment of lead teachers in large-scale teacher  
development projects
In 2014, 25 lead teachers were selected by the district in consultation with iKwezi 
staff to work alongside subject advisors in the roll-out of WCED’s Emergent Literacy 
Programme (ELIT).3 This is a two-year intervention designed to train Grade R 
teachers across the province in emergent literacy. In MEED, the ELIT training was 
managed as part of the Lead Teacher Project and all FP subject advisors, as well as 
the iKwezi project language team, participated. The involvement of iKwezi-trained 
teachers as lead teachers in this project has demonstrated the value of an available 
pool of competent potential lead teachers, upon whom the district can draw to build 
collegial support and peer learning for large-scale interventions. 
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The partners’ different perspectives and expectations
The district management’s commitment and contribution to administrative aspects 
of the project was not always carried through to collaborative engagements with 
teachers on the ground. With a few exceptions, subject advisors’ involvement in 
iKwezi teacher development activities did not always meet the expectations of their 
partners at the SDU. It proved a major challenge to align the iKwezi lead teacher 
activities with subject advisors’ existing work schedules and participation in short 
courses. Subject forums appeared to depend largely on the commitment and 
enthusiasm of the individuals concerned.

Having said that, it needs to be acknowledged that subject advisors have the 
challenging task of trying to meet a number of competing demands on their time. 
Invariably, their first priority constitutes the various national and provincially 
mandated initiatives; two of which are worth mentioning. 

The first is the WCED’s literacy and numeracy (LitNum) intervention implemented 
from 2009 to 2015. In a series of two-year phases more than 8 000 primary school 
language and mathematics teachers across the province received intensive training 
and school-focused support. Over and above their usual duties, subject advisors 
were required to participate as trainers, to monitor implementation, and to provide 
follow-up support to schools. In MEED, these activities targeted virtually all 100-odd 
primary schools in the district, which consequently placed an additional burden  
on subject advisors. 

The second is the province’s systemic tests (annual provincial standardised tests 
in language and mathematics that have been conducted since 2002). All learners 
in the province are assessed in Grades 3 and 6, and (since 2010) Grade 9. These 
assessments serve as a benchmark for schools to set academic targets for the 
following year. The results are a key reference for district support and monitoring 
of schools’ performance. According to MEED subject advisors, their main priority, 
as indicated in the district improvement plan, is to monitor and support teachers 
at schools identified as being ‘at risk’, based on poor performance in the systemic 
tests. Consequently the focus of their interventions falls mostly on identifying ways 
to strengthen lines of accountability within the schools. Schools ‘at risk’ have to 
be visited at least twice per term but subject advisors generally visited them more 
frequently, leaving little time for other duties. 

When it comes to participation in the short-course programme, five subject advisors 
completed one or more of the 12 short courses that were offered through iKwezi, and 
were awarded certificates accordingly. However, the data shows that participation 
was uneven across subjects and phases. Two FP advisors completed six courses each, 
while IP advisors participated to a lesser extent, with none in mathematics. Different 
reasons might account for IP advisors’ limited participation in the short courses. 
Some might not have considered the course content to have been directly relevant 
to the work, given the two groups’ different approaches to teacher development. It 
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has also been suggested that subject advisors might be reluctant to attend training 
alongside the teachers whose work they supervise, to avoid revealing gaps in their 
own subject knowledge. Whatever the reasons, the ideal of building a common 
in-depth understanding of teachers’ and learners’ conceptual development was not 
fully realised. 

While the average attendance (82%) of subject advisors at subject forums was 
encouraging, transfer of responsibility for coordinating the meetings to the subject 
advisors took far longer than originally envisaged. These structures were established 
in August 2014, but subject advisors only took charge of this component late in 
2016. Also, their input in terms of mentoring teachers to deliver presentations at the 
forums was minimal. However their influence was felt in other ways. During the 
last six months of the project the focus of the subject forums started to shift away 
from deepening teachers’ subject knowledge towards an emphasis on curriculum 
management and administrative issues such as lesson planning – the more 
conventional domain of the subject advisors’ work.

The SDU’s approach to teacher professional development focuses on strengthening 
teachers’ subject knowledge. This approach has grown out of the unit’s work over 
many years in the field. This is in contrast to methodology training, which limits 
teachers’ knowledge gains to proceduralised processes that teach them ‘recipes’ 
to engage with subject content (Gamble & Kühne 2010). The SDU’s education 
specialists working in iKwezi therefore focused on challenging teachers to develop 
their understanding of concepts to enable them to mediate conceptual learning 
for learners. This concept-based pedagogy approach resonates with the findings 
of major South African research studies, such as the National School Effectiveness 
Study (Taylor et al. 2012), which suggest that training that focuses on teaching 
methods alone can bring about short-term efficiency gains, but that there is a ‘low 
ceiling’ on these effects in terms of improving learner achievement. 

The divergent approaches that surfaced in the iKwezi project may in part be 
attributed to subject advisors being compelled to focus on teaching methodologies. 
This approach may yield some immediate positive results, but it is of questionable 
value in strengthening teachers’ practice in the long term. What this meant in 
practice is that subject advisors and SDU education specialists took very different 
approaches to providing classroom support to teachers. Subject advisors’ job 
descriptions and reporting responsibilities place the emphasis on holding teachers 
accountable for curriculum delivery. Subject advisors, when visiting teachers, are 
tasked to focus firstly on administrative aspects of teaching, such as curriculum 
coverage. The demands of subject advisors’ monitoring functions, together with the 
substantial numbers of teachers and schools they must support, seem to leave little 
or no time for teacher development. Experience in iKwezi accords with international 
research that shows that curriculum monitoring and teacher development are 
distinctly different functions that cannot readily be combined in one job description 
(Carron & De Grauwe 1997; Villegas-Reimers 2003). With very few exceptions, 
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subject advisors were unable to combine the roles of monitor and mentor, even if 
they expressed a desire to do so.

On the other hand, iKwezi’s emphasis on concept-based pedagogy as the most 
appropriate platform for developing lead teachers, accords with the multi-level 
‘change knowledge’ approach developed by Fullan (2006) and Elmore (2004) in 
system change initiatives aimed at improving standards of teaching and learning 
in the USA. This approach challenges and supports teachers to work with new 
knowledge in their own work environment and creates many opportunities for 
practice, reflection and refinement. As Elmore (2004: 73) puts it, ‘improvement is … 
a function of learning to do the right things in the settings where you work’. 

Elsewhere, Fullan (2006) and Fullan and Langworthy (2014) argue that ‘deep 
learning’, accompanied by ‘change knowledge’ taken up by a critical mass of change 
agents at school, district and state levels, is the only CPTD approach that has proven 
effective. However, they acknowledge that this approach is not a quick fix, and Fullan 
points out that policy makers in the USA and Canada only adopted the deep learning 
approach after five decades of attempting a range of less intensive CPTD approaches 
that seemed to hold the promise of short- to medium-term results, but ultimately 
failed to do so.

Furthermore, it cannot be assumed that a lead teacher who has demonstrated 
competence in his/her own classroom will automatically acquire the confidence and 
professional credibility to take on the role of peer mediator. It is worth noting that 
international research has shown that peer-led CPTD, including an approach aimed 
at establishing and supporting professional learning communities (PLCs) in and 
among schools, takes time and requires ongoing support (Feldman & Fataar 2017; 
Joyce & Showers 2002; Talbert 2010).

To sum up, as has been the experience in other district-level collaboration projects 
aimed at system change, the partnership between the SDU (as an outside agent) 
and the district, fits Talbert’s (2010: 568) characterisation of the prevailing ‘dynamic 
tensions between bureaucratic and professional perspectives and strategies’.

The partnership with the SII partner schools
Although iKwezi had considerable success at district level in terms of providing 
professional development opportunities for teachers, the partnership was not an 
unqualified success at the school level.

For a start, it proved difficult to persuade teachers in the focus schools to commit 
substantial time to participate in, and follow through on, attending short courses 
and subject forum meetings. Although a Grade R teacher from Intshayelelo was 
one of the three lead teachers from the Khayelitsha schools who presented at 
subject forums, attendance and participation by teachers from the three SII partner 
schools was irregular. Members of the SDU project team attribute these teachers’ 
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limited engagement in project activities to the process through which the focus 
schools were selected to participate in iKwezi. Education specialists point out that 
none of the selection criteria were specifically linked to teachers’ willingness to 
engage in professional development activities, except for one school, where six FP 
teachers had all previously successfully completed the curriculum leadership ACE at  
UCT. It should also be noted that teachers were not obliged to attend short courses 
or subject forums. 

Individually, several teachers in the SII partner schools demonstrated impressive 
professional growth during their participation in the iKwezi project. A Grade 6 
language teacher at Intshayelelo is a case in point. She obtained the UCT ACE 
qualification in 2013, and went on to attend all the short courses in language that 
were offered between 2014 and 2016. Despite the effect of instability at the school due 
to contested appointments in promotion posts, she continued her efforts to support 
colleagues and develop the English department. Early in the project, she transformed 
her classroom to a print-rich learning space, and welcomed input from the iKwezi staff 
about other ways to strengthen her teaching. After a visit by members of the district 
circuit team, the principal reported, ‘Mrs Booi4 was the star of the day!’

While the focus of the ACE programme and accredited short courses was on 
strengthening teachers’ professional knowledge and classroom practice, the iKwezi 
Lead Teacher Project also sought to intervene at the interface between teacher 
development and curriculum management in schools. If CPTD is to contribute to 
system-wide improvement in education, the challenge is to extend its impact beyond 
benefitting individuals. The experience of Sivuyiseni Primary School has illustrated 
the collective strength and energy that can be generated by developing teams of 
teachers. During 2012 and 2013, six FP teachers from this school, including one head 
of department, completed the ACE qualification, and subsequently worked together 
to apply new subject knowledge and improved methods in their classrooms across 
the phase (Grades R–3). Their commitment paid off and learner achievement in the 
Grade 3 WCED systemic tests for both home language and mathematics improved 
dramatically. The percentage of learners who passed the isiXhosa test increased from 
54.3% in 2012 to 64.8% in 2013, and stabilised at 59.5% in 2014. In mathematics, the 
pass percentage jumped from 55.1% in 2012 to 74.6% in 2013, and increased further 
to 76.2% in 2014. The school received a financial reward from the WCED in 2014 in 
recognition of these improvements in learner achievement.

This success, however, had unintended negative consequences in creating tensions 
between the FP and IP teachers. Due to a lack of continuity between the two phases, 
learners who left the FP having been well prepared, failed in the subsequent grades.

Thus we are reminded that improvement in schooling requires not only various 
forms of input to develop individual teachers or groups of teachers, but also requires 
linkages between different parts of the system or within institutions. 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   100 03/10/2018   06:38



P O L I C Y  I D E A S  D I S T I L L E D  T H R O U G H  A  U N I V E R S I T Y– D I S T R I C T  PA R T N E R S H I P

101

A further context-related challenge was that some teachers who had demonstrated 
impressive professional development through their participation in iKwezi were 
unwilling to take on a peer leader role, especially within their own schools. In all 
three SII partner schools, there were cases of teachers rejecting developmental 
initiatives led by colleagues, and there was evidence of SMT members impeding 
teachers’ efforts to share good practices with their colleagues. A caution from 
research outside of South Africa seems relevant to our work in these schools. Based 
on their research in schools in the USA, Joyce and Showers (2002) commented that 
peer mentoring is a complex CPTD approach that challenges even well-performing 
schools – with traditional school management structures and cultures – to adopt far-
reaching innovations to accommodate co-operative planning and collective learning 
among teachers.

Apart from school-level factors, a variety of personal considerations could also 
account for teachers choosing to hold back (Levin & Schrum 2017). For example 
some teachers might do exemplary work in their classrooms, but are introverted by 
nature and would by choice avoid the limelight associated with a more public role. 
Particular circumstances such as family obligations may preclude some from taking 
on additional responsibilities associated with a curriculum leadership role. 

In a review of research on in-service professional development of teachers in Sub-
Saharan Africa during the 1980s and 1990s, Monk (1999) refers to a series of studies 
that highlighted the value of teachers reflecting on their own practice. The main 
findings are that 

1) [reflective practice] is best done with the help of colleagues in school; 
2) local support groups are a necessary complementary strategy; and 
3) inputs from advisory staff can be supportive. 

If Monk’s list is interpreted as a ranking of recommended strategies, the order 
seems entirely logical. However, in the SII schools our experience showed that 
school cultures may not be sufficiently collegial to support reflective practice. Often, 
emerging lead teachers found a receptive environment for sharing professional 
practice at cluster and district forum meetings, and not in their own schools.

As with some of the other focus schools, the three SII partner schools were, in general, 
slow to take up the new curriculum management ideas that arose from iKwezi’s work 
with individual teachers – one example being concept progression across the grades. 
However, after three years of engagement with the project, there was evidence that 
mathematics and language subject committees were starting to meet on a regular 
basis at schools, and that teachers were discussing common teaching strategies across 
the phases. Given this long gestation period, it is debatable whether the time and 
effort invested by the SDU support staff over the three-year lifespan of the project 
was the best strategy. Perhaps a more cost-effective alternative in these schools  
might have been a sequenced approach in which management and leadership 
interventions are introduced to stabilise school governance and organisation 
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before curriculum-focused professional development support is offered. Such a 
differentiated approach has been advocated by David Hopkins and his colleagues, 
and is based on their school improvement research in the United Kingdom (see 
for instance Hopkins & MacGilchrist 1998). Research in African countries (see for 
instance, Monk 1999) has also highlighted the need to strengthen school management 
as a prerequisite for school-focused interventions aimed at professional development 
of teachers. Issues that should be addressed include effective delegation of curriculum 
management functions to HODs and – particularly – the role of the principal as 
instructional leader. While a few individual teachers in one of the partner schools 
demonstrated substantial professional growth during the course of the iKwezi project, 
three years’ participation in the project seems to have made no major difference to 
the school’s culture of learning, or to curriculum management practices. Despite 
repeated assurances that the school needed and welcomed the project, it proved 
difficult to arrange SMT meetings, and the principal was mostly not available to meet 
with the iKwezi team. On three occasions during 2016, the iKwezi team were advised 
upon arrival that the school or teachers with whom classroom support visits had 
been arranged were not ready to receive SDU staff in their classes. The reasons given 
included that teachers were fully occupied with learner assessments or preparing for 
visits by district officials to discuss assessment results.5 During another visit, the entire 
management team with the exception of one member, was involved in a meeting that 
lasted more than two hours during instructional time. 

A theory from the literature on school effectiveness in developing countries may 
help to explain the school’s inefficient work culture and general unresponsiveness 
to iKwezi. Harber and Davies (2002) observe that many schools in developing 
countries strive to achieve the efficiency that bureaucratic organisation promises, 
but often with limited success.6 They argue that a ‘bifocal’ management culture 
prevails in schools and the education bureaucracy in many developing countries. 
This equivocates between two sets of norms, namely those norms inherited from 
the authoritarian colonial power, and those embedded in the indigenous culture. 
The common tendency is for schools to compensate for their inefficiency by 
becoming authoritarian. According to this theory, many schools in developing 
countries can best be described as ‘inefficient authoritarian bureaucracies’, as the 
authoritarianism inherent in bureaucracy predominates when schools struggle to 
cope with socio-political and educational demands. Under pressure, principals and 
officials emphasise control and order in an attempt to enforce minimum standards 
of curriculum delivery, or simply to present the image – or façade – of an orderly 
learning environment. Teachers and learners receive imperatives from ‘above’ and 
are expected to act upon these unquestioningly. In such authoritarian institutions, 
learners and teachers are discouraged from taking initiative and, because teachers 
are excluded from management decisions, divisions develop between school 
managers and teachers. This often results in resistance to initiatives by management 
to improve the school.
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Often, residual cultures and practices from South Africa’s history are superimposed 
on the fragile state of affairs described above. This ‘toxic mix’ (see Bloch 2009) can 
further entrench inefficiency and ineffectiveness, rendering a school dysfunctional. 
Soudien (2007) traces the roots of the management and curriculum delivery 
problems that plague many schools in townships such as Khayelitsha back to state 
neglect and community resistance during the apartheid era. He observes that ‘it is 
unlikely that managerial interventions and increased external accountability will 
resolve the complex set of interacting variables that render many black schools 
ineffective’ (Soudien 2007: 191). 

The institutional perspective on school ineffectiveness and resistance to change 
in developing countries presented by Harber and Davies (2002) is paralleled by a 
corresponding teacher perspective emanating from research on teacher professional 
development. Studies in South Africa, as well as other developing countries  
have found that teachers in the public school sector often resist change to their 
teaching practice and/or easily fall back into teaching the way they were taught 
(Akyeampong 2013; Fareo 2013; Monk 1999; NEEDU 2013; Villegas-Reimers 2003).  
Fataar and Feldman (2016) employ the conceptual work of Bourdieu to analyse 
in-service teacher development in a professional learning community (PLC) in 
South Africa, and show how teachers’ professional biographies and school culture 
can work in mutually reinforcing ways to entrench ineffectual teaching practices that 
reproduce inequality in working-class schools.

Towards the end of 2015, the SDU team reviewed the project as a whole, and decided to 
change its support model in the focus schools. During the project’s final year, classroom 
support for individual teachers was phased out. Instead, the education specialists 
concentrated on facilitating peer-mentoring activities in the schools, particularly the 
establishment and functioning of mathematics and language subject committees. In the 
final months of the project, all the focus schools had established subject committees, but 
the longer-term functionality of these structures is yet to be determined.

Questions about replicability and sustainability
Overall, the iKwezi partnership with the district appears to have been successful 
in providing CPTD opportunities for individual teachers who were motivated and 
willing to invest in their own development. In the absence of any extrinsic incentives 
or sanctions, levels of teacher participation in the short courses and subject 
forums were encouraging. This part of the iKwezi model holds promise for further 
refinement and replication in the future. And it may be that demand for formal and 
informal teacher development will increase as the SACE professional points system 
is fully implemented (NAPTOSA 2016).7

Two of the three SII partner primary schools showed signs of improvement towards 
the end of their engagement with the iKwezi project. Our experience in these schools 
resonated with research that suggests that school improvement and school-based 
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CPTD takes time, and requires a sustained collective effort (Fullan 2006; Joyce & 
Showers 2002). However, the lack of progress at the third primary school supports 
the findings of researchers who argue that curriculum-focused CPTD may not be 
a cost-effective entry point for development in unstable or dysfunctional schools. 
Based on their review of the evidence, the iKwezi external evaluators concluded that 
‘assumptions about continuing professional teacher development necessarily being 
school-based need to be reconsidered’ (Gamble & Spies 2017: 60).

Key questions and challenges posed by senior WCED management are still to be 
addressed within the project scope: 

1) To what extent did the district ‘internalise’ the lead teacher programme? 
2) To what extent did the subject advisors ‘own’ the project? 
3) How has the partnership with SDU benefitted the district?

The external evaluation report yielded positive answers to the first of these 
questions, but not to the second and third (Gamble & Spies 2017). The evaluators 
found that MEED benefitted in two ways from the iKwezi partnership. Firstly, the 
project contributed significantly to building the broader knowledge and skills base 
of language and mathematics teachers in the district. Strong quantitative, as well 
as qualitative, evidence showed that iKwezi succeeded in ‘facilitating a deepening 
and enhancing of teachers’ subject content and pedagogic knowledge, and that 
this led to observable experimental and sustained change in classroom practice’ 
(Gamble & Spies 2017: 49). Secondly, while teacher attendance and participation in 
project activities did not meet the SDU staff ’s expectations, ‘the district’s intended 
partnership outcomes of developing teachers who can “lead” in language and 
mathematics from Grade R to Grade 6, were achieved’ (Gamble & Spies 2017: 59).

The evaluation confirmed that iKwezi did not grow into the substantial partnership 
between university and district that was envisaged by the project’s founders. A 
number of factors were found to have contributed to the limited participation and 
‘take-up’ by subject advisors, and the evaluators suggest that this initial vision was 
unrealistic. They recommend that ‘alignment between the work and contribution of 
subject advisors and the subject and pedagogic input offered by external consultants 
needs to be achieved and not assumed’ (Gamble & Spies 2017: 68).

Conclusion: Lessons learned in the iKwezi partnership
The following insights may be highlighted from the iKwezi experience, which could 
inform other partnership initiatives in teacher education and school improvement.

The proverbial primrose path8 has proven to be no more than a mirage in teacher 
development. Successes and challenges in the project have repeatedly shown that 
there is no substitute for developing a sound subject knowledge base and depth of 
experience to grow teachers’ professional competence, which is in turn a prerequisite 
for developing lead teachers. 
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Our experience confirms the international research findings (see for instance 
Joyce & Showers 2002) that showed that teachers require multiple opportunities 
to engage with newly learned knowledge or teaching methods before these are 
fully incorporated into their general practice. Providing various kinds of learning 
opportunities appears to be the most effective approach to professional development. 
These could include initial training, followed by opportunities for guided and 
independent practice, feedback, peer learning and critical reflection.

Some good teachers naturally progress to become lead teachers, but not all good 
teachers are willing to step forward as lead teachers. As teachers consolidate 
their subject knowledge and gain confidence, some naturally become noticed as 
curriculum leaders and start to take the role of lead teachers in their own schools 
and/or in the district. Others on the other hand do not come forward to be 
considered as lead teachers, for various reasons. 

Lead teachers move in and out of curriculum leadership roles. In iKwezi, the role 
of the lead teacher is not a permanent designation (WCED post) at the school, 
but typically relates to a temporary assignment, such as assisting subject advisors 
in a particular training programme, or presenting at a teacher conference. Such 
loose identification of lead teachers might frustrate administrators, but could 
prove advantageous in practice because it would leave the door open – in principle 
– for any teacher to be identified and given recognition as curriculum leader in  
his/her school, cluster or district. Either way, the notion of the lead teacher  
needs to be clearly defined at the start of a project such as this to create conceptual 
coherence, and to ensure that roles and expectations are consistent across the schools 
and the district.

A further insight is that school-led teacher development may not be viable where 
there is no culture of collegiality or professional collaboration. It is sobering to note 
that lead teachers who came forward and took up peer mentoring roles in iKwezi did 
so at the district and cluster levels, but not within their own schools.

Selecting schools for participation in development projects contingent on the 
expertise of lead teachers should be approached with care. Our experience resonates 
with school improvement work elsewhere. This suggests that management systems 
in underperforming schools – even apparently ‘functional’ schools – might not be 
sufficiently stable to take on curriculum innovations such as those expected in the 
iKwezi project. Upon reflection, iKwezi education specialists have suggested that 
it would have been more appropriate to apply self-selection as the criterion for 
identifying focus schools. Our experiences have underscored the importance of 
securing the commitment of the SMT and a critical mass of teachers upfront for any 
external support initiative to ensure maximum participation and impact.

An important insight that emerged from this project is that greater success would be 
ensured by establishing a district-level collaboration in which district management 
supports the innovation. The collaboration between UCT and MEED provided 
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a conducive setting to test a new teacher development model. This subsequently 
informed the design and implementation of at least two large-scale provincial and 
national programmes (ELIT and R-Maths).9

Lastly, as suggested in Chapter 1, partnerships require the bringing together 
of organisational structures and cultures, which may result in a complex set 
of challenges. Expectations of a formal partnership are much greater than of a 
conventional client–service provider relationship. Our experiences in iKwezi 
illustrate that mutual goodwill and agreement at management level about common 
objectives are not sufficient to align divergent work philosophies, conceptual 
approaches and organisational cultures. What initially appeared to be minor 
differences in style between subject advisors and university staff, turned out to 
be philosophical fault lines that often impeded collaboration in practice. Finally, 
partnership projects should be framed by modest expectations, and should focus 
throughout the duration of the project on clearly stated objectives. 

Notes
1 A total of eight primary schools, amongst whom were the three SII partner schools in 

Khayelitsha, were chosen. These are hereafter referred to as the project’s focus schools.

2 South African Council for Educators.

3 ELIT was the name adopted in the Western Cape for the national STELLAR programme. 
STELLAR stands for ‘Strengthening early language and literacy teaching in Grade R’.

4 Pseudonym used.

5 iKwezi visits were arranged with schools at least a month in advance.

6 This point derives from Fuller’s theory of ‘fragile states’ (Fuller 1991), which he defines 
as states that have limited legitimacy and limited institutional capacity to ensure effective 
service delivery and implementation of policies.

7 For an overview of the intended system, see: http://www.naptosagp.org.za/index.php/
bulletin-bored/378-do-you-understand-the-sace-cptd-points-system

8 A course of action that seems easy and appropriate but can actually end in calamity, or applied 
here in the context of CPTD, one which is inadequate to meet its proponents’ expectations.

9 R-Maths is a two-year (2016–2018) pilot project for a planned national programme to train 
Grade R teachers in emergent numeracy, implemented in the Western Cape.
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Building organisational capacity through 
a principals’ community of practice
Janis Wylie and Patti Silbert

The development of effective school leadership and management is a critical 
component of whole-school development (Fullan 1992; Harris 2002; Hopkins & 
Harris 1997; Hopkins 2001; Li 2017) and a key objective of the Schools Improvement 
Initiative’s (SII) university–school partnership. Strengthening capacity at a leadership 
and organisational level implies that ‘individuals feel confident in their own capacity, 
in the capacity of their colleagues and in the capacity of the school to promote 
professional development’ (Mitchell & Sackney 2000: 78). Building leadership 
and organisational expertise enables the development of effective structures of 
accountability, collaboration and management to enhance organisational processes, 
curriculum management and delivery.

This chapter reports on an ongoing study initiated in mid-2015, which focuses on 
a principals’ community of practice that supports school leaders in implementing, 
sustaining and enhancing their planned school improvement interventions.  
At the time of writing, the principals of the SII partner schools in Khayelitsha continue 
to be voluntary members of this community of practice. This forum represents all 
five SII partner schools (three primary and two secondary schools) as well as a 
facilitator from the SII with a professional background in education leadership  
and management. 

The SII’s objective to develop leadership and organisational capacity alongside  
teacher professional development was identified in collaboration with the partner 
schools during the needs analysis conducted in the initial stage of engagement 
(Chapter 1, Silbert, Clark & Parker). As discussed in Chapter 1, the professional 
development support of teachers and principals in each of the partner schools  
differed according to their individual requirements. In addition to the SII  
offering a variety of interventions (as illustrated in this publication) in response to 
the specific needs of the partner schools, a collective strategy of professional peer 
group support across the partner schools was implemented in the form of a principals’ 
community of practice. The purpose of the community of practice was to provide a 
confidential and trusting forum for developing principals’ leadership capacity, and  
for empowering them to strengthen the organisational and management structures 
within their schools. This would be measured through each principal’s ability to 
implement and transfer into actions the recommendations that emerged through 
the community of practice and would need to be verified in the workplace. Through 

7

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   109 03/10/2018   06:38



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

110

mediation by a facilitator with school management expertise, it was intended that 
principals could share and reflect on individual professional achievements and 
challenges, while learning best practice from their peers from other schools in 
similar contexts. This underscores the principal’s role in initiating and driving school 
development (Li 2017).

In the study reported on in this chapter the notion of the community of practice 
is distinguished from that of a professional learning community. Both require a 
set of shared beliefs, values, goals and visions (Hord & Sommers 2008) and are 
premised on support, collaboration, reflection and critical engagement in a reflexive, 
dialogical space for the purpose of professional development. The professional 
learning community can be viewed as a subset of a community of practice. The 
distinguishing feature would be the professional learning collaboration of a group of 
peers, at a similar stage, or level, of professional development (Brodie & Borko 2016), 
and who engage in conversations focused on improved classroom teaching and a 
socially just classroom pedagogy (Fataar & Feldman 2016; Feldman & Fataar 2014). 
On the other hand, the community of practice established between the SII and its 
partner schools – as examined in this chapter – is contingent upon the simultaneous 
engagement of both facilitator1 and peers with varying levels of experience. It is 
the role of the external facilitator within the community of practice that delineates 
this model from that of a professional learning community. Here, while expertise 
and knowledge were imported into the community of practice and shared by  
the facilitator in the form of insights, experience and best practice (Li 2017;  
Probst & Borzillo 2008), the principals were acknowledged as co-contributors to the 
learning process (Hodgkinson-Williams et al. 2008).

Rationale for establishing the community of practice
The job of a school principal is demanding, busy and often lonely (Leithwood et al. 2009).  
School leaders must take full and often sole responsibility for all administrative and 
instructional imperatives of what are highly complex organisations (Cuban 1988), 
yet they often operate in isolation. Indeed, one of the factors most frequently cited 
regarding the difficulties of school principals relates to the lack of informal networks 
of communication with others in similar positions (Dussault & Thibodeau 1997). 
Experiences of stress, exhaustion and isolation have resulted in many principals 
considering the prospects of alternative employment (Whitaker 2003). While the 
literature on principal isolation is sparse (Bauer & Brazer 2013), a number of studies 
(Elmore 2000; Elmore & Burney 1999; Fink & Resnick 2001) suggest that principals’ 
disconnection from other school leaders, and from the core activities of teaching and 
learning, is one of the key causes of the lack of sustained instructional improvement in 
schools (Gerard et al. 2010). 

Kelchtermans et al. (2011: 101) highlight the structural loneliness (original emphasis) 
of school principals: the principal-as-principal does not have a peer group within the 
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school, nor does he/she have ‘real’ colleagues. This relates directly to the importance 
of belonging (Nias 1989), and conversely, to the negative impact of isolation for 
school leaders. Whereas the experience of collegial engagements and collaboration 
has been found to be of great value for teachers, structural loneliness makes this a 
fundamental challenge for many principals.

Nias (1989) and Kelchtermans and Ballet (2006) have examined responses by 
school principals to address their isolation. These authors observe that principals’ 
participation in in-service courses is frequently motivated by the incentive of 
meeting and interacting with peers from other schools as much as – or indeed more 
than – the content of the training itself. Kelchtermans et al. propose that the role and 
meaning of in-service training can be best captured by the image of a traffic island: 

As a participant, one is away from the immediate challenges and pressures 
of traffic (day-to-day demands of school life). One is safe to stand still, 
look back and around, meet with others on matters that have to do with 
the traffic. The reality of the traffic remains present nearby, and in the end, 
there is no escape from the need to get back on one’s (individual) route 
and slide into the traffic streams again. (Kelchtermans et al. 2011: 102)

The metaphor of the traffic island could be appropriately extended to the SII-initiated 
principals’ community of practice in as much as the forum afforded principals the 
opportunity to extricate themselves from the daily demands of managing their 
schools, and to reflect on their challenges with colleagues in a safe and trusting 
environment. In addition to the range of difficulties that are managed on a daily 
basis, the principals in the partner schools face additional challenges posed by the 
socioeconomic conditions of the communities they serve, such as those highlighted 
by Clark in Chapter 2 of this publication.

The rationale for establishing the community of practice is therefore based largely 
on the experience of professional isolation as expressed by the principals of the 
SII partner schools. Their decision to participate in a collaborative forum would, 
they felt, allow them to share leadership concerns, challenges and successes. They 
hoped that, through engaging with colleagues in a community of practice, they 
would develop their leadership and management capacity while benefitting from the 
support and collegiality with colleagues in similar school contexts. 

In July 2015 the principals agreed to form an ongoing community of practice as part 
of the SII university–school partnership. Hoadley and Kilner (cited in Hodgkinson-
Williams et al. 2008) refer to the importance of having a clear purpose in coming 
together in the community. This forms the platform on which the energy is created 
to produce results, without which knowledge building can flounder. The proposal 
put forward by the SII entailed meeting in a confidential forum every second month 
to discuss and share leadership and management concerns that would lead to actions 
directly relating to organisational change. It was further agreed that the starting 
point would emanate from principals’ issues of concern in the individual schools, 
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which they would raise for collective discussion. It was intended that the problem-
solving and decision-making approach would generate collective input and advice, 
but the onus would be on the individual principals to take forward guidance in the 
form of specific actions relevant to their school settings. This would be reported 
back and reflected on during subsequent meetings. Significantly, claims made by 
principals of shifts in practice were to be verified by evidence from the workplace, 
which was to be presented to the group at subsequent meetings.

The external facilitator’s role was to guide the principals in sharing challenges for 
collective problem solving. This form of mediation would allow for specific, context-
relevant questions to be raised, which directed discussion into issues of mutual 
concern. The facilitator would ensure that processes and procedures discussed were 
relevant to the school (and policy) domain, while allowing for the accommodation of 
different perspectives. As Li (2017) suggests, external support is crucial in leadership 
development, as instructional change typically involves new thinking and practices. 
The facilitator’s role was therefore to encourage deeper levels of insight and the 
application of new knowledge from the community of practice into the specific 
school settings. Moreover, the role of the facilitator was to disrupt and shift existing 
practices (Fataar & Feldman 2016; Gamble & Hoadley 2011) while providing ‘expert 
scaffolding’ (Holton & Clarke 2006). An acknowledgement of the strengths and 
growth areas of each principal without any loss of personal or professional integrity 
required a sensitivity and insight on the part of the facilitator in order to help build 
the developmental platform necessary for improvement in leadership practices. 

Over and above the regular community of practice meetings, the facilitator would 
provide individual site-based mentoring to the principals as and when required. 
Knowledge and information that emerged through the individual engagement with 
principals would create awareness of practices and insights across the five schools 
that could be introduced for collective discussion. School-based mentoring helped 
provide the facilitator with a contextualised understanding, which in turn enabled 
principals to be more open to evaluate their own practices (Walimbwa 2017),  
to elicit collaborative support, and to be challenged to develop new practices  
(Brodie & Borko 2016). This would help produce new ways of understanding 
(Kilpatrick et al. 2012; Guerrón Montero 2016). Moreover, it was anticipated that 
the principals’ active participation in a safe setting would provide opportunities for 
interaction with colleagues, and would facilitate the development of a sustainable 
professional and organisational support network (Li 2017).

Conceptual framework
In this chapter, as in Silbert and Bitso’s study in Chapter 9 of this publication, 
communities of practice are conceptualised as learning strategies and instruments of 
change (Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). Here we focus on situated professional 
learning (Glazer & Hannafin 2006) as an integral element of the community of 
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practice, which is presented as a mechanism of ‘scaffolding’ for the professional 
development of the individual principals (Bruner 1978; Wood et al. 1976).

Theorised by Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998), communities of 
practice represent networked structures of professional engagement through 
which individuals develop their capacity by learning from each other, and sharing 
best practice across organisational sites (Du Plessis 2008; Li 2017; McDermott 
1999). As well as conceptualising an approach to learning, the community of 
practice therefore presents a method of knowledge generation and dissemination 
(Amin & Roberts 2008; Buyesse et al. 2003) within the particular school context. 
Communities of practice are systems and processes that give structure and meaning 
to the professional work of the participants by strengthening collective values, and 
providing ‘a safe environment to stimulate lateral thinking and creativity’ (Wenger 
1998: 46). They are context-specific in that they are contingent upon a shared 
concern among a group of professional people who deepen their knowledge, skills 
or expertise through ongoing interaction (Amin & Roberts 2008; Du Plessis 2008; 
Wenger et al. 2002).

According to Wenger (2000: 229) communities of practice are bound together by 
a sense of joint enterprise, mutual engagement and shared repertoire of communal 
resources. These three elements in combination define a particular competence 
required to perform a practice, and it is this professional practice that informs 
the community of practice. For Wenger (2000) all knowledge is determined by 
competence and experience, which exist in various relations to each other, with 
each shaping the other. While the community of practice requires convergence 
between competence and experience in order for it to exist, an important aspect 
of learning requires divergence between the two. Learning therefore takes place 
when competence and experience are in close tension ‘and either starts pulling 
the other’ (Wenger 2000: 227). Wenger describes this as a ‘boundary interaction,’ 
which in this study is initiated through the role of the external facilitator – as well 
as the principals with their different levels of experience and expertise. Although 
informed by a particular set of norms, the community of practice is therefore 
dynamic and generative (Wenger 1998) in that it grows out of a ‘convergent interplay 
of competence and experience’ (Wenger 2000: 229). However, divergence between 
the two is necessary in order for learning to take place. In this sense learning is a 
‘dynamic, two-way relationship between people and the social learning systems in 
which they participate’ (Wenger 2000: 227). 

The learning that takes place through the community of practice has direct 
implications for the professional workplace (Hargreaves & Fullan 2009;  
Hargreaves & Shirley 2009). The capacity of the principals to critically reflect on  
their professional practice with each other, and to implement necessary changes 
within their particular schools, contributes towards the effectiveness of the 
community of practice.
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Experiential learning and reflective practice
In this study two key features of communities of practice are particularly significant: 
firstly, that all learning is situated in experience (Amin & Roberts 2008; Brown et 
al. 1989) and secondly, that experience is understood through critical reflection 
(Ayas & Zenuik 2001; Buyesse et al. 2003; DeFillippi 2001). The development 
of the school manager as a reflective practitioner (Saddington & Wylie 2014) 
highlights Schön’s theory of reflection-in-action, which involves the individual’s 
constructing understandings that inform action as the situation unfolds. Reflection-
on-action (Schön 1983) entails a more retrospective exploration of the underpinning 
motivation that informed practice. Sense making involves recruiting previous 
knowledge, stored in the individual’s repertoire of experiences (Schön 1983: 138), 
which is applied to the present situation. 

The significance of reflection within a community of practice signals the work of 
DeFillippi (2001: 6), who states that the process of converting ‘tacit experience 
into explicit knowledge’ with fellow participants ‘helps create the narrative through 
which experience can be shared and preserved for reference for future project work’. 
(see also Du Plessis 2008). However, as Fenwick (2001) suggests, learning does not 
take place from experience alone. Reflection is the necessary sense-making tool 
that links current experience to previous learning in order to shift or transform the 
individual’s understanding. We argue similarly that reflective practice on its own will 
not necessarily lead to transformative learning. As does Schön (1996), we believe 
that new learning requires reflection with peers coupled with scaffolded support by 
a specialist in the field.

Scaffolding as a developmental mechanism
The notion of scaffolding as used in this study is defined as the support provided 
by a more experienced person who mediates attempts by group members to take on 
new learning (Wood et al. 1976). Cazden (1983: 6) defines a scaffold as ‘a temporary 
framework for construction in progress,’ which suggests that the scaffolding 
provided by the facilitator does not change the nature or level of the task, but 
rather provides support that allows the recipient to successfully complete the task. 
Scaffolding, according to Wood et al. (1976: 89), refers to the relationship between 
a specialist and a learner in situations of problem solving – and it also constitutes 
instructional behaviours such as recruiting the learner’s interest, and keeping the 
focus and motivation towards achieving a goal. 

The types of scaffolding we use to frame the principals’ community of practice are 
contingent scaffolding, embedded scaffolding and reciprocal scaffolding. Contingent 
scaffolding, or soft scaffolding (Simons & Klein 2007), involves the utilisation of 
conversation as a tool. An example of this would be the facilitator posing questions 
in relation to a particular problem, and providing constructive feedback. Embedded 
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scaffolding, or hard scaffolding, in contrast, is planned in advance to help students 
with a task that is anticipated as being challenging or problematic (Saye & Brush 
2002). Hints or cues are supplied to help reach a higher level of thinking. In both 
types, expert support (Holton & Clarke 2006) takes the form of mediation by the 
facilitator. Reciprocal scaffolding is a method that involves a group of two or more 
who are working collaboratively, and who learn from each other’s experience, 
knowledge and best practice. The three types of scaffolding are interdependent and 
change constantly as the group works on different tasks. 

In each of these characterisations of scaffolding, the type and amount of support is 
dependent on the needs of the participants. The underlying theory is that higher-
level thinking skills are developed when scaffolding occurs with an expert and others 
who introduce different perspectives (Stone 1998; Li 2017). In the study described 
in this chapter, it is the boundary interaction precipitated both by principals and 
the facilitator that serves as the catalyst for new learning within the community of 
practice – signalling the divergence between competence and experience. This is 
illustrated in the community of practice when, for example, a principal shares an 
approach to a particular problem, on which the group (including the facilitator) 
critically reflects in order to produce new, more effective approaches based on the 
collective experience. It is this interplay between competence and experience that 
generates new learning.

Locating principals’ communities of practice in the literature
Hallinger (2003) has characterised the two dominant forms of leadership practice 
found in schools as being ‘instructional’ or ‘transformational’ (in relation to their 
orientation towards school improvement). Instructional leadership centres on the 
school leader as the driving force in ensuring curriculum delivery, and demonstrates 
increased autonomy in leadership practices (Hopkins et al. 2011; Raudenbush 2009).  
However, this cannot be guaranteed or sustained due to the lack of certainty or 
consistency in how leadership unfolds across different school contexts (Fullan 2006).  
Day (2005) argues that sustainability of sound leadership practice is found in schools 
that are effectively led into collaborative communities with a clear vision of the 
future. This view shifts instructional leadership towards a more transformative mode 
that incorporates distributed leadership practices. 

Transformative types of leadership, on the other hand, are contingent upon the leader 
becoming a culture and capacity builder in response to the ever-changing demands of 
both the school context and the broader education landscape (Hallinger 2003). 

In South Africa the drive to improve leadership practices in primary and secondary 
schools gained impetus following a number of large-scale evaluations conducted 
after 2004. Reports on poor schooling (Bush & Heystek 2006; Bush et al. 2010; 
HSRC 2005; Taylor 2006) in the media compelled the Department of Education2 to 
implement a course of action within the political and education contexts. This took 
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the form of policies and competency-based qualifications (DBE 2008, 2011). The 
imperative to improve leadership practices, which underpinned these reports, was 
based on the assumption that – if the leadership and management components in a 
school were strengthened – there would be an improvement in learner performance.

In the South African context, there is limited evidence of the implementation of 
principals’ community of practice models or initiatives that seek to strengthen 
leadership and management practices, but some work has been conducted in this 
area (Bridge 2011; La Vita et al. 2017).3 These examples aside, there remains little 
evidence of community of practice initiatives for principals, particularly in low 
socioeconomic status schools. 

With regard to the international literature, studies in the main illustrate community 
of practice engagement within organisations, as opposed to across contexts (Wenger 
et al. 2002). There are relatively few studies with a specific focus on communities 
of school principals. Leithwood et al.’s (2009) study on developing and sustaining 
school principals is an example of an initiative that sought to develop school 
leaders across contexts through modelling specific leadership styles. While Fullan’s 
(2015b) study in Ontario examines a district-wide intervention with school leaders, 
other researchers have focused on the effectiveness of networks across large school 
districts for the purpose of school improvement (Rincón-Gallardo & Fullan 2016). 
Similarly, Jackson and Temperley’s (2007) study in England on the Networked 
Learning Communities programme, which was conducted between 2002 and 2006, 
involved 137 networks and 1 500 schools. These studies suggest that more work is 
needed on interventions that focus directly on supporting principals.

On the whole there is little in the literature, locally and internationally, that 
specifically examines a principals’ community of practice and the reciprocal value 
derived from professional engagement of school leaders, particularly within a 
university–school partnership. Premised on this gap in the scholarship, the study 
seeks to address the following question: 

What are the implications of supportive mechanisms initiated in a community of 
practice for the personal and professional growth of school principals involved in a 
university–school partnership?

In order to explore this question we decided to focus on two of our partner schools: 
one primary and one secondary school. The two principals are referred to by their 
pseudonyms: ‘Mr Masiki’ in the case of the primary school principal, and ‘Ms Gwele’ 
in the case of the secondary school principal. The chapter explores the value of the 
community of practice for the two principals and its implications for development 
in both school contexts. 

The reason for the selection of the two school principals was based on both having 
been involved in the community of practice since its inception in mid-2015, and 
both schools having been engaged in the SII partnership since its formation in 2013. 
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Furthermore the two partner schools are located in close proximity to each other, 
thus enabling a closer engagement and easier sharing of expertise between the two 
principals. They also share the same departmental circuit manager.4 These criteria 
were intended to equalise the principals’ participation and to minimise selection 
bias. Of the remaining three principals, one of the schools joined the SII (and the 
community of practice) in 2014, and the other two in 2015 and 2016 respectively. 
So the latter two had been involved in the university–school partnership and the 
community of practice for a shorter period of time. 

Setting up the community of practice in the SII partner schools
The community of practice research study proceeded in four stages:

Stage One: Surfacing key theories implicit in the community of practice to 
articulate how the model could be effectively implemented.

Stage Two: Organising the intervention activities reported in the community of 
practice that related to the two sample schools.

Stage Three: Conducting field work in the form of a site visit to each of the two 
schools by a researcher familiar to the principals, but not involved in 
the community of practice. Fieldwork took the form of interviewing 
of the two principals, and collecting school-based evidence to validate 
their input.

Stage Four: Analysing and interpreting the data from the interviews and 
documentation based on the theoretical aspects described above.

Methodology
The four stages outlined above informed this chapter, for which a case study approach 
was used. The ‘case’ comprised the two school principals involved in the study. Rule 
and John (2011: 4) define a case study as a ‘systematic and in-depth investigation 
of a particular instance in its context, in order to generate knowledge’ (original 
emphasis). These authors further distinguish between intrinsic and instrumental 
case studies. In an intrinsic case study, the case itself is of interest as a unique or 
innovative situation, and is worth examining in its own right rather than serving as 
an example of a broader issue. An instrumental case study, on the other hand, takes 
a particular issue as its focus and then selects cases that allow this issue to be studied 
in depth (Rule & John 2011). In as much as this study’s focus is the community of 
practice and the case of the two schools selected to describe it, the type of case study  
used is instrumental. 

Data was gathered from semi-structured interviews consisting of a number of 
open-ended questions. Principals’ perspectives offered a range of insights, which 
reminds us that our interest is ‘not only in the physical events and behavior that 
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are taking place, but also in how participants … make sense of this and how their 
understanding influences their behavior’ (Maxwell 1996: 17). The interviews 
were audiotaped, transcribed and thematically analysed. In conjunction with the 
interviews, evidence documenting change processes in each of the two schools was 
collected and analysed. 

During the two field visits (one in each school), the principals were presented with 
a list of the various activities they had identified at the community of practice as 
having been implemented in their respective schools as a result of the interaction 
and advice offered by peers and the external facilitator. 

Ethical considerations
Although the participants were in many ways ‘partners and collaborators’ (Angrosino 
2007: 88) they were fully informed of the study, and were aware that participation 
at all times was voluntary. Anonymity of the principals was maintained by the use 
of pseudonyms. Both principals who were involved in the study, the other three 
principals in the community of practice, and the external specialist checked the 
manuscript prior to publication.

Discussion
The discussion is organised according to the two key themes that emerged from the 
interview data:

• Personal growth resulting in increased capacity to initiate change.
• Professional and systemic growth resulting in organisational development 

within the schools.

The data is not organised separately into these two areas, as both of the above 
themes are closely interwoven. It was through the principals’ personal growth that 
organisational shifts were enabled, and similarly through professional growth, 
that personal development took place. In the extracts that follow, both principals 
reflect on their experiences of personal growth, which they link directly to their 
professional growth, and in turn to the systemic growth of the school organisation. 
Mr Masiki associates his ‘growth as a person’ with increased ‘emotional intelligence’.5 

She [external facilitator] taught me to use more of my emotional 
intelligence … I must try not to raise my voice to raise the argument. 
It helped me a lot with the teachers who blatantly show they disregard 
me. So by me just shutting up and do[ing] what’s right it helps me a lot. 
Most teachers come into my office and say ‘Principal, thank you for not 
responding to that.’ It helps me. I’m growing as a person.

The role of the external facilitator referred to above highlights the ‘insider/outsider 
collaboration’ (Ayas & Zenuik 2001: 74), suggesting that the outsider brings a 
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broader perspective that might enable the members of the community of practice to 
view the problem differently, enabling the shift from action to reflection. 

Ms Gwele shares her personal reflections, which she links to shifts in action:

My personality is to be very accommodating and to understand the other 
person’s position. I’m just made like that, but being part of the COP and 
learning how people handle their staff when there are misdemeanours, 
and when they are not really adhering to what they are supposed to 
be doing, that also shifted my thinking, because while you can be an 
accommodating person, while you can be an understanding person … 
there is a job description, there’s something they have to do. They are 
earning a salary so they have to be accountable for that, and should they 
not follow through on what they are accountable for, it is then my  
job description to keep them to account. And that is something that  
I have developed …

Both principals (above) reflect on the effect of their personal development on 
relationships with their staff: in the first example through being less reactive  
and confrontational, and in the second through being less ‘accommodating’  
and more assertive.6

In both extracts, the principals reflect on personal growth areas facilitated through 
the community of practice as a result of input from both the facilitator and fellow 
principals. According to Barab and Duffy (2000: 35) it is the ‘development of self 
through participation in the community’ that distinguishes communities of practice 
from other forms of professional learning communities. The latter focuses on practice 
fields as settings in which learners apply new knowledge (Barab & Duffy 2000),  
but the community of practice in this study offered opportunities for ongoing 
reflection and dialogue about experiences that emerged from the field-based 
settings. For Mitchell and Sackney (2000: 41) ‘building people’ should be a central 
concern in schools in that personal capacity is extended from self to others. For these 
authors building people ‘begins with the person and extends outward in a natural 
expansion of their commitment to growth.’ Underpinning both of the principals’ 
extracts (above) is the focus on reflection, which is crucial to learning ‘in order to 
convert tacit experience into explicit knowledge’ (DeFillippi 2001: 6).

The interpersonal dimension of leadership and the influence of the leader on the 
school community are underscored in the above extracts. Both principals showed 
elements of transformational leadership. Hallinger and Heck (1996) as well as 
Duignan & Macpherson (1992) regard this form of leadership as having the potential 
to shift the cultural context of the school by causing leaders to focusing on values, 
morals and ethos. Transformational leadership, in conjunction with organisational 
leadership, underpins the work of the community of practice, interlacing the two 
main learning areas identified by the principals, namely personal and professional 
development.
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It is the linkage between transformational and organisational leadership that 
emerged strongly through the data – and the realisation by the principals that, in 
order to bring about changes in the organisation, personal development would 
need to take place. One of the significant changes introduced by Mr Masiki was the 
implementation of more effective management systems:

We managed from this short period of time to put our systems in place. 
That means the work relations now between myself and deputies and 
HODs … We know now exactly who is dealing with what, when and how. 
So that is the first thing, we have put our systems in place.

When probed on the types of systems that had been introduced, he responded:

Okay, the systems first, if a teacher is leaving he/she knows exactly that 
she needs to report to the HOD first. So that there can be an arrangement 
for retrieval and then that teacher needs to ask permission from the 
principal. Those were the things that were not happening. Also the 
meetings … we know now exactly the grade meetings will give input 
to the phase meeting, which will give input to the staff meeting and 
eventually that will lead to … the SMT meeting, which is influenced by 
the senior management meeting. So every morning we [the deputies and 
I] sit and we strategise on how we are going to speak to our SMT during 
our SMT [meeting] which takes place every fortnight … so it’s difficult 
for anyone to bridge, or to create a gap for the system.

Evidence of the above systems was presented at the time of the interview in the form of 
quarterly plans documenting grade meetings, phase meetings, staff meetings and school 
management team (SMT) meetings. Similarly, daily briefings involving the principal 
and two deputies had also been structured into the schedule, with the aim of improving 
professional interaction. In his recent study, Li (2017) identified organisational redesign 
– for example, changing the school timetable, creating new roles and routines, and 
introducing grade-level meetings – as a critical lever in school improvement.

With regard to implementing more effective systems, Ms Gwele expressed the 
challenge she had faced prior to joining the community of practice regarding 
delegation of duties to her staff and management team. She believed that the job 
would not be properly undertaken unless she did it herself, or delegated it to one of 
a small group of staff members on whom she could rely to do it to her satisfaction. 
Ms Gwele acknowledged that, in order to delegate more, she needed to consult with 
the teachers to ensure that they had a clearer understanding of their job descriptions. 
This she described as a ‘negotiated document’. Her increased assertiveness was 
demonstrated in her decision to scope each teacher’s job description. In so doing 
the principal was able to openly engage with the teachers about their professional 
commitments for the year, and discuss the allocation of additional responsibilities:

[Previously] I didn’t engage with the person about their job description 
… so I’ve started doing that now, where I’ve plotted out a job description 
based on what they are doing for this year and at the same time I have a 
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discussion of what they intend to do next year. And what I have realised 
is that such a lot of teachers are just doing teaching and not doing extra. 
They do extramural and they do teaching but there’s nothing else that 
they are doing … that it’s an opportunity for me to delegate some of the 
responsibilities because what I am finding, and I suppose in any other 
organisation as well, you find that the people who are your hardest 
workers you give them more jobs because you know they are going to get 
the thing done. Then there are other people who are not carrying part of 
the burden at all because they just teach and go and teach and go.

The value of understanding what individuals in an organisation do constitutes the 
most important ‘rule’ for Morieux and Tollman (2014) in their analysis of effective 
organisations – a process that Ms Gwele had already begun at the time of the 
interview (September) in preparation for the following year. She indicated that she 
had conducted similar job description processes with her deputy principal and 
members of the SMT and school governing body (SGB). When asked whether this 
development could be directly attributed to the community of practice, she responded 
that she had been meaning to implement this prior to the start of the community 
of practice initiative but had not managed to do so due to time constraints. In her 
opinion, the community of practice served as a ‘trigger’, highlighting those areas in 
which changes need to be made:

When we listen to how other people do their things and then you realise, 
but I don’t have that in place yet … It just triggers some other things that 
you know you still have to work on.

We are reminded in the above extract that competence is socially defined and, as 
Wenger (2000: 226) states, is always in ‘interplay with our experience’. It is ‘in this 
interplay that learning takes place.’ 

In the following extract, Ms Gwele (the longer serving of the two principals) 
comments on the value she gained from offering input and advice to Mr Masiki, 
who had been appointed as principal six months prior to the start of the  
community of practice: 

[Mr Masiki] always brings new problems. Because he’s a new principal, he 
brings problem situations to the meeting and I think that all of us chip in 
to give advice as to how we would have handled it, and I think that is also 
a learning space for all. Just in general, you have experience and you share 
how you deal with issues and that is the learning space for principals.

According to Ms Gwele, it was not only Mr Masiki who benefitted as a new principal. 
Those who were more experienced also derived value from sharing professional 
input. From Mr Masiki’s perspective:

I’ve grown in leaps and bounds from advice that I got from COP. Now 
I am able to stand tall and firm and able to manage the school as a 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   121 03/10/2018   06:38



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

122

principal… So I’ve grown now, I have started with the school’s finances. 
We had lot of problems with finances, then I got involved and I started 
EFTs [Electronic Finance Transfers] at the school … As a result we 
manage to pick up discrepancies and irregularities in terms of school 
finances, the mismanagement of funds by teachers … so I’m growing as a 
person to be able to say that this is not right … let’s go this way.

An additional area of growth for Mr Masiki, emanating from the community of 
practice, was the need, as advised by his fellow principals, for increased visibility. 
Following these discussions, he describes the new practices he introduced in an 
effort to strengthen his and his deputies’ visibility. 

Every morning we meet. We make the presence of the principal and 
deputies [known] by walking around. That is what we are doing … we 
will know exactly which teacher is absent and which teacher is not here.

City et al. (2009) note that rotations, as referred to by Mr Masiki above, can exert a 
positive impact on classroom practice as senior management is able to observe what 
actually occurs in classrooms.

While Mr Masiki acknowledged how much he had developed through the 
community of practice, he was simultaneously able to reflect on how he had 
contributed to supporting his peers. In addition to the example of school finances 
offered in the previous extract, a further contribution related to the school timetable. 
During discussions in the community of practice it was apparent that one of the 
more experienced principals required support with restructuring the timetabling 
due to certain organisational changes that were needed at his school. Mr Masiki 
reflects during the interview on his role in supporting the more experienced 
principal in this area:

With regard to the timetable, I am the specialist in that regard, (with) the 
allocations of times. I’ve seen their timetable … I’ve been telling  
Mr Taliwa7 that if he needs help with the timetable I can assist him …

We are reminded here that knowledge is generated and shared within a social  
and cultural context (Buyesse et al. 2003). Underscoring the use of communities  
of practice as a framework for supporting professional development  
(McLaughlin & Mitra 2001; Pugach 1999; Wenger 1998), learning takes place as a 
social enterprise ‘across levels of expertise rather than within them’ (Pugach 1999: 270).  
Pugach (1999) suggests that this notion of community of practice challenges the one-
sided view of learning in which the expert is perceived as the ‘knowledge generator’. 
Instead, learning is regarded as bidirectional, with all members benefitting from, and 
contributing to the ‘knowledge base’ (Buyesse et al. 2003) in a variety of ways. 

In the case of Ms Gwele, although she was one of the two most experienced 
principals in the community of practice she indicated during the interview that she 
had always struggled with time management. After reflecting on this with her peers, 
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she enlisted the help of her administrative staff to put an end to ad hoc meetings, and 
to make regular use of her diary (which was presented as evidence at the time of the 
interview) through which to formalise meetings:

The ad hoc meetings [were] a major problem. She [the secretary] takes 
my diary and writes in it … she comes to fetch my diary and transfers it 
and it is such a relief for me because then I know exactly who’s going to 
come in. At one stage people would come in and then say, ‘Can I  
just have a second?’ So now I say ‘Please make an appointment with  
me.’ They didn’t like it but they learnt that next time that they must  
make an appointment.

Both principals reflect on the elements of the community of practice that enabled 
personal and professional growth, as a result of the positive shifts in practice they 
had managed to introduce in their schools. 

Mr Masiki expresses how the COP has decreased his stress:

The experience and the good practice we are sharing really I can be 
able to go and sleep at home every night, because of the support, you 
know every time I am having sleepless nights I will just go and blow my 
heart out at COP … So that place, it’s a sacred place. It’s a sacred space 
that sharing with other people, being capacitated because most of the 
problems I encountered during the course of the year I managed to share 
and got solutions for some of them, although I’m still working [on it], its a 
work in progress …

Ms Gwele says how much she appreciates the space and the support:

It is just such a wonderful space to share and to relax and to know that 
there’s no judgement, there’s no people that’s going to say you’re a bad 
principal. So you don’t have to pretend there, you don’t have to pretend 
that everything is fine, because that’s a space where you actually can 
expose … uhm your fears and your ignorance in a way, what you don’t 
know, not ignorance in a bad way, but what you don’t know. 

In an environment in which principals have expressed their experience of working in 
isolation, the idea of the community of practice as a ‘risk-free’ (Leithwood et al. 2009;  
Probst & Borzillo 2008: 342) sounding board is significant. This suggests that, 
through this forum, information, insight and advice could be safely shared and 
ultimately translated into knowledge (Du Plessis 2008). Through the sharing 
of personal experiences and challenges with professional peers in a trusting  
setting, integrity, honesty and transparency were engendered. This highlights the 
importance of psychological safety and ‘relational trust’ (Bryk & Schneider 2002; 
Leithwood et al. 2009) in building confidentiality and creating a space ‘where  
people feel comfortable practicing learning without the fear of failure, a space 
where they can raise difficult issues; a space where they do not resort to defensive 
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behavior’ (Ayas & Zenuik 2001: 72). Ultimately, it is the sharing of a ‘joint enterprise’ 
(Wenger 2000: 229) that galvanises the members, informing their participation and 
engagement. As Wenger (2000: 229) suggests, ‘[to] be competent is to understand the 
enterprise well enough to be able to contribute to it.’

Conclusion 
Fullan (2015a: 6) states that ‘collaboration with peers to do something of value’  
is one of the key intrinsic motivational factors for leaders. For Fullan, feedback 
is essential for personal and professional growth, and it is through collaborative 
structures such as the principals’ community of practice that effective feedback  
can take place. As illustrated in the data, the community of practice provided 
a forum for candid feedback, support and problem solving through offering  
advice, and sharing best practice. Underpinning the community of practice was 
the shared sense that the principals were doing ‘something of value’. Ms Gwele  
shares this sentiment: ‘Basically I can see the progress. I can see where I am taking  
the school to…’

It is through active and supportive participation that members were bound 
together and that relationships of trust were created. As Wenger (1998: 4) advises, 
participation ‘refers not just to local events of engagement in certain activities  
with certain people, but to a more encompassing process of being active participants 
in the practices of social communities, and constructing identities in relation  
to these communities.’

As illustrated in the data, communities of practice, by their very nature, are not 
homogenous spaces but operate within broader socio-cultural contexts, generating a 
fluidity and heterogeneity (Handley et al. 2006). Quoting Wenger, DeFillippi (2001: 6)  
argues that, irrespective of individual members’ experience in the community of 
practice, ‘learning occurs naturally through people’s participation in the practices of 
social communities and through their construction of identities in relation to these 
communities’. The data also suggests that mutual engagement and interaction is a 
defining feature of a community of practice, and that competence implies being able 
to engage with the community as a partner, rather than the degree of experience a 
member may possess. This reciprocal interaction allows community members to 
affect one another and the group as a whole. This is because changes propagate easily 
where ideas and knowledge are distributed and developed through a productive and 
creative process of collaboration (Kilpatrick et al. 2012). 

The learning that took place in the community of practice was interactive and 
multidirectional. This related to the reflection, sharing and support offered through 
the community of practice (Wenger 1998) resulting in the translation of learning 
into the workplace. Support in the form of reciprocal scaffolding (Holton & Clarke 
2006) emanated from members’ particular areas of strength, and their willingness 
to offer advice based on their expertise. The levelling out and sharing of support 
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resulted in principals experiencing a sense of value both in contributing to – and 
receiving support from – the group.

In this study, the mechanism of support offered through the community of practice, 
and operationalised at the level of both facilitator and peer group engagement, was 
translated into agency that is relevant to the principals’ individual school contexts. This 
suggests that the model presented in this study can be used for professional peer-based 
support as well as for programmes offered by education districts for supporting school 
principals in a collaborative forum. This is in line with the socio-cultural approach 
advocated by the Department of Basic Education for the professional development of 
South African school principals, in which it is envisaged that

communities of practice will encourage cooperation, collaboration and 
shared learning, whilst respecting the need for individual independence 
and autonomy. It is hoped these communities will … branch out to a 
more inclusive engagement with other role players such as unions, district 
officials, parents and community members. (DBE 2015: 7)

Beyond principal support initiatives, the community of practice model can also be 
implemented within and between schools to support others in leadership positions 
such as departmental heads and deputy principals. In each of these cases, instruments 
to monitor evidence of organisational change would need to be integrated into the 
support programme. 

The principals’ community of practice highlights the extent to which learning is the 
result of collaboration and interaction, of ‘social processes that require negotiation 
and problem solving with others’ (Buyesse et al. 2003: 267). Ultimately the intention 
of the collaborative engagement offered through the community of practice was 
the professional development of the school principals, a key determining factor 
in successful school improvement. As Li (2017: 307) reminds us, the ‘necessary 
synergy’ for driving school development is school leadership, external support, and 
organisation redesign – three elements that emerged in this study. In the long term, 
improving the quality of school leadership has direct implications for enhancing the 
quality of education. In the shorter term, the value of the principals’ community 
of practice has contributed to enhancing school leadership in the SII schools and, 
simultaneously, to bolstering the work of the SII by embedding into the initiative a 
commitment to partnership, reciprocity and collaboration. 

Notes
1 In this study the facilitator of the community of practice had worked with the principals over 

a period of two years in a mentoring capacity, and is the first author of this chapter.

2 The Department of Basic Education (DBE) oversees primary and high school education 
(Grade R-12) in South Africa. The DBE was created in 2009 when the former Department of 
Education (DoE) was divided into DBE and Department of Higher Education and Training 
(DHET). The reference to DoE was therefore cited prior to that change.
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3 Bridge supports and capacitates school principals as instructional leaders in order to improve 
school functionality by ensuring that effective management systems are in place. Leap 
focuses on communities of practice as effective mechanisms for teacher development and 
teaching practice transformation.

4 Schools in the Western Cape are arranged into circuits (comprising about 20 primary and 
secondary schools per circuit), and are supported by a district official known as a circuit 
manager.

5 Weisinger (1998) defines emotional intelligence as the intelligent and intentional use of one’s 
emotions in order to guide behaviour and thinking in ways that enhance the ability to satisfy 
basic needs and obtain results.

6 In both instances evidence of these shifts was presented to the interviewer at the time of the 
interviews, as highlighted in the data in later sections.

7 This is a pseudonym.
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Critical occupational therapy in the margins:  
Parent participation in under-resourced schools
Liesl Peters and Roshan Galvaan

In this chapter we describe the impact of coloniality on the occupation of learning in 
South African schools, and outline the associated complexities of parent involvement 
in schools that are under-resourced. We present experiences of working with parents 
through Occupation-based Community Development (ObCD) campaigns in an 
Schools Improvement Initiative (SII) partner school, describing the possibilities of 
border thinking as a theoretical frame for shifting and shaping occupational therapy 
practice towards a partnership-focused collaboration with parents. We use these 
examples to examine the lessons that have emerged through such approaches, and 
offer ideas for how collaboration with parents might flourish in schools with similar 
situations and experiences.

Occupational therapists recognise that learning is an occupation (see Chapter 
5, Silbert & Galvaan for an explanation of this term) comprised of multiple and  
varied activities, and shaped by contextual influences (Galvaan et al. 2015). A 
transactional perspective of occupation takes account of the many varied people 
and activities that interact with one another in multiple, complex ways, forming 
the situations in which daily participation is produced (Aldrich 2008; Cutchin et al. 
2008). Based on this view, learning can be interpreted from different vantage points, 
but it is our experience that the characteristic view of learning is often solely about 
the learners’ academic performance. This represents a single, yet powerful notion 
that dominates the way that occupational therapists have structured their services 
at schools. 

Notwithstanding this focus on performance, we choose to position our work in 
relation to the more complex, transactional view of learning that draws attention to 
the numerous social actors – parents, guardians, teachers, school managers, peers 
and significant others – who co-construct how learning might be enacted within 
particular settings. As such, we believe that those social actors who contribute to 
learners’ lives from the position of the family are not only parents, and that different 
versions of families exist. This is consistent with the perspective in the South African 
Schools Act, whereby any individual who fulfils the responsibilities to ensure that a 
learners’ educational needs are met is regarded as equivalent to parents (Lemmer 
& Van Wyk 2004). Our understanding of a ‘parent’ includes all those individuals 
who contribute to caring for and nurturing learners. ‘Parents’ may therefore include 
mothers, fathers, grandparents, older siblings, aunts, uncles, or any other significant 
person who is responsible for the learners’ upbringing. While it may seem exceptional 

8
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to view parents in this way, and involve them within the life of the school, this is 
aligned with legislation indicating their necessary inclusion (RSA 1996). 

Parent involvement has been positioned as a multidimensional concept  
(Feuerstein 2000) and is not new, having originated in the USA and Europe in the 
1960s and 1970s with the implementation of programmes to promote school success 
for ethnic minority and immigrant groups, as described by Bakker and Denessen 
(2007). Schools attempted to create opportunities for parents (from backgrounds 
that were different to the dominant group attending the school) to develop attitudes 
and practices that would support their children’s success. However positive these 
intentions were, they failed to engage parents as equals, expecting them to assimilate 
to the dominant, largely white, middle-class values and practices related to supporting 
children in their educational endeavours. The historical roots of practices relating to 
parent involvement have shaped expectations for how parents are to be involved in 
learning processes and institutions responsible for education. For example, Epstein’s 
framework (1995 cited in Lemmer & Van Wyk 2004) locates parent involvement in 
six different practices that characterise the relationship between the home, school 
and community contexts. These are: 

1) assisting parents to develop home environments and parenting skills that 
support learning; 

2) communication with parents about learners’ progress in school and  
school programmes; 

3) involving parents as volunteers by designing opportunities that take into 
account the complexities of modern living; 

4) involving families in learning activities at home; 
5) including parents in school governance and decision-making; and 
6) coordinating and working with community resources to support school 

programmes and strengthen the role of the family in learning (Lemmer 2007: 221). 

Although helpful in terms of outlining the various ways in which involvement takes 
place, such a framework does not account for parent engagement on parents’ terms, 
thus privileging the perspective of the school in denoting how and when parents will 
be involved. Theodorou (2007) argues that, although parent participation and parent 
involvement are often used interchangeably, they do not denote the same thing. She 
indicates that focusing on an approach that privileges parent participation would 
prioritise collectivist orientations to the relationship between the home and school 
and could enable the development of the whole school and all its learners. Such an 
approach would enact participatory ways of doing that are grounded within power-
sharing and full participation within decision-making processes, with clearly defined 
rights and responsibilities for all those involved.

This chapter aims to forefront parents’ critical position in relation to the occupation 
of learning, and considers how parent participation, as opposed to mere involvement, 
in under-resourced schools might be enacted to enhance the quality of learning and 
contribute to the improvement of our society.
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Parent involvement in South African schools
School reform in democratic South Africa has involved re-orienting the role of 
parents in schools, with particular attention given to their place in democratic school 
governance (Lewis & Naidoo 2004). This has not been without its challenges. For 
instance, many black, working-class parents who live in rural areas face barriers to 
their engagement in school governance structures, as they often live far from the 
school (Lemmer & Van Wyk 2004). Further to this, parents who reside in working-
class communities often have their concerns ‘defined for them by the middle-class 
- the Black educator middle-class in Black schools and the White, Colored or Indian 
professional middle-class in mixed schools’ (Lewis & Naidoo 2004: 107–108). 
Parent involvement that occurs predominantly through involvement in governance 
structures does not create sufficient opportunities for marginalised parents and 
learners. This raises questions about whether parent involvement, as it is currently 
enacted within South African schools, would support what is needed to grow 
education in South Africa. 

Many schools and their learners are still struggling to escape the identities imposed 
on them during apartheid (Soudien 2012). This reflects the apartheid education 
system, and its different preparation of learners from different race groups for 
the expected roles that they would play in life. Schools that were classified as 
black during apartheid typically had limited resources, and were often situated 
in working-class communities (Chapter 2, Clark). These schools have remained 
under-resourced in the post-apartheid era. It follows that the parent involvement 
practices of many South African schools are born out of these historical educational 
dispensations, raising doubt that Eurocentric approaches to involve parents – such 
as those proposed by Epstein – would be appropriate in the South African context. It 
is our view that an approach to parent involvement that is premised on participation 
and shared terms for engagement (Theodorou 2007) could be useful in South 
African schools. However, we believe that enacting such an approach would require 
recognition of the ongoing coloniality that shapes the occupation of learning and the 
participation of parents in under-resourced schools. 

Coloniality and the occupation of learning 
Coloniality prevails despite the end of colonial administrations (Ndlovu & Makoni 2014),  
and is reflected in the global hegemonic structure of power (Glaveanu & Sierra 2015).  
Coloniality has been described as referring to ‘long-standing patterns of power that 
emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define culture, labour, intersubjectivity 
relations and knowledge production well beyond the strict limits of colonial 
administrations’ (Ndlovu & Makoni 2014: 5). Coloniality’s pervasive and invisible 
influence continues in ways of thinking that construct our modern experience through 
various aspects such as culture, texts and the criteria for academic performance 
(Ndlovu & Makoni 2014). This also regulates race, labour, land and people on the 
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basis of material gain, which results in inequality across social groups. The education 
system in South Africa, with its attendant hierarchical matrix of power, is an insidious 
example of the ongoing influence of the modern colonial project. The interconnecting 
spheres of this matrix include a struggle for control at the level of the economy and 
the public sphere, as well as authority, knowledge and subjectivity (Tlostanova & 
Mignolo 2009). However, control of knowledge and the discourses that position some 
identities with more power than others enable domination of certain subjectivities 
by others (Tlostanova & Mignolo 2009). Since domination is only possible because 
of epistemological domination, the education system becomes a key platform where 
coloniality is maintained, and particular subjectivities are reproduced. The ways 
in which coloniality influences participation in learning at schools in South Africa 
therefore warrants attention.

Global socio-political hegemonies are reflected in local conditions in South 
Africa (Ndlovu & Makoni 2014). Further complicating matters, the impact of the 
legacy of apartheid has led to a prevailing context of untenable inequality that has 
substantially impacted on access to quality education. As Clark suggests in Chapter 
2 of this publication, although all children are guaranteed the right to education 
(RSA 1996) and free schooling is available to all children, the quality of education 
available to those whose parents can afford to pay for it differs substantially from 
those who cannot afford it. This maintains a class-based system of segregation that 
is strongly linked to geographical location and race in South Africa – a situation that 
was brought into being through the Group Areas Act in 19501. Apartheid spatial 
planning has resulted in a continued geopolitical structure influencing the schooling 
landscape and determining who has access to particular institutions. What this 
means is that schools are generally made up of learners who occupy a similar class 
position. However, race and class have come to be intertwined in more complex ways 
since the end of apartheid (Nattrass & Seekings 2001), resulting in multicultural 
spaces emerging within different institutions. 

Understanding and valuing cultural diversity leads us to question the ‘assimilative’ 
and ‘inclusive’ education policies of many so called ‘multi-cultural’ societies in 
which the prevailing hegemony of the dominant culture and language works against 
the expression and development of the cultural heritages and epistemologies of 
marginalised groups. This has been our experience of many schools in South 
Africa where middle-class, English, Christian (also read ‘white’) values are often 
emphasised. The modern colonial project tends to uphold these dominant ideologies, 
dictating who is valued in such a system. Learners and parents from largely black, 
low socioeconomic backgrounds are not valued, nor expected to make valuable 
contributions to the schools in which they participate. This is because they are 
positioned at the margins of the colonial matrix of power resulting in current parent 
involvement practices that ‘reproduce the existing patterns of power and privilege in 
schools and the broader society’ (Lewis & Naidoo 2004: 108).
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Limited power to contribute: School practices that sideline voices 
and experiences from the margins
The South African Schools Act (RSA 1996) positions parents, and their contribution 
to the occupation of learning in schools, in limited ways. Parents, according to the 
Act, are required to contribute to school governance through the school governing 
body (SGB). A select number of parents are elected onto this committee, and are 
required to represent the views of all parents at the school when key decisions must 
be taken. These key decisions usually relate to the operational management of the 
school, in line with the often obsessive focus on operational and technical efficiency 
in schools (Lewis & Naidoo 2004). There is also a discourse promoted in documents 
and in official interactions with schools that emphasises parental responsibility 
in ensuring a high level of performance in academic work. For example, a recent 
pamphlet released by the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) highlights 
the kinds of activities that parents should be doing with their children, and also 
strongly advises parents of their responsibilities regarding this (WCED 2016). 
This reading material emphasises the normative middle-class experience of reality, 
giving weight to the view that these ideologies are operational within parent 
involvement practices, and discounts what parents from different backgrounds may 
be confronted with in their daily life. Such discourses, and the current positioning 
of parents’ contribution in schools, perpetuates the hegemonies associated with the 
colonial matrix of power and disregards these parents’ role in improving learning 
through drawing on their own knowledge.

Over the past fifteen years, we have had experience working with final-year 
occupational therapy students in developing ObCD campaigns in schools situated 
in both Lavender Hill and Khayelitsha in Cape Town. ObCD is a reasoning tool for 
occupational therapy practice (Galvaan & Peters 2017) that has assisted OT students 
and practitioners to practice in novel ways. This has revolutionised the traditional 
role outlined for occupational therapists in settings in which a community 
development practice orientation is more contextually appropriate (UCT 2015). 
ObCD has led to the development of programmes that address systemic issues 
within the context of long-term partnerships. These partnerships are nurtured over 
time, allowing for shared planning and practice to evolve. In Chapter 11, Abrahams 
et al. describe how ObCD practice has been used to shape speech- and language 
therapy student practice. This suggests that the ObCD framework and interventions 
may have utility beyond the particular setting within which the interventions were 
initially developed.

The schools that we have worked with in Khayelitsha are partner schools in the 
SII (see Chapter 1, Silbert, Clark & Parker). At all of these schools, there were 
requests from teachers and school managers for us to work more actively with 
parents in order to enhance the contribution they were making towards the school’s 
development. We saw this as an opportunity to work more fully with the multiple 
role players involved in learning.
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Our understanding of the work required with parents has been shaped, in  
part, by a key experience – attending a parents conference hosted by another  
under-resourced school in Lavender Hill. This experience illuminated that  
parents were not positioned as key collaborators in learning. At this conference 
we noticed how parents were spoken to, rather than with, and that a large focus 
of the conference was on providing them with information that they could use 
to strengthen their children’s academic performance in literacy and numeracy.  
Sadly, this information did not appear to reflect the lived reality in Lavender Hill, 
where there are limited resources available to support learning. Nor – because 
of the social position of parents from black working-class communities – did it  
take into account that parents have their own knowledge that they could bring to 
these learning activities. Our experiences at Intshayelelo Primary in Khayelitsha were 
similar in that teachers overwhelmingly spoke about the value of involving parents 
predominantly in relation to the enhancement of learners’ academic performance. 
These dominant views reinforce parents’ positions as adjuncts, who are expected  
to assimilate into the school system and interact with it on the terms laid out  
by the school. 

The rest of this chapter presents an example of our work with a group of 
parents at an under-resourced school, and describes an attempt to engage more 
authentically with them. This was done by exploring and collaboratively enacting the  
different possibilities that may exist for parent participation, resisting the roles that 
are so often prescribed to parents who are positioned on the margins in under- 
resourced schools.

Re-imagining occupational therapy with parents in schools
Cushman’s (2016) work on developing a decolonial approach in composition  
studies highlights the necessity of a theoretical grounding that allows a discipline 
to engage with the dominant ways of thinking that structure its approaches. 
As such, our view is that the discipline of occupational therapy needs to ‘work  
towards dwelling in the borders to revise the paradigmatic tenets of thought 
structuring everyday practices’ (Cushman 2016: 236). In order to develop  
a decolonial option the occupational therapy profession needs to follow a similar 
route, since scientific and biomedical perspectives govern practice (Joubert 2010) 
that is grounded in Eurocentric origins. Given these orientations, coloniality  
is reflected in the theories and approaches most often used in occupational  
therapy practice, contributing to the dominant hegemonies that frame how 
we understand how people participate in everyday life. To develop a different  
orientation to practice we would need to encompass border thinking in  
our approaches.

Border thinking is a decolonial approach, where critical thinking occurs with, and 
from, the perspective of subalternised identities (Grosfoguel 2007). It is characterised 
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by a system of thought that ‘delinks’ from the dominant ways of thinking that 
characterise how subalternised identities are represented and positioned (Mignolo 
2011). Border thinking produces a different logic, which can contribute to shifting the 
colonial matrix of power because it encompasses a refusal to accept the usual options 
available to particular social groups. Rather, a form of epistemic disobedience occurs 
where alternative forms of knowledge are valued and used.

Approaches, such as ObCD, have been put forward as a potential way of embracing 
border thinking in our practice as occupational therapists. ObCD focuses on 
marginalised groups and their experiences of oppression, as shaped by the structural 
and contextual determinants influencing daily participation. In this approach 
the ways in which coloniality shows up in daily life is understood through the 
development of a mutual understanding. We work hard at growing relationships that 
allow us to situate ourselves as partners in a community and nurture the development 
of a shared understanding that allows for us to work simultaneously in the margins 
and with those who are marginalised. By this we mean that we form consolidated, 
humanising partnerships with those who are usually devalued as contributors and 
knowledge generators. This way of working allows the different options available to 
particular communities to be exposed. In this sense a form of delinking occurs. We 
follow with an example of our practice with parents at Inshayelelo Primary, an SII 
partner school. The example illustrates the power such an approach might have for 
the realisation of parent participation as opposed to involvement.

Experiences of working differently in and with the margins: 
Working with parents at an SII partner school
Final-year occupational therapy students at the University of Cape Town (UCT) 
complete three seven-week service learning placements during their academic year. 
Towards the end of 2013, a decision was taken to place students at Intshayelelo 
Primary School as part of the developing collaboration between the Faculty of 
Health Sciences and the SII. Situated within the community development domain of 
practice, the students were required to initiate an occupational therapy service at the 
school to contribute to whole-school improvement.

As part of the final-year OT curriculum, students are exposed to the ObCD 
framework as a reasoning tool to guide their approach in practice. In the context 
of the SII they are required to embark on a strategic process to develop a shared 
understanding of the particular issues that the school community might be facing. 
The initiation phase of practice, as proposed in the ObCD framework, focuses 
on developing relationships by drawing on participatory methods which are 
continuously built on and shaped throughout the process of ObCD. Dwelling in the 
borders is promoted through our approach by undertaking – together with those 
groups involved – a critical analysis of the way subalternised identities are positioned 
and interacted with across multiple domains. This framework demands that students 
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critically reflect on their identities as developing professionals in relation to those 
with whom they will be working. This allows for the development of relationships 
that ensure that previously silenced voices are brought to the fore, and are positioned 
to make a critical contribution to the emergence of a new understanding of  
the situational issues. 

Two students, Clarissa and Noluthando,2 began working at Intshayelelo in  
their final service learning placement in 2013. These two students, whose identities 
were very different to one another, were also remarkably different to the members 
of the school community. Both carried different degrees of privilege with them, 
partially stemming from their role as developing professionals from a prestigious 
university. The ObCD framework enabled these students to engage with the identity 
dynamics at play during the process of building understanding of the needs of 
the school. This contributed to their ability to think in and with the margins,  
as described above. 

This process of exploration led the students to engage with teachers who spoke 
specifically about the lack of parent involvement that they had experienced in the 
school. At this particular point in time the Grade R learners at the school had gone 
through a screening process (see Chapter 12, Gretschel et al.) to identify whether 
any learners would benefit from occupational therapy interventions focused on 
identified barriers to learning. After the screening assessments students felt it would 
be beneficial to bring teachers and parents together to discuss these issues. The 
following excerpt from the OT students’ report on this meeting describes some of 
the insights that were gained:

Through discussions with the parents and teachers, parents expressed 
that they felt ill-equipped in being able to assist their children in their 
learning processes. Parents present at the meetings identified that 
their limited, and lack of, resources, low socioeconomic statuses and 
educational levels hindered their ability to assist in their children’s 
learning. Some parents were of the view that their social identities  
were limited by the aforementioned factors in that it limited their 
abilities to assist their children.

In order for parents to consider differently how they might contribute to learning,  
it became important for the OT students to reconsider how parents might  
participate in the life of the school. Their approach became one where they were 
committed to creating a space for parents and teachers to collaboratively consider 
the possibilities for promoting children’s learning in the school, and to identify 
ways in which their shared ideas could become a reality in the long term. A series 
of productive conversations (Senge 2006) provided the opportunity to do this in  
an integrated way. 

The process of building understanding within the ObCD framework draws on an 
integrated set of competencies that allows not only for insight to be gained on the 
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part of those facilitating the process, but also for the views and ideas of those directly 
involved in particular situations to be shifted. These core competencies include:

• asking the right questions at the right times to expose core ways of thinking 
about situations and experiences; 

• listening and observing conversations and situations deeply in order to allow 
voices and experiences to emerge and become heard; and 

• representing the meaning of what has been seen and heard so that alternative, 
different or new understanding emerges (Taylor 2000). 

Using these core competencies promotes the border thinking required to expose 
different options for action. This orientation to practice resulted in the students’ 
choosing to facilitate a process in which parents and teachers were provided with 
an opportunity to (re)consider how parents might participate in, and contribute to, 
their children’s learning.

The ObCD campaign3 was developed further by offering two developmentally 
focused workshops for parents of Grade R and Grade 1 learners. These workshops 
were targeted at providing parents with the relevant knowledge and skills to support 
their child’s learning in simple ways during everyday activities. Both parents and 
teachers expressed that these workshops were highly beneficial in providing a bridge 
into their children’s education. After the workshops took place a parent-teacher 
think tank was initiated and facilitated by the OT students as a response to parents’ 
and teachers’ wishes for greater connection with one another. This think tank 
exposed many unfounded assumptions that both groups held about one another 
and their contributions. Parents felt that they were positioned in a particular light 
and that teachers assumed that they were lazy and uninterested in their children’s 
education. Teachers confirmed that they had made this assumption, but this was 
challenged by the parents at the workshop. Teachers, on the other hand, felt that 
parents were not receptive to their suggestions or cognisant of the input being made 
into their children’s lives. This assumption was felt by parents to be untrue, but the 
lack of engaged interaction between parents and teachers had fuelled these views. 
The evolution of such a situation was made possible by the colonial matrix of power, 
which maintained that parents in a working-class community would have nothing 
to add to the process of learning. 

Sharing these views in a facilitated space allowed an opportunity for a new understanding 
to emerge based on a reciprocal sharing and respectful challenging of existing 
assumptions. These discussions showed that both parents and teachers actually had 
positive intentions in contributing to their children’s learning. The root of the problem 
was found to be that parents and teachers held opposing assumptions about their 
intentions, and their views about how they were supporting, and how they might have 
differently supported, the learning of their children. The outcome of this meeting was 
the formation of a parent-teacher committee in the Foundation Phase (FP) in order to 
focus on critically considering how to collaborate with parents more actively.
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Occupational therapy students who are placed at the SII schools are required to  
follow on from previous students’ contributions during their service learning 
placements. This is to be done by determining the potential next steps, and then 
acting on them. During the 2014 academic year two more OT students were placed 
at Intshayelelo. They needed to consider how they could continue to support the 
development and growth of the parent-teacher committee that, in the absence of 
direct support from the OT students, had not taken off and continued as hoped. 
Although one of the parents and FP teachers had agreed to take on the management 
of this committee, they had struggled to coordinate times to meet within their 
different schedules. Further to this, the committee and its contribution had not 
been prioritised within programmes at the school. From contact with various 
parents on an informal basis, the next two students recognised that the parents’ own 
engagement in daily life was still not fully considered during school discussions. 
The strain between the daily challenges that parents confronted in relation to their 
children’s academic demands and expectations was a source of tension. These 
students identified that perhaps parents and the school needed to develop a deeper 
understanding of how parents’ lives influenced their capacity to support learning, 
and therefore their feelings of how they could adequately contribute to learning. 
Given the need to bring particular meaning, and potential new understanding, with 
regards to parents’ experiences, the OT students elected to use photovoice as an 
effective participatory tool that would allow the marginalised voices of parents to 
emerge (Galvaan 2007). 

Photovoice is a critical approach founded within action research, and that is intended 
to provide opportunities for people to tell their stories about their lived reality 
(Photovoice Worldwide 2016). It usually involves marginalised individuals and 
groups who would not usually be provided with this opportunity. This approach was 
particularly well suited for the work that needed to occur with parents at Intshayelelo 
given the opportunity it provided to illuminate daily experiences in a visual form 
that could be reflected upon and learnt from. The students thus continued to dwell 
in the borders and to create new meanings through such an approach.

The process was embarked upon by collaborating with a representative from the 
past parent-teacher committee who was willing to become involved in the project. 
This representative, a grandmother of one of the learners, was keen on the proposed 
idea and agreed to participate. She assisted with the process of recruiting three 
other parents (two fathers and one mother) who agreed to participate. Each parent 
was provided with a disposable camera that they used to take pictures of their 
participation in the activities that they do daily, emphasising those aspects of their 
lives that were important to them. They were eager to participate in the photovoice 
project, and there was much excitement when the photographs were developed and 
used to generate group discussions about their daily realities. The parents involved 
selected two photographs that they would use for an exhibition and meeting  
with other parents and interested teachers at the school. These were to be used to 
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further develop their initial ideas regarding the issues parents faced, and how this 
interfaced with learning. 

Emerging strongly from the discussion was the parents’ need to respond to their 
children, and provide for them in the ways that they required. One of the fathers, 
referring to a photograph of his home with his family standing outside, spoke of 
his house as his castle, and his daughters as princesses. This generated a discussion 
around the importance of fathers as role models. Another photograph, by the same 
father, showed him cycling. He spoke with great love about his participation in 
a sport that he saw as being usually reserved for white people. This generated a 
conversation about the kind of occupations parents valued, but that were outside the 
ambit of what was usually considered possible for them in terms of the positions they 
occupied. The conversation offered the opportunity to consider their potential skill 
in being able to promote learning at the school through the opportunities that they 
accessed. Other parents spoke of the significant challenges they faced in getting their 
children to school each day, a reality often taken for granted by school management. 
The campaign provided a platform to voice and discuss their common challenges, 
a space these parents had not been provided previously. When the parents hosted 
their exhibition and meeting they presented the themes that they had discussed. 
This generated a discussion between parents, in their home language, in which they 
demonstrated deep insights into how they saw themselves contributing to their 
children’s education. For example, one father spoke about meeting regularly with the 
principal to share his ideas on an informal basis. He also saw opportunities during 
informal gatherings at the school for parents to share their ideas. He commented on 
how this was currently not the case. This is a reflection of the constrained position 
of parents as contributors, a result of the prevailing coloniality in the school where 
parents are not considered as knowledge contributors. The parents and teachers at 
the workshop expressed their appreciation for one another, and for the process of 
meeting and sharing together.

The parents resolved to do the following:

• They wanted to meet with the SGB and principal about their involvement in 
the school in various areas, including fundraising. They also indicated that they 
would suggest to the school that they have workshops at the beginning of the 
year to help parents familiarise themselves with the content of the curriculum. 
They believed that this would enable them to better assist their children with 
homework.

• They decided to establish a support group for themselves.
• They determined that they would like to be involved in collaborating with the 

school to establish better and safer means of ensuring their children are able to 
get to and return home safely from school, by both organising better transport 
systems and collaborating with other parents who could assist with such a 
project. 
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These resolutions demonstrated parents’ capacity, as agents, to begin a process by 
which they could ‘delink’ from the usual options that were presented for them. We 
saw this as the potential realisation of parent participation.

Lessons taken away: Limitations to inscribing parents as experts in 
the life of the school
Although the outcome of the campaigns described above were positive in rethinking 
how parents and occupational therapists may collaborate and participate within 
schools, these outcomes failed to flourish. This was because parents struggled to 
come together on an ongoing basis to organise these actions in the absence of an 
on-site coordinator who could facilitate the continuation of this process. Further, the 
OT students did not do sufficient work to ensure that organisational infrastructure 
was in place to support the ongoing development of parent participation. This 
has led us to question and consider how our approaches may be repositioned to 
contribute to sustainable change. We leave with two important insights:

1) One of the issues with border thinking is that although it subverts conventional 
thinking practices, something more is required to shift the standard structures 
that reproduce the hegemonies associated with the occupation of learning. 
Although shifting dominant thinking is one avenue for change, we believe 
that appropriate channels for parents to enact their agency within the school 
context must also be developed in order to shift from parent involvement to 
parent participation. This calls for a (re)consideration of the enactment and 
interpretation of school-based policy in order to include parents more fully in 
the life of the school as knowledge generators and contributors. Parents’ ideas 
should matter, and approaches for their inclusion should be driven with them 
collaboratively. The campaign presented in this chapter provides an example 
of how schools may begin to work in partnership with parents, through 
collaborating with professionals such as occupational therapists who embrace 
critical approaches to occupational therapy practices in schools.

2) From the perspective of a critical occupational therapy practice, the conditions 
that continue to exclude parents’ voices must be worked with. Once these 
voices are amplified, they need to be maintained at a coloniality-challenging 
frequency. One way of achieving this is for occupational therapists to employ 
an occupation-based community development approach to facilitate processes 
with the other role players involved in learning. Positioning parents differently, 
allowing them to be understood, to understand themselves, and be heard, 
is significant in finding new ways of engaging in schools. As occupational 
therapists using this kind of approach, we have offered a perspective that 
highlights the possibilities for delinking and engaging differently in schools. 

It would be naïve not to acknowledge the challenges that need to be faced, and the 
substantial work that needs to be done to imagine new ways in which parents may 
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be fully inscribed in the life of the school. We recognise that it is a tall order to create 
spaces that extend the work of the school and engage all of us in working toward an 
inclusive society. The difficulties that we encountered within the example described 
is a reflection of the complexity associated with this type of work. Notwithstanding 
this, exploring new ways to co-create spaces in schools that allow effective 
participation of all those involved in learning is an issue with which our education 
system should engage seriously in order to realise the forms of participation that 
would contribute to creating a truly democratic South Africa.
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Notes
1 The apartheid government introduced a set of Acts that legally enforced a system of racial 

segregation. The Group Areas Act is one such act that classified different geographical areas 
for different race groups. The result was that white people attained and occupied prime land 
while black and coloured people were moved to areas with limited resources and lack of 
infrastructure, often far away from quality educational opportunities.

2 Pseudonyms.

3 A campaign involves the design of strategies to counter the hegemonies associated with 
the participation of marginalised social groups that result in exclusion and injustice. It is 
implemented in collaboration with this group, as well as with different combinations of 
key role players and stakeholders, depending on the issue at hand and the direction the 
community decides to take.
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Introducing microteaching as a developmental 
tool for library assistants in under-resourced  
school libraries 

 Patti Silbert and Constance Bitso

More than twenty years into democracy, the inequalities in educational achievement 
in South African schooling remain stark. Disparities in literacy levels are reflected 
in the Grade 12 national school-leaving results, the Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and SACMEQ.1 Based on SACMEQ III conducted 
in 2007, Spaull (2013: 3) notes that ‘South Africa has the worst education system 
of all middle-income countries that participate in cross-national assessments of 
educational achievement’, and, moreover, that South Africans perform worse than 
many low-income African countries. An analysis conducted by Equal Education in 
2010 showed that South African primary school learners were ranked last in a survey 
of reading skills involving 40 countries around the world (Aktan 2010).

Despite school libraries being internationally recognised as a ‘vital contribution 
to quality education and student achievement’ (DAC 2009: 38) and an 
acknowledged strategy to improve literacy levels (Hoskins 2006; UP 2012;  
Wessels 2010), there remains a dramatic shortage of libraries in South African 
schools. Only 8% of South African public schools have functional libraries (Equal 
Education n.d.). According to PIRLS, only 6% of South African Grade 4 learners 
attended schools with well-resourced libraries, while more than half of Grade 
5 learners are in schools without school libraries (UP 2012). Of the forty-nine 
countries participating in PIRLS, South Africa had one of the lowest levels of library 
provision. The dearth of school libraries has meant that children and their teachers 
lack access to a critical resource base, an absence that will inevitably widen the gap 
of reading and literacy (UP 2012). 

We acknowledge here the extensive lobbying of social activist organisations and the 
ongoing national campaigns of Equal Education and other civil rights groups who 
continue to advocate for school libraries. One example is Equal Education’s ‘One 
School, One Library, One Librarian’ campaign initiated in 2010. Despite various 
library initiatives and campaigns, the need to implement long-term programmes 
that seek to capacitate and empower library staff to effectively manage school 
libraries is an area that has not received sufficient attention, both in the literature 
and in the public domain. 

In an effort to help address the low literacy levels in the Schools Improvement 
Initiative (SII) partner schools, teachers and principals identified the establishment 

9
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of school libraries as one of the key priorities in these schools.2 In response to this 
need, the SII in collaboration with UCT’s Library and Information Studies Centre 
(LISC) and The Bookery (a Cape Town based non-profit organisation), began the 
process of implementing libraries in four of the partner schools during the period 
2013–2016 (Silbert & Bitso 2015). 

Background to the SII library support programme
Before setting up the new libraries, a full-time library assistant was appointed in 
each school to manage the library. Despite their suitability for this position in terms 
of the interview criteria, the library assistants did not have formal library training 
or qualifications (Silbert & Bitso 2015).3 To address this need, a series of training 
sessions for library assistants was offered through The Bookery, and delivered by 
the University of the Western Cape (UWC). The intention was to capacitate novice 
library assistants to develop the basic skills required to set up and manage the new 
libraries. In addition to the basic library training, the SII introduced monthly one-
on-one meetings, to mentor and support the library assistants in some of the areas 
covered in the UWC training such as developing a library policy, establishing a 
library committee, and setting up a team of library monitors. The management of 
technical tasks addressed during these library support visits included: 

• LibWin (the library management software programme used in South African 
schools); 

• book selection and acquisition; 
• cataloguing and classification; and 
• administering loans and returns. 

In these more technical areas, The Bookery’s support staff played a key role.

At the end of 2014, after implementing this individualised library support intervention 
for a two-year period, the SII and The Bookery conducted an extensive review of the 
support programme. Given the shared development needs of the library assistants 
across the SII schools, it was agreed that, instead of continuing with the individual 
support meetings, the library assistants would be more effectively supported in 
communities of practice that would meet on a monthly basis. The idea of structuring 
library assistants into geographical clusters was discussed with the library assistants, 
all of whom agreed that sharing best practice with their colleagues would build 
collaboration, collegiality and support between them.

The new community of practice4 was implemented as a pilot in the newly constituted 
SII cluster in January 2015. This revised support intervention marked a significant 
shift from the individual contact offered to library assistants during 2013 and 2014, 
towards a more collaborative, sustained, partnership-based model of intervention. 
By building on their initial UWC training and development, it was envisaged that 
library assistants would be empowered and capacitated to implement new practices 
in their libraries, and to deliver innovative library lessons. This was particularly 
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important given the existing challenges such as poor resources, large class sizes, and 
the lack of formal librarianship qualifications on the part of the library assistants. 
In the context of these challenges, Silbert and Bitso (2015) argue that multi-level 
support strategies are critical in order for library assistants to build highly functional 
libraries – as is the sharing of best practice between library assistants through 
collaboration and peer support. 

Conceptualised as a cascading support model, the objective of the revised support 
strategy, as outlined by Silbert and Bitso in their 2015 study, was to create an active 
community of practice of SII library assistants. The longer-term objective of the 
cascading support model was to extend and broaden the development of skills and 
capacity beyond the SII library assistants to include a second cluster comprising the 
rest of The Bookery’s library assistants in the Western Cape.5

The idea of structuring library assistants into geographical clusters pertained not 
only to the SII cohort but to all of The Bookery’s library assistants. The SII cluster 
comprised the partnership support team (SII project manager, Bookery library 
support manager, LISC senior academic staff member) and the five SII partner 
school library assistants. (Four of the libraries had been established through the 
SII and one had existed prior to the partnership.) Included in the cluster was one 
additional Bookery library assistant who was not from an SII partner school, but 
whose school was located in close proximity. 

In December 2015 a reflection session was held once again, this time involving 
the SII library assistants and partnership support team. It was agreed that the  
2016 SII cluster meetings would move away from the procedural focus that had 
come to define the meetings, and would instead take on a more experiential form  
of engagement. The dual focus of the 2016 cluster support meetings would  
therefore be to develop more dynamic, creative methodologies that library assistants 
could use in their lessons, and to build competency in areas such as information 
literacy. Microteaching was the chosen methodology to address both these areas 
and, as agreed by all involved, this new method of support was to be piloted in  
the SII cluster.

The purpose of this chapter is to report on the process – and progress – of this 
new, revised library support intervention. Our specific focus is twofold. Firstly: 
we describe the process of building the capacity of a group of library assistants 
through the use of microteaching as a developmental mechanism. Secondly: we 
discuss the effectiveness of microteaching in expanding the library support model 
from the original cluster to include a second cluster of library assistants. The study 
is motivated by the need for ongoing, relevant strategies to enable the growth and 
development of the library assistants in creating highly functional school libraries. 
We therefore pose the following questions:

1) To what extent has microteaching added value to the SII–Bookery cluster 
support programme in developing the capacity of library assistants?
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2) How has this methodology enabled the extension of support from the SII 
cluster into the rest of The Bookery libraries?

The chapter is structured as follows. We commence by briefly introducing the 
importance of school libraries and information literacy. Thereafter we present 
microteaching in the literature, and describe how this was used as a developmental 
tool for the library assistants in this study. Next we outline our methodological 
approach, present the data and, finally, offer our conclusion.

School libraries and information literacy
Given the reality that most township schools do not have libraries, and that where 
libraries exist, they are unstaffed, we argue for a model in which trained library 
assistants are placed in the schools to manage the libraries (Silbert & Bitso 2015). 
The placement of library assistants in school libraries enables a level of library 
functionality, and inculcates into the school environment the possibility of a culture 
of reading. In low socioeconomic-status schools, we acknowledge that the notion of 
‘librarian as teacher’ is ambitious in the light of library assistants not having received 
any formal pedagogic instruction, or formal library and information science training. 
However, given the importance of the library assistants’ contribution in supporting 
learners with reading, improving literacies across the curriculum and facilitating the 
acquisition of information literacy, we argue that schools can no longer afford to 
disregard the role of library assistants in addressing learners’ literacy levels.

According to the American Library Association (1989), an information-literate 
person is one who is able to ‘recognize when information is needed and [has]  
the ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the needed information’  
(Paton-Ash & Wilmot 2013: 141). The need for increased standards of information 
literacy is integrally linked to the need for school libraries as a basic norm and 
standard. This is underscored in

• the South African Schools Act of 1996; 
• the Library and Information Services (LIS) Transformation Charter  

(DAC 2014), which was commissioned by the Department of Arts and Culture 
and the National Council for Library and Information Services; and 

• the IFLA/UNESCO6 School Library Manifesto (1999). 

The LIS Transformation Charter acknowledges how difficult it is for government to 
provide each school with a library, so it recommends exploring various models for 
the provision of library and information services and information resource sharing 
– such as school clusters. 

The argument in the LIS Transformation Charter for the provision of school libraries 
is based on the following assumptions: 

• Firstly, the curriculum cannot be delivered without the availability and accessibility 
of well-organised information resources and learning material collections. 
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• Secondly, reading ability, which learners attain through wide exposure to 
leisure reading, has been repeatedly shown in the literature to be a critical 
factor that positively impacts on academic performance and learners’ retention 
in schools (Silbert & Bitso 2015). 

• Thirdly, libraries provide safe spaces for learners’ cultural and social 
development – both during the school day and after hours. It is globally 
accepted that functioning school libraries can play a key role in producing 
information-literate learners who are able to think critically and participate 
meaningfully in the broader society. 

Although it is possible for learners to complete, with success, their basic education 
without access to the school library or a public library, there is much research that 
suggests that school libraries have the potential to impact positively on language, 
literacy, and reading skills for high levels of comprehension, as well as overall 
development of children (Hart 2013; Kuhlthau 2010; Owate & Iroha 2013). Libraries 
are critical for advancing key literacies inherent in addressing basic education 
objectives, and constitute ‘an important part of the learner’s literacy environment that 
is crucial for the school system’ (Tiemensma 2006: 14). Furthermore, school libraries 
are ‘essential to every long-term strategy for literacy, education, information provision 
and economic, social and cultural development’ (IFLA/UNESCO 1999: 1). While 
libraries are an essential component of schools in the information age, school librarians 
are vital in enabling students to learn through a variety of resources and multiple 
communication channels (Kuhlthau 2010). However, a significant challenge faced in 
South African schools is that too few librarians are being developed at tertiary level 
(Paton-Ash & Wilmot 2013). Coupled with this is a general lack of acknowledgement 
of the role of the library, and of librarians as ‘agents of change and development’ 
(Paton-Ash & Wilmot 2013: 135) in the South African context. 

Recent literature shows that a stronger understanding of basic pedagogic principles 
would enhance learners’ experiences in the library. This acknowledges that librarians 
in better-resourced schools in South Africa offer bibliographic instruction, library 
instruction and information-literacy training, yet often these librarians have little or 
no knowledge of pedagogy and systematic delivery of content (Deissler et al. 2015; 
Moreillon et al. 2014). The lack of capacity in teaching and learning within the LIS 
profession is gradually being addressed through induction programmes that include 
pedagogy and basic curriculum design and delivery. The shift towards more effective 
pedagogic practices in the LIS curriculum signals an increasing acknowledgement 
of the librarian’s role as teacher, but this remains unaddressed in the South African 
public schooling sector. 

In the formal sector, as technology has advanced, and the information landscape 
has evolved, new information-literacy standards have emerged. Central to this 
is the ability to identify an information need, and to seek information to address  
this need by consulting a variety of sources. The competencies needed here  
are critical thinking and the ability to evaluate and make judgements on the 
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relevance of the information sources based on the nature of the information need 
(Hughes et al. 2006).

As illustrated in this chapter, microteaching provided a tool through which to 
enrich the quality of lesson delivery by the library assistants and, furthermore, as 
a mechanism to enhance information literacy for both the library assistants and  
their learners.

Microteaching as a developmental strategy in teacher education:  
A review of the literature 
Microteaching has been used at various levels of teacher education for many  
decades in South Africa and elsewhere (Amobi 2005; Bell 2007; Davids 2016; 
Higgins & Nicholl 2003). Its focus on strengthening practice in a simulated and 
unthreatening environment has resulted in its effectiveness as a strategy for  
pre-service teacher training. 

Dating back to the early 1960s, the use of microteaching as a teaching strategy 
involved a six-step cycle: plan, teach, observe, re-plan, re-teach and re-observe 
(Amobi 2005; Brown 1975: 15; Higgins & Nicholl 2003; Otsupius 2014). This model 
was then adapted to a three-stage cycle by researchers at the University of Ulster 
(plan, teach, observe). Typically, sessions are video recorded and played back to the 
presenter for reflection and feedback (Jacques 2000; Quinn 2000). The importance 
of developing critical reflection and awareness is pivotal to microteaching (Amobi 
2005). Studies on teacher education suggest that many teachers replicate their own 
experiences of being taught (CHE 2010; Hall et al. 2008). In Silbert and Verbeek’s 
study (Chapter 13) mentor teachers spoke about how their own personal experience 
of teaching practice had left strong impressions on them, and how this had 
influenced their teaching and mentoring of student teachers. In all examples cited 
from their study, Silbert and Verbeek noted that mentor teachers did not encourage 
critical reflection in their mentees, as they acknowledged that they had not been 
exposed to this during their own student practice.

The importance of self-reflective action in teaching suggests that this is a competency 
that also needs to be developed in library assistants to add value to the delivery 
of lessons, and to their interaction with learners. In their study on the use of 
microteaching as a teaching strategy, Higgins and Nicholl (2003) stress the need for 
student teachers to strengthen self-awareness and critical reflection skills in order to 
develop their competence in the classroom, and it is through experiential learning 
that this is enabled. 

Kolb (1984: 41) defines experiential learning as ‘the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the 
combination of grasping and transforming experience.’ Experiential learning is a 
continuous process of adapting to one’s environment and being constantly informed 
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by experience, reflection on that experience, and repeated information encounters. 
In this study experiential learning provides a point of convergence between critical 
thinking and information literacy as, in order to become information literate, one 
must be able to engage in critical thinking during the information-seeking process. 
Because microteaching is experiential, and informed by reflection, we regard it as a 
valuable technique for developing both teaching practices and information literacy. 

In the study reported on in this chapter, microteaching refers to the mechanism 
used by library assistants to present lessons to their peers in a simulated classroom 
situation in order to gain experience in lesson planning and delivery, to develop 
creative methodologies, and to strengthen competencies such as information literacy 
and critical reflection. Developing basic pedagogical skills for library assistants 
constituted a key development need, given that they were expected to know how to 
share their knowledge through appropriate instruction.

Introducing microteaching as a developmental strategy for library 
assistants in the SII partner schools
In addition to managing their school libraries, library assistants were expected to 
conduct curriculum-aligned library lessons to learners across the grades, which 
would assist learners in engaging with different information sources. However, 
without formal teacher training or experience, library assistants were often at a 
loss when it came to classroom management, basic teaching skills and techniques 
to enhance reading for learners at different ages. At the beginning of 2016, 
microteaching was presented to the SII library assistants as a technique that could 
be introduced into the monthly cluster meetings. As explained, microteaching 
would help build the competencies required to perform daily tasks in the library, 
particularly with regard to the delivery of library lessons.

As a parallel intervention, The Bookery’s support team decided to implement 
a similar model of support, based on microteaching in their other two clusters. 
Although these two Bookery clusters were not part of the initial pilot, and are not 
included in the study, regular meetings took place between the SII and The Bookery 
support team to jointly conceptualise the support programme, and to ensure that the 
intervention was consistent across all three clusters. 

Once it was agreed by the library assistants and partnership support team that 
microteaching would be piloted as a support strategy at the monthly SII cluster 
meetings, each library assistant was asked to select a date on which to present their 
microteaching sessions.7 They were asked to identify a particular lesson based on 
a specific theme 8 or a book of their choice. They were then encouraged to choose 
a lesson for presentation that they had formerly given to any class, and that they 
deemed to have been successful. Each library assistant was responsible for materials 
or resources that would be needed for the micro-lesson. While the micro-lesson 
could be aimed at either the primary or secondary school level, presenters were 
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asked to inform their fellow library assistants (hereafter referred to as ‘participants’) 
at the start of the session of the grade level at which the lesson would be pitched. 

Each microteaching session was 45 minutes in length. The micro-lesson would 
take about 15 to 20 minutes, and would constitute a complete lesson including the 
introduction, middle and conclusion (Higgins & Nicholl 2003). The remaining 
25 minutes were set aside for the post-lesson discussion, reflection and feedback. 
Although, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, video recording is typically used 
in microteaching, it was not used in this pilot. Recognising the potential for ‘video 
shock’ (Higgins & Nicholl 2003: 226), it was agreed that in view of the library 
assistants’ lack of teaching experience and training, verbal feedback would be a less 
intimidating, and therefore more appropriate, method of reflection and evaluation.

The intention of the micro-lesson was to mirror as closely as possible a ‘real class 
within the constraints of time’ (Minton 2005). While the presenter delivered the micro-
lesson, the rest of the participants represented the ‘learners’ in the class. Their role was 
to observe the lesson and offer constructive feedback afterwards, as outlined below. 

In keeping with the work of Davids (2016), Higgins and Nicholl (2003) and others, 
the effectiveness of microteaching is influenced by the extent to which the objectives 
and outcomes are clarified and made explicit at the outset. The outcomes of 
microteaching, as used in this study, were 

• improving the delivery of lessons; 
• developing creative, interactive methodologies in the classroom; 
• improving lesson planning and classroom practice; 
• building confidence in the classroom; 
• heightening observation capacity; 
• constructive feedback and reflection skills; 
• improving listening skills; and 
• developing information-literacy skills. 

These outcomes represent the overarching objective of this study, namely to enable 
the growth and development of the library assistants in building highly functional 
school libraries. Of those listed above, the key outcomes that emerged from the 
data were improving lesson planning and delivery, building confidence, developing 
creative methodologies and strengthening competencies such as information literacy 
and critical reflection. Following Higgins and Nicholls’ (2003) recommendation, the 
microteaching procedure was explained to the library assistants prior to the start of 
the sessions, and a written set of guidelines with the above-mentioned outcomes and 
objectives was discussed and agreed upon.

In addition, prior to the start of the microteaching sessions, the partnership support 
team conducted an hour-long workshop, focusing on effective ways of giving  
and receiving constructive feedback. This, as Higgins and Nicholl (2003) highlight, 
is a key element in ensuring effective microteaching. A three-stage process followed 
each micro-lesson.
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Stage One (10 minutes): the presenter was the first to provide general feedback 
on her micro-lesson, commenting on what (from her perspective) worked well and 
what she felt she could improve on. The presenter was then asked to respond to the 
following set of questions designed to foreground information literacy:

• How did you identify the need for this topic? What is its relevance and how 
does it fit into the key performance areas?

• What were the steps you took in addressing the need (is this topic part of your 
term plan, displays?)

• Which sources did you consult in preparing your presentation, and why?
• How did you acknowledge your sources?

Our focus on information literacy acknowledges that this is a key element of effective 
and sustainable school libraries, and a core competency both for the library assistants 
and the learners, in engaging critically with information. The purpose of the above 
questions was therefore to anchor the microteaching model within an information-
literacy framework. These questions served to locate the discussion and create a 
consistent and coherent approach across all the micro-lessons.

Stage Two (5 minutes): the participants (including the partnership support staff) 
discussed their feedback in pairs. This took the form of identifying

• three positive aspects about the micro-lesson; 
• two aspects that were challenging or difficult to understand; and 
• one question pertaining to anything in the micro-lesson that might  

have been unclear. 

Stage Three (10 minutes): on the basis of the paired discussion above, one 
participant from each pair fed back to the group, without any points being repeated 
by other participants. Emphasis was placed on feedback that was affirmative, 
critically reflective and constructive. As one of the partnership support staff was a 
qualified teacher, pedagogic expertise was included in the feedback where needed. 
Amobi (2005), Higgins and Nicholl (2003) and others comment on the importance 
of a staff member with teaching experience being involved in the feedback process 
in ‘advising and handling unexpected situations that may arise in a classroom 
setting’ (Higgins & Nicholl 2003: 225).

Methodology
A qualitative approach was used to explore the effectiveness of microteaching 
among library assistants in developing their skills and capacity within a community 
of practice. We also examined how, through microteaching, support was extended 
to capacitate a further 12 library assistants comprising a second cluster. Data was 
collected in the following ways, as outlined in Table 9.1. 
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In the case of the first (SII) cluster, participant observation of microteaching took 
place during the regular monthly cluster meetings from January 2016 until April 
2017. During this period nine sessions were observed. As indicated earlier in this 
chapter, the introduction of microteaching marked a shift in the type of support that 
was offered to the SII library assistants in this cluster. 

In the case of the second cluster, observations of meetings and library lessons took 
place from January 2017 to April 2017, once again reflecting an entirely new support 
intervention as compared with the more procedural meetings previously conducted 
by The Bookery. The reason the data collection in the two clusters did not take place 
concurrently is that the microteaching model was first piloted in the SII cluster from 
January 2016 to November 20169 prior to being introduced into the second cluster 
in January 2017. 

Observation of library lessons took place with the second cluster for the purpose of 
exploring library assistants’ experience of microteaching as an effective mechanism 
of support. This would in turn inform the effectiveness of microteaching in 
extending the cascading support model from the first into the second cluster. Two 
observers (who were part of the partnership support team) were present for the 
observation of these library lessons. Five different library lessons in the second 
cluster were observed.

Lesson observation was based on a pre-designed template, and the observers recorded 
experiences in the form of field notes that formed the basis of the discussion with the 
library assistant after the lesson. Following the lesson observation and discussion, 
the same two partnership support staff conducted individual interviews with  
the library assistant.

Triangulation of data generated from observation, interviews and focus group 
discussions served to provide greater depth and richness while, at the same time, 
enhancing validity (Stemler 2001). The three-prong approach also meant that 
reliability was sought by ‘presenting the data in various forms’ (Brown & Dowling 
1998: 143). However, we acknowledge that the interpersonal dynamic that existed 
between the partnership support team and the library assistants was a threat to 
validity (with regard to the interviews and observations). An understanding of that 
dynamic, and how it might affect what goes on in the interview, is ‘crucial to the 
validity of accounts based on interviews’ (Maxwell 1992: 295). We addressed this 
potential threat by involving two members of the library partnership team in the 
observation and interviews, both of whom were familiar with the context, and with 
the objectives of microteaching. The purpose of having two observers was to ensure 
greater objectivity through comparing observation field notes. This, Lewis (2009) 
states, is important in minimising reliability threats. All interviews and focus group 
discussions were recorded and transcribed. The data was analysed according to the 
dominant themes that emerged. 
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Table 9.1 Summary of data collection

Methods of data collection Cluster One (SII)
6 library assistants

Cluster Two  
(The Bookery)
12 library assistants

Individual interviews with library assistants 5

Focus group discussions comprising the whole 
cluster

1 1

Observation of microteaching lessons at 
monthly cluster meetings

9 5

Observation of actual library lessons 5

Source: Compiled by the authors

The following questions formed the basis of the interviews with the library assistants 
and the cluster-based focus group discussions:

• How has microteaching added value to the cluster meetings?
• What are you doing differently in your library periods as a result of 

microteaching?
• What are some of the ideas that you have taken from the microteaching 

sessions and implemented in your lessons?
• What changes have you observed in yourself as a result of microteaching?

Eighteen library assistants participated in the study in total (1 man and 17 women) 
– six from Cluster 1, and 12 from Cluster 2. In Cluster 1 nine micro-lessons were 
observed during the regular monthly cluster meetings. In Cluster 2 five micro-
lessons were observed during the cluster meetings, and five actual lessons were 
observed in the school libraries, followed by individual interviews. One focus group 
discussion took place in each cluster.

Ethical considerations
Participants were fully informed of the study prior to its commencement, and were 
aware that participation at all times was voluntary. All those who were willing to 
participate signed consent forms with the understanding that the study would 
involve lesson observations, interviews and focus group discussions. Anonymity 
of library assistants was ensured by the use of pseudonyms. Member checking of 
the manuscript prior to publication involved the library assistants as well as the 
partnership support team.
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Discussion
The discussion that follows is based on the data that emerged through the interviews, 
observations and focus group discussions. The data is organised into two sub-
themes, which are interconnected and concordant, both relating to the overarching 
theme: improving practice.

Sub-theme one: Improving practice through sharing ideas and 
developing confidence

In the case of the SII cluster, nine microteaching sessions, which took place on a 
monthly basis between 2016 and 2017, were observed. During the focus group 
discussion that took place at the end of 2016, each of the six library assistants 
involved in the study reflected on the extent to which microteaching enabled them 
to improve on their practice through sharing ideas with one another. One of them, 
Bulelwa,10 describes this in more detail:

Well to me [the microteaching sessions] did add value in the sense that 
because sometimes you think that you are doing something right but 
you find that when you talk with other people you get ideas on what 
to fix, and what you thought is right for you. But you find that, okay, it 
was not entirely right but you get ideas on how to improve on what you 
were doing, and you also get new ideas as well on how to do something 
differently as well. 

In the above extract, Bulelwa suggests that, although she thought she was ‘doing 
something right’, she reflected on her lesson through the constructive feedback from 
her peers, and realised that she could improve in particular areas. This highlights 
the usefulness of microteaching as a tool to develop self-awareness and critical 
reflection, and to broaden one’s practice (Higgins & Nicholl 2003). 

Phamza adds similarly:

You get ideas of what you would like to do as well, because I remember 
last time Tembi was doing something different, was it for Heritage Day? 
I can’t remember … but I kinda liked the idea, and jotted it down. And 
then I think, for this year, that’s what I’m going to do.

Nomvuyo offers an example of an idea she borrowed from Thami, in which Thami 
used debating (in her micro-lesson) as a technique to engage the learners in thinking 
about a particular theme. In the extract below she reminds Thami of this:

I have taken Thami’s [idea] … I have implemented that into my library 
sessions. You remember your [lesson] whereby you were dividing us into 
groups and we had the debates and that kind of game? That’s what I’ve 
implemented into my library sessions.
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Phamza similarly explains how she used Bulelwa’s idea when working with the  
theme of Easter:

I’m doing that, I’m copying that. I am doing the whole thing that she did 
… I already have the books … 

Significantly, over and above the replication of ideas as presented in the above 
extracts, library assistants were encouraged to critically reflect on what they 
appreciated about the ideas they wished to use, and why they felt these ideas would 
work in their libraries. 

One of the ways in which all of the library assistants described their improvement 
in practice was through introducing new ideas that were more interactive and 
creative, and that would engage the learners more actively in the lessons. When 
responding to the question, What are you doing differently in your lessons as a result 
of microteaching? Pam explains:

Differently, well uhm, interacting with them. Normally it was just me 
reading a story … it was just me, me, me! I asked a question, you answer. 
But … I got to see how we interacted so everybody was part of it. So I 
came from there and tried it here and we did drama, we dress up; we do 
things with all the little props.

As with Pam, most of the library assistants from both clusters had already begun 
experimenting with new ideas at the time of the interviews and focus group 
discussions. Thami (below) realised the impact of interaction and creativity 
through her peers’ micro-lessons, and was intending to do the same as soon as she 
commenced teaching.11

I am planning to be more interactive, get them to do more stuff, instead 
of me standing there reading, or saying or teaching them something,  
let them find information for themselves, they must be able to  
reference and stuff …

As suggested earlier in this chapter, it is through finding information in the way 
that Thami suggests, that learners are able to acquire information-literacy skills. 
Thami’s strategy to be more interactive and engaging with the learners is a critical 
step towards achieving this outcome.

Explaining that she used to simply read to the learners, and get the learners to read 
pages of the books aloud, Bulelwa indicates that through microteaching she started 
experimenting with new, more creative ideas:

Well initially what I used to do in my library, I used to read to them or 
have them read to each other or me and then we will talk about that book, 
but now I have sought of turned it into a more fun space where we can 
play more games … 
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Reports of improvements in practice by library assistants from Cluster 2 were 
verified during the lesson observation. When observing library assistants delivering 
their lessons to their classes (after having presented their micro-lesson to the 
cluster), it was apparent that they had taken into careful consideration feedback from 
their peers, and that changes to their lessons had been made in accordance with that 
feedback. The ability to develop and improve on methodologies and ideas illustrates 
an encouraging level of reflection. However, based on the data, we observed little if 
any evidence of critical thinking. The capacity for library assistants to experiment 
with new, more creative ideas was linked to their personal development, particularly 
to their growth in confidence. Yet library assistants struggled to engage critically in 
their observations of each other’s micro-lessons. As suggested earlier, this might have 
been due to limited exposure to critical thinking in their own schooling experience 
and to a lack of pedagogic experience. 

However a number of the library assistants from both clusters spoke about improved 
confidence as a result of microteaching. This highlights the work of Higgins and 
Nicholl (2003), Minton (2005) and Nwanekezi et al. (2011), who observed an 
increase in confidence directly related to students’ exposure to microteaching. 
Nomvuyo (below) explains that she attributed her growth in confidence to the 
creative ideas that she implemented in her library lessons, and used her personal 
development to encourage her library intern to develop himself in similar ways:

Changes in myself? … more confidence with managing large groups of 
kids because of the creative ways that I have learnt here of how to manage 
them as a result. My intern,12 as much as he’s that kind of a naughty boy 
but I’m finding that somewhere somehow I’m trying to develop him 
because … he keeps to himself most of the time, so I am trying to get him 
out of that shell because I remember that … I was in that position as well. 

As library assistants developed their confidence they started to ‘take risks’ 
(Higgins & Nicholl 2003: 221) and experiment with new ideas emanating from  
the microteaching. This resulted in more energised and dynamic approaches  
both in content and delivery. Phamza reflects on her interaction with her  
(primary school) learners:

I am more creative … I sit down on the floor with them. I become like 
them, I am sitting down, I am folding my feet while I am reading the 
story. I am like ‘this could be fun’! …

Nazeema (Cluster 2) similarly described how she was able to introduce creative ideas 
in her library lessons due to an increase in her levels of confidence. This she felt 
resulted in the learners being far more engaged and attentive as compared with her 
earlier lessons in which she simply read books to the various classes:

So for example last term they had to dress up like their favourite character 
and the teachers also did it. They had their socks on. I drew a moustache 
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whatever, they would come dressed as their funny characters … It was 
very exciting … My confidence is building up. I got a lot of confidence I 
never had that before, like I was nervous and if you are nervous the kids 
pick it up and they act up on it.

Nazeema refers to her nervousness prior to her exposure to microteaching, which 
she felt had negatively impacted on the lessons. As with her peers, her increase in 
confidence enabled her to experiment with new ideas and engage more positively 
with the learners.

Sub-theme two: Improving practice through enhanced planning  
and organisation 

All the library assistants reported improvement in their planning and organisational 
skills, which is directly linked to increased confidence and creativity (Davids 2016; 
Higgins & Nicholl 2003). Bulelwa reflects: 

I normally consider myself a disorganised person, I don’t plan I just do 
things on my feet. I have been more organised now, like when an idea 
pops ups, I write it down so that I don’t forget it, and I collect all the 
relevant information … Now I plan my classes, like I know okay I am 
getting this grade at this time on this day, so I plan … and … the kids see 
me more confident now than before. I don’t know, like the games that I 
play with them …

Thami reflects similarly:

I am more organised now, like Bulelwa said like, if I have an idea okay, 
I am going to do a puzzle. I don’t just do a puzzle, I research it: what 
do I want them to learn from doing this puzzle? If they going to read a 
story, like don’t just read. I have this thing, it has outcomes … I have this 
template thing so resources, method, outcome every lesson yes. I have a 
teaching plan … I’m more organised. When I start my library periods I 
have week one, week two, week three, and it’s in my file. Even if I’m not 
there you can go and read and say okay this is what needs to be done. 

As suggested above, planning and organisation is closely linked to purpose and 
intention. Thandi (Cluster 1) similarly reflects on her improved skills in planning 
and organisation, which she associates with sequencing, structure and order:

I am planning, I’m organising. I’m doing everything in order. I didn’t have 
files in my library so I collected some files … I have an SII file, I have a 
Bookery file, I have the school file, I have library committee file. 

Observing that one of her fellow library assistants was not as prepared as she could 
have been for her micro-lesson, Esme (Cluster 2) similarly commented during 
her interview on her realisation of the importance of planning. To this end she 
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implemented an activity during her Grade 5 library lesson in which she got her 
learners to assist her with her planning for her Grade 3 lesson:

So I had learners assist me yesterday with preparing the lesson. When  
it was their library lesson, it was their activity to do some colouring in 
and poster making, so I implemented that so I was prepared a day  
before, and also I went to my principal and she gave me some good  
points to be prepared and to plan. So I sought guidance as well in how to 
present the lesson. 

Despite the positive responses on the whole to microteaching from the library 
assistants, the microteaching experience was not without its challenges. Nomvuyo 
commented that the microteaching caused her anxiety: 

[Microteaching] was putting the pressure more, because I was a person 
not able to speak in front of people.

As suggested by Higgins and Nicholl (2003), once the sessions were underway, 
experiences of anxiety appeared to dissipate quickly. Nomvuyo reflects on her 
experience :

But then, now I had to come out of that shell because … [microteaching] 
was teaching me how to present and I also learnt a lot from these 
meetings … I was picking up a lot of ideas. 

Reflecting on the issue of pressure, Phamza comments on the benefits of constructive 
feedback and critical reflection (Amobi 2005; Davids 2016; Higgins & Nicholl 2003; 
Otsupius 2014), acknowledging that these aspects of microteaching contributed to 
her experience of ‘good pressure’:

For me it was good pressure in the sense that I get to do what I do at 
the library for you guys to see what it is that I do because sometimes I 
would feel that I am not doing this right. I am not sure if this is what I am 
supposed to be doing but the fact that I can present what I am doing and 
get feedback on what I could do better … it helps me to improve on the 
work that I do at the library. 

Conclusion
In this chapter we have described the implementation of a support intervention 
for library assistants through a university–school partnership over a period of a 
few years. This partnership-based initiative focused, from the outset, on building 
functional school libraries. To begin with, prior to the introduction of microteaching, 
there was a range of priorities that needed to be addressed, many of which were 
procedural and technical (Silbert & Bitso 2015). Moving beyond this initial focus 
we have argued that building functional school libraries requires of library assistants 
a multi-layered, expansive set of competencies that lie beyond the technical and 
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procedural requirements. Critical thinking, reflection, confidence and information 
literacy represent some of the more advanced skills that strengthen the knowledge, 
capacity and expertise required to effectively manage a school library. 

In view of the library assistants in this study not having received formal training, 
microteaching was used as an experiential strategy to develop their skills, and to 
generate more dynamic, innovative and interactive methodologies. As evidenced 
in the data, library assistants felt more confident and empowered in the delivery of 
lessons and in engaging with the learners in their library. 

An unexpected outcome of the microteaching was a more positive engagement 
between library assistants during their cluster meetings. Through sharing ideas 
and learning from each other in a safe space, they developed the confidence to 
experiment with more creative methodologies. This enabled them to build a 
repertoire of ideas for use and adaptation in the library lessons, while developing the 
capacity to strengthen their information-literacy skills, as well as that of the learners. 
Despite library assistants engaging in reflective practice with each other, there was 
no clear evidence in the data to suggest that they were critically reflecting on their 
practice. Developing critically reflective skills would need to assume a greater degree 
of focus in ongoing support interventions.

Acknowledging the need to address critical reflection in the future, the  
study illustrates the usefulness of microteaching as a support strategy for library 
assistants. Over and above providing opportunities to develop confidence, 
creativity, self-awareness, planning and organisational skills, the data suggested 
that microteaching engaged the library assistants more actively in the monthly 
support meetings. Most reflected during their interviews on their increased level 
of participation in these sessions, suggesting that they became more focused and 
attentive. As Phamza illustrates:

I listen more. If someone is saying something I listen … I’m like, okay I 
hear Bulelwa, I hear Thami – I can combine these two ideas together … 

Esme, similarly, commented that the microteaching brought ‘life’ to the cluster 
meetings, and that they looked forward to seeing each other present their micro-
lessons each month.

The value of the microteaching approach, as used in this pilot study, demonstrates 
its usefulness in developing competencies and skills, and in inspiring enjoyment 
and creativity. Moreover, in keeping with Davids (2016), the study suggests that the 
benefits of microteaching are particularly evident when integrated into an ongoing 
programme of support. In this study, the support intervention evolved over four years 
and six months, during which time library assistants got to know each other (as well 
as the partnership support staff), and were able to build trust and collegiality. While 
this provided an ideal situation for microteaching, we maintain that microteaching 
presented an ideal vehicle for building further trust and, significantly, for developing 
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confidence. The focus on peer learning, support and collaboration underpinned 
much of the data from the library assistants in both clusters, and it was through the 
partnership-based support structure that this could be harnessed. In the words of 
one of the library assistants:

We all are on our different islands … and the islands won’t come together 
unless you bring the person that’s on that island together. So if those 
people can come together, I can learn from you and feel better because 
then you actually implementing what others do and it makes you stronger. 
That’s how I feel; it makes you as a person stronger because then you can 
say ‘I’m not alone’ …
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Notes
1 SACMEQ – Southern and Eastern African Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality 

(Grade 6 numeracy and literacy).

2 The fifth partner school had a library that had been established prior to the commencement 
of the university–school partnership in 2012.

3 For this reason the term ‘library assistant’ is used rather than ‘librarian’.

4 The notion of community of practice referred to here is explained in Silbert and Bitso (2015). 
(see also Wylie & Silbert, Chapter 7).

5 At the time of writing this chapter, there were 24 Bookery library assistants in the Western 
Cape, organised into three clusters. The second cluster, referred to in this chapter, comprised 
12 library assistants.

6 International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions.

7 Hereafter referred to as ‘micro-lesson’.

8 Themes are based on public holidays and national or international events that mark the 
importance of reading. Themes are also based on the curriculum content at the various grade 
levels. The process of identifying the themes forms part of the annual planning that takes 
place at the end of each year in preparation for the following year. Themes include Human 
Rights Day, Freedom Day, Women’s Day, Heritage Day, Workers Day, Youth Day, World  
Read Aloud Day.

9 Following the initial pilot ending in November 2016, microteaching continued in the original 
cluster as an ongoing support strategy.
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10 All names used to present data are pseudonyms.

11 Thami had been placed in one of the SII partner schools at the beginning of 2017 and at the 
time of the focus group discussion had not yet started teaching lessons.

12 Library interns were placed in selected school libraries for one year during 2016 and 2017, 
as part of the Western Cape Premier’s Advancement of Youth (PAY) programme. This 
collaboration between The Bookery and the Western Cape Government was set up as an 
employment opportunity for post-matriculants. The library interns were tasked with assisting 
with administrative and other basic library tasks.
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New possibilities for supporting homework  
practices through a university–school  
partnership

 Roshan Galvaan and Patti Silbert

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

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

The intention of this chapter is not to evaluate the effectiveness of the service learning 
programme, nor to explore how university students learn while engaging in their 
service learning placements. Instead it reflects on a peer-led homework programme, 
initiated through a service learning placement, and explores the implications of  
this programme for generating new practices in response to the needs of the  
SII partner schools. 

10
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Perspective: Situating service learning in context
As discussed in earlier chapters of this publication, the SII’s notion of partnership 
refers to a collaborative engagement between the University of Cape Town (UCT) 
and a targeted group of schools for the core purpose of school improvement (Chapter 
1, Silbert, Clark & Parker; Chapter 7, Wylie & Silbert). The value of the partnership, 
as highlighted in this chapter (and elsewhere), is demonstrated at the school level, by 
support offered in the areas of organisational capacity building for the core purpose 
of whole-school improvement. At the university level, benefit is derived through 
engaging students in school-based opportunities for service learning as part of their 
academic qualifications. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

• Occupational therapy student service learning reports.

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

Discussion
The programme comprised the following components:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Another teacher similarly shares her concerns:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

11
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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.

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   184 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

185

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.
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Rethinking approaches to occupational 
therapy intervention: Learning in and 
from an under-resourced school  

 Pam Gretschel, Shireen Damonse and Mellisa Francke

Primary school learners in South Africa, similar to elsewhere, spend a large portion 
of their day engaged in the occupations1 of learning (Chapter 5, Silbert & Galvaan) 
with handwriting being central to this. This chapter presents a description of 
an occupational therapy intervention that aimed to improve the performance of 
learners at Intshayelelo Primary, one of the Schools Improvement Initiative (SII) 
partner schools, in the occupation of handwriting. It reveals the ways in which 
aspects of playfulness, contextual fit and teacher partnerships were drawn on 
to strengthen the impact and sustainability of the aforementioned intervention. 
Overall, the reflections on the intervention development and implementation 
offer a critique of the performance-orientated focus adopted in the intervention. 
Possibilities are suggested to shift the focus of occupational therapy interventions 
towards addressing the learners’ participation in the occupation of handwriting. 
This continued reflection and critique on existing practices is encouraged in order 
to enhance occupational therapy practice with children.

Traditional occupational therapy practices in schools 
In South Africa a large number of occupational therapists work in private practices 
located in well-resourced mainstream schools (Van der Merwe et al. 2011a). South 
African occupational therapists assess and provide interventions aiming to address 
difficulties that learners may experience with handwriting (Naidoo et al. 2009; Van 
der Merwe et al. 2011a). Interventions offered by occupational therapists working 
in schools have not been described in detail in the available literature. There is 
research describing how South African occupational therapists in private practice 
assess and treat poor handwriting in Foundation Phase learners (Van der Merwe et 
al. 2011a; Van der Merwe et al. 2011b). Occupational therapists are employed by the 
Department of Education in the public sector. They have historically been located in 
schools that cater for learners with special educational needs. The Education White 
Paper 6 on Inclusive Education (DoE 2001) attempts to promote various avenues 
of support to address the vast inequalities in the public education system, and 
promote access to quality education for all South African learners. This policy refers 
to barriers to learning, a term which encourages a focus not only on the learners’ 
internal barriers (intrinsic performance components), but also on the external 
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(contextual) barriers that impact on learners’ access to, and engagement in, learning  
occupations. One of the mechanisms by which this extended focus is put into place is 
through the creation of district-based support teams (DBSTs), which are groupings 
of health and educational professionals whose mandate is to work in partnership 
with public schools to promote learning opportunities for all. Occupational 
therapists can, but do not always, form part of the DBST. 

Members of the DBST provide various layers of input to address the needs of 
learners experiencing internal and external barriers to learning within schools 
that have been identified as needing, or that have requested, additional support. 
Learners particularly impacted are those attending under-resourced schools. The 
various external barriers present in under-resourced schools include challenges 
relating to the curriculum, teaching approaches and limited support for learning 
(Chapter 2, Clark). External barriers to learning can also include environmental and 
ergonomic factors such as poor lighting and ventilation, distance of the desk from 
the chalkboard, poor sitting position, incorrect desk and chair height and limited 
writing materials (Van der Merwe et al. 2011a). Internal barriers to learning refer 
to factors intrinsic to the child, and include a variety of sensorimotor, cognitive 
and psychosocial performance components that can hinder a learner’s success in 
learning occupations. Being part of the DBST extends the potential role and scope 
of occupational therapists in schools. They can facilitate inclusive education; assist 
with school-related assessments; support learners with special educational needs; 
and consult with parents and teachers to provide training and education in how to 
adapt the home and classroom environment (Sonday et al. 2012; Struthers 2005). 

However, the abovementioned policy framework and mechanisms of support 
are poorly implemented. The inputs provided by occupational therapists in the  
DBST are frequently positioned in a deficit, skill-based approach. This could be 
due to the fact that occupational therapists working in mainstream schools are  
not provided with sufficient guidance to structure their support to address the 
various external barriers that impact on the learners’ engagement in learning 
occupations (Sonday et al. 2012). This contributes to their adoption of intervention 
approaches that focus mainly on addressing the performance of learners in  
their learning occupations.

Occupational therapy interventions addressing handwriting in 
under-resourced schools
Handwriting-associated learning tasks typically given in the classroom include 
copying work from the chalkboard or other written sources; expressing  
ideas through stories; completing mathematical equations; and demonstrating 
knowledge of various subjects through written tests. The curriculum outlined in 
the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) makes provision for  
the systematic teaching of handwriting in short periods for approximately  
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‘15 minutes per day, four times per week’ (DBE 2012: 9). A summary overview  
of the educational instruction follows:

• Grade R: Learners follow a pre-writing programme to develop their 
sensory motor and perceptual motor skills. Learners are taught 
the correct pencil grip and how to form the letters. This includes 
instruction on the starting point, size, shape, and direction of 
movement required for each letter and number. 

• Grade 1: Formal handwriting instruction begins. Learners learn to 
position and space letters on and between the lines. By the end of 
Grade 1 learners should be able to form all the lower and upper case 
letters correctly and fluently, and copy sentences correctly from the 
board or from written examples. Grade 1 children begin by writing 
on blank paper using wax crayons. In time they progress to writing 
on 17mm lines using pencils for formal handwriting lessons, although 
many schools prefer to continue using blank jotters for other written 
work even in Grade 2.

• Grade 2: Learners develop greater speed in writing print.
• Grade 3: Learners transition to write a form of joined script or cursive 

writing during the first half of Grade 3. Whilst the choice in regard 
to the handwriting script remains with a school/province, children 
should be taught to write a form of joined script or cursive writing by 
the end of Grade 3. In Grade 3 children make the transition to using 
8.5mm lined books. The exact time for these transitions will depend 
on the level of the children and the school’s policy (DBE 2102: 12).

A learner’s performance of handwriting is measured in terms of the quality and 
quantity of their written work reflected in various learning tasks (Van der Merwe 
et al. 2011a). The outline above confirms that an emphasis is placed on providing 
learners with graded inputs that develop their skills in the mechanics of handwriting 
– building on their formation of letters, shapes and numbers, legibility and speed of 
handwriting. The internal and external barriers to learning, described above, can 
impact on a learner’s participation in, and performance of, handwriting. Handwriting 
represents both participation in, and performance of, learning so learners have to 
master multiple skills to demonstrate their performance. One skill shown to be a 
significant predictor of a child’s handwriting development, and their ability to copy 
letters and numbers accurately, is visual motor integration (VMI) (Brossard-Racine 
et al. 2011; Naidoo et al. 2009; Visser et al. 2017). VMI is an intrinsic performance 
component that a learner requires in order to receive, interpret and integrate 
visual images (commonly referred to as visual perception) (VP). This, in turn, is 
necessary in order to output a motor response of a letter or number written on a page 
(commonly referred to as motor coordination) (MC).

Occupational therapists working in schools offer various interventions to develop 
learners’ VMI, VP and MC skills as a means to promote their performance in the 
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occupation of handwriting (Van der Merwe et al. 2011a). This positive relationship is 
notably more significant in primary school learners, who tend to rely more on visual 
feedback and motor information to guide their movements to form and copy shapes, 
letters and numbers (Klein et al. 2011; Overvelde & Hulstijn 2011). 

Occupational therapy interventions addressing the external barriers to learning are 
not extensively presented in occupational therapy literature.

The next section describes the evolution of an occupational therapy service for 
learners attending Intshayelelo Primary. The need to develop this service arose from 
the results of a series of occupational therapy screening events with the school’s 
learners. These events and the outcomes thereof are presented below.

Description of occupational therapy practice at  
Intshayelelo Primary 
In late 2012 the head student (an occupational therapy student) of the health and 
rehabilitation sector of the Students’ Health and Welfare Centres Organisation 
(SHAWCO)2 and the SII project manager approached the final-year occupational 
therapy course convener with a proposal requesting the assistance of occupational 
therapy staff and students with the screening of Grade R learners who, according to 
their teachers, were experiencing difficulties with their handwriting skills. The aim 
of the screening was to identify if the internal performance components of VMI, 
VP and MC, were contributing to the poor performance of learners in their school-
based handwriting tasks. The focus of the intervention on addressing these internal 
performance components to promote the handwriting performance of the learners 
will be reflected on later in this chapter.

The first screening took place in late January 2013. Consent forms were sent to 
the caregivers of all the Grade R learners at Intshayelelo Primary. In accordance 
with literature supporting the value of early intervention for handwriting (Van 
der Merwe et al. 2011b), Grade R learners were selected as the most appropriate 
group to be screened. This was done in order to determine and support their 
preparedness for handwriting from the onset of their schooling journey. Those 
Grade R learners whose caregivers provided consent were screened using the short 
form of the fifth-edition, norm-referenced Beery-Buktenica Developmental Test 
of Visual Motor Integration-Fifth Edition short form (DTVMI) (Beery & Beery 
2006). The DTVMI is a standardised assessment tool widely used by occupational 
therapists to assess visual-motor integration skills (Brown et al. 2007; Van der 
Merwe et al. 2011a). The DTVMI has been demonstrated to be particularly useful 
for the assessment of writing readiness in five- and six-year-old children (Marr & 
Cermak 2002; Van Hartingsveldt et al. 2011) and is described as a valid measure 
of VMI (Goyen & Duff 2005; Parush et al. 2010). Beery and Beery (2004)  
report good psychometric properties for the DTVMI, including a test–retest 
reliability correlation of 0.92 and an inter-rater reliability ranging between 0.92-0.98. 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   201 03/10/2018   06:38



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

202

The DTVMI is described as a reliable and valid measure of VMI abilities that does 
not show differences for gender, residence or ethnicity (Beery & Beery 2006) but is 
sensitive to income status (Frey & Pinelli 1991). Due to the fact that the screening took 
place in an under-resourced school, consideration of income status was important. 

Data collection took place at the school, in a large, well-ventilated room near the 
learners’ classrooms. The final-year student occupational therapists, who had been 
trained in standardised instrument use, administered the DTVMI (5th edition short 
form) to the learners in small groups – ten learners per group – in strict accordance 
with the DTVMI administration protocol outlined below (Beery & Beery 2006): 

Visual-motor integration: Each learner’s task was to copy different 
geometric shapes that become progressively more complex and 
challenging to copy. The first three test items consisted of three types of 
scribbling. The next three tasks required the learner to imitate the same 
three shapes drawn by the assessor (that is vertical line, horizontal line 
and circle). Then the learners copied 15 developmentally sequenced 
geometric shapes. The test was terminated after three consecutive errors, 
in accordance with administration criteria. 

Visual perception: Learners were shown the same 15 geometric shapes 
and given two to seven alternatives from which they needed to choose 
the correct one for each shape presented. The test ended after three 
consecutive errors, or at the three minute time limit.

Motor coordination: Learners traced a trail within progressively smaller 
paths while staying in the lines of the same fifteen geometric shapes. The 
test was terminated at the five minute time limit. 

The administration time was approximately 10 to 15 minutes per child. The 
assessments were conducted in the morning to minimise the impact of fatigue on 
the assessment results. School staff – and occupational therapy students who were 
competent in isiXhosa – assisted with the presentation of the DTVMI instructions 
to the learners.

To ensure accuracy in scoring the DTVMI assessments, 30% of the assessments 
were independently scored by an experienced occupational therapist who did not 
participate in data collection. The raw score for each child was converted into a 
standard score according to a scale based on the child’s age. Standard scores indicate 
a level of performance that is adjusted for age. The mean standard score of the 
total sample for each of the three components of the DTVMI was calculated and 
presented to describe the performance of the learners in VMI, VP and MC. 

This initial screening revealed that the Grade R learners were experiencing 
significant challenges in their VMI, VP and MC skills. The initial plan was to 
use this screening information to secure appropriate and ongoing support for the 
learners in the student-run SHAWCO clinics that took place monthly in the area. 
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The screening outcomes, however, revealed that many learners (more than half) 
identified as experiencing difficulties with VMI, VP and MC skills. Due to logistical 
factors relating to short staffing in the SHAWCO clinics, providing occupational 
therapy interventions through this means would not be possible. The occupational 
therapy students and supervisor involved in the screening process suggested it would 
be more feasible to make use of Intshayelelo Primary as a practice learning site for 
the final-year occupational therapy students for their child learning, development 
and play (CLDP) practice learning block. The head of SHAWCO, the site-based 
supervisor, the SII project manager and the final-year student convener agreed with 
this plan of action. 

The final-year CLDP students commenced practice learning in February 2014. They 
drew on the data generated in the 2013 screening process to design and implement 
individual and group treatment for the learners who were now in Grade 1. These 
interventions were provided by the final-year occupational therapy students, and took 
place outside of the context of the learners’ classrooms. The focus of the interventions 
aimed to improve the learners’ performance in handwriting via intervention strategies 
aiming to build on the performance components of VMI, VP and MC.

In January 2015, a review of the CLDP occupational therapy services provided 
at Intshayelelo Primary took place. Feedback from the supervisor and students 
identified what shifts in the intervention were necessary. These shifts included 
further consideration of how the interventions targeting handwriting could be more 
closely linked to the curriculum expectations for handwriting for Grade R learners. 
The feedback also highlighted the need to identify ways to enhance the sustainability 
of the intervention through creating partnerships with the Grade R teachers, and 
improving the participation of learners in the intervention. 

Partnering with teachers for classroom-based interventions is not common practice 
in South Africa. Learners are predominantly seen by occupational therapists on 
an individual basis (Van der Merwe et al. 2011b). Evidence, however, supports the 
effectiveness of classroom-embedded and teacher-partnered occupational therapy 
interventions for handwriting (Case-Smith et al. 2014). This evidence informed the 
revision of the structure of the interventions. The final-year occupational therapy 
students and their supervisor met with the Grade R teachers to explore whether it 
would be feasible to implement their interventions within the classroom context. 
The educators welcomed this idea, as handwriting falls within the literacy area of 
the Grade R CAPS curriculum. The students and supervisor engaged with the Grade 
R teachers to explore and learn more about the curriculum content for Grade R 
literacy. They jointly decided to align the intervention with the weekly curriculum 
themes and specific learning outcomes outlined in the literacy area of the Grade 
R CAPS curriculum. It was agreed that the students would facilitate 30-minute 
classroom-based intervention sessions in each of the four Grade R classes, during the 
allocated CAPS literacy curriculum slots. The sessions were implemented four times 
a week over three seven-week practice learning blocks across the year. 
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To further refine the content of each of these sessions, the students and supervisors 
shared the results of the 2015 screening (presented later in this chapter) with the 
teachers. They also put forward their ideas about what activities would be important 
to include in the intervention to address the challenges identified in the 2015 
screening. The teachers were invited to contribute by making further suggestions 
or changes to the proposed activities. In this way the teachers were able to gain 
a sense of the occupational therapy principles guiding the focus and selection of 
activities. In turn the students drew on the expertise of the teachers in relation 
to the various educational strategies, and the principles they were using to teach 
handwriting. These were then integrated into the intervention. The teachers and 
occupational therapy students engaged in this way until a complete template of 
the intervention, with specific instructions guiding the implementation, was put in 
place. This collaborative approach facilitated the sustainability of the intervention in 
that the teachers could continue to implement the intervention when students were 
not present at the practice learning site. Engaging with teachers in this way aligns 
with best practice models for handwriting intervention in schools (Case-Smith et 
al. 2014). These measures also align with the Education White Paper 6 (DoE 2001), 
which encourages partnerships between therapists and teachers to increase the 
interface of therapy services in the classroom context, and encourages closer links 
between the occupational therapy inputs and the curriculum goals. 

Play, which is the primary occupation of a child, was central to the revision of 
the intervention. It was recognised that play is how most children learn best, so 
it was used at Intshayelelo Primary to achieve the intervention goals (Case-Smith 
& O’Brien 2015). The four elements of playfulness described by Skard and Bundy 
(2008) – intrinsic motivation, internal locus of control, framing, and suspension of 
reality –were documented during observations of the Grade R learners engaging in 
play. The students observed the play engagement of the learners during break times 
to determine which play activities held the learners’ interest. It was observed that 
the learners enjoyed group, movement-based play activities, where an element of 
make-believe was included, and goals were set for them to achieve. These activities 
were incorporated into the intervention. For example, one classroom intervention 
session included a game of chalk hopscotch. In pairs one learner would trace a letter 
or number on the back of their paired learner. That learner would then be challenged 
to hop a set sequence of steps and then form that letter or number in the block in 
which they landed.

All of the above shifts were incorporated into the intervention. The DTVMI 
screening process took place again in 2015, and the results were once again drawn 
on to determine the specific focus of the intervention to address VMI, VP and MC. 
The process by which this data was included is described below.
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Table 12.1 Results of the DTVMI components for the 2015 Grade R learners 

VMI
Percentile rank

VP Supplemental Test
Percentile rank

MC Supplemental Test
Percentile rank

Total sample
(n=64) 23rd 5th 21st

Source: Compiled by the authors

Of the possible 118 Grade R learners attending Intshayelelo Primary in 2015, 
a convenience sample of N=64 learners – all of whose caregivers had provided 
informed consent – were screened using the DTVMI. This sample included both 
boys and girls. The mean age of the sample was five years and six months. The mean 
standard scores for the total sample for each section fell between 75.42 and 88.68 
(Table 12.2). This indicated that most learners scored in the low and low average 
ranges, with percentile ranks ranging from the 5th to the 23rd percentile.

The distribution of standard scores for each component of the DTVMI, that is  
VMI, VP and MC, were also established for each learner in the sample and are 
reflected in Table 12.2. 

In the VMI section of the DTVMI test the standard scores fell between 58 and 
114. For VMI, 67% of the learners scored in the average range (83–117). In the VP 
supplemental test the learners obtained standard scores of between 45 and 120. This 
distribution of scores was more skewed towards the lower scores, with the majority 
of the learners falling into the very low and low range (standard scores between 68 
and 82). Further assessment of visual acuity of the learners was recommended in 
light of their performance in VP. In the MC supplemental test the learners obtained 
standard scores of between 16 and 114. The distribution of the scores was skewed 

Table 12.2 Distribution of the standard scores on all the tests of the DTVMI

Standard score range 
and descriptor

VMI
n=64

VP
n=64

MC
n=64

40–67
Very Low

5 21 6

68–82
Low

16 22 10

83–117
Average

43 (67%) 20 48 (75%)

118–132
High

0 1 0

64 64 64

Source: Compiled by the authors
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to the higher scores with 75% of the sample falling into the average range. The 
above scores correlated with the results of studies exploring the VMI, VP and MC 
performance of representative samples of Foundation Phase children living in South 
Africa (Rens 2008; Visser et al. 2017).

The DTVMI performance data presented above in Tables 12.1 and 12.2 highlighted 
the need for the intervention to account for, and build on, the very low to low average 
performance of the sample in VMI, VP and MC performance component skills. Best-
practice approaches support the use of an eclectic combination of biomechanical, 
sensorimotor and acquisitional approaches to address handwriting performance 
(Case-Smith et al. 2014; Van der Merwe et al. 2011b). Principles arising from these 
approaches guided the intervention. A sensorimotor approach was drawn on through 
the inclusion of various sensory inputs (tactile, kinaesthetic and auditory) to build on 
the learners’ integration of visual inputs to output a correct motor response. In line with 
this approach, activities in the intervention focused on building the body awareness 
of the learners. This was done through a series of movement-based activities that 
improve the learners’ understanding of their own body position in space. Becoming 
aware of, and confident in, the movements of one’s body in space aids the reception 
and integration of visual information (Case-Smith et al. 2014). 

Examples of the activities used to build on body awareness included body songs 
(Simon says), obstacle courses focusing on balance and jumping, and hopscotch. 
These movement activities also included a biomechanical approach, which had 
the additional benefit of building on the learners’ core and postural stability. These 
are key components that prepare learners to sustain a comfortable position while 
drawing and writing seated at a desk. Following building on the learners’ awareness 
of the position of and movement of their body in space, intervention activities were 
carefully graded. These progressed from the above-mentioned kinaesthetic large 
body awareness movements to kinaesthetic activities designed to help the learners 
embed the motor engram of the plan formation, i.e. the physical motions the learner 
must perform to create each shape, letter and number. 

Examples of activities used to build on the learners’ kinaesthetic awareness of shape, 
letter and number included using various mediums such as finger paint, sand and 
water trays to help build learners’ understanding of the engram of each shape, 
letter and number. Using these mediums learners would be encouraged to trace 
over shapes, letters and numbers while saying or singing a verse of song aiming to 
build on their visual and motor memory for that specific shape, letter or number. 
Following this a three-dimensional approach was adopted in which learners worked 
with materials such as playdough, beads and blocks to build three-dimensional 
representations of each letter, shape and number. 

Finally, as a last progression, the activities adopted a two-dimensional approach 
with learners now having an opportunity to practice writing the letter, shape 
and number using writing instruments such as chalk, crayons and pencils. These 
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materials were graded from larger to smaller instruments. Shapes, letters and 
numbers were introduced in a sequential manner with vertical and horizontal lines 
preceding diagonal and circular lines. Opportunities for repetition and practising 
the formation of the various shapes, letters and numbers were incorporated as part 
of the acquisitional approach. 

Critiquing and rethinking the practice approach 
The example presented above represents notable shifts from the intervention 
approaches that have been traditionally adopted in occupational therapy practice in 
schools. These shifts included:

• drawing more extensively on DTVMI assessment data as evidence to establish 
the focus of the intervention; 

• attending to assessing aspects of playfulness and drawing on the elements 
of playfulness to support the learners’ engagement in the handwriting 
intervention; and finally

• drawing more extensively on the inputs of teachers to gain insights into  
the curriculum, interface themes from the curriculum into the intervention, 
and draw on the teachers as partners in the design of and implementation  
of the intervention.

In reflecting further on implementation of this intervention and the insights 
generated in this process, the following critical considerations are put forward. 

Despite shifts, the persistent performance orientation of the intervention remained. 
Achievement in handwriting was the predominant focus of the intervention. This 
orientation reflects the dominant hegemonies existent in occupational therapy practice 
for children. It is also a dominant hegemony in school contexts where learners’ measure 
of success in learning is measured by their achievement with curriculum expectations 
(Chapter 8, Peters & Galvaan). Performance in childhood occupations remains the key 
focus of occupational therapy interventions. It is the practice approach that is revered 
– and it is the practice approach that often remains unchallenged. The benefits and 
positive impacts of a performance-orientated approach should not be ignored, but the 
continued application of this approach without due consideration of the contextually 
situated nature of occupation – inclusive of the broader aspects linked to engaging 
in occupations – should be challenged. Galvaan et al. (2015a; 2015b) call for a more 
contextualised perspective of occupation that focuses on the various contextual factors 
that shape the emphasis that is placed on certain occupations, and the ways in which 
the occupations take place in context.

They refer to a more critical approach to occupational therapy practice that draws 
on the use of the ObCD framework to address the learning challenges of learners 
attending under-resourced schools (Chapter 8, Peters & Galvaan). ObCD offers 
ways in which to critique the relevance of the established theoretical underpinnings 
informing occupational therapy practice for children in schools. 
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In conclusion, readers are encouraged to explore the ObCD framework, and 
consider how the approaches embedded in the framework could serve as a means to 
consider the broader contextual factors impacting on the learning occupations, such 
as handwriting, for children attending under-resourced schools. Various questions 
are presented to prompt consideration of these contextual factors:

• Beyond the intrinsic performance components, what other factors may 
contribute to and/or limit the participation and engagement of learners in the 
occupation of handwriting?

• What broader contextual factors could be contributing to difficulties with the 
engagement in, and performance of, handwriting occupations?

• Should handwriting remain the key learning occupation that builds on the 
literacy of learners? What are the alternative ways of allowing learners to 
express their ideas?

• What are the multiple forms of engagement that could build on the literacy of 
learners and allow them to express their ideas in alternative ways? 

Notes
1 In this chapter the use of the term ‘occupation’ is intentional and refers to the learning 

occupations which children engage in during the foundational school years. This includes the 
occupations of handwriting, reading, comprehensions, mathematical and life skills.

2 SHAWCO is a student volunteer organisation at the University of Cape Town.
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Partnerships in action: Establishing a model  
of collaborative support for student and 
mentor teachers through a  

 university–school partnership 
 Patti Silbert and Clare Verbeek

Twenty years after apartheid, schooling in South Africa remains sharply unequal, 
to the extent, as underscored by Clark in Chapter 2, that it has been referred to 
as a dualistic or bimodal system (Fleisch 2008; Spaull 2012; Van Der Berg et al. 
2011; Yamauchi 2011). The need for professionally qualified teachers must be 
seen in the light of the increasing demand for quality education, particularly in 
unequal and disadvantaged school contexts. As universities engage in the initial 
professional development of teachers, they have a critical role to play in helping 
reduce inequalities in schooling by preparing excellent teachers for working in all 
school contexts (Islam 2011; Mutemeri & Chetty 2011; Pennefather 2008, 2011; 
Robinson 2014, 2015). A crucial aspect of this preparation involves exposing  
student teachers to schools across diverse schooling communities during their 
compulsory teaching practice (TP), thereby enabling them to develop and practise 
innovative pedagogies within those contexts. However, if this is to contribute 
effectively to the initial professional development of teachers, placing student 
teachers in challenging school contexts requires careful support both for student 
teachers and the schools themselves. 

TP traditionally involves the placement of student teachers in the classrooms of 
mentor teachers. As more experienced and knowledgeable professionals, these 
mentor teachers are able to provide important opportunities for professional 
development through collaboration in planning, teaching and assessment, thus 
contributing to the construction of personal and professional identities (Mukeredzi 
2013; Robinson 2015). Such support needs to be formal and planned, and should 
link theory to practice through dialogical engagement (Mukeredzi 2013). Much 
of the recent research in the southern African context has pointed out the uneven 
support offered by such mentors to student teachers (Kiggundu & Nayimuli 2009; 
Mukeredzi 2013; Mukeredzi et al. 2015; Mukeredzi & Mandrona 2013; Mushoriwa & 
Mavuso 2014), and has called for the provision of support for the mentors themselves 
through ongoing training and development. The need to build partnerships to enable 
the support of both students and their mentors underpins much of this scholarship. 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe a two-year action research project that 
focused on a collaborative programme of support offered to student teachers and 

13
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their school-based mentors. The Schools Improvement Initiative (SII) provided a 
vehicle through which distributed support was offered to student teachers as part of 
their initial professional development. 

The term ‘mentoring’ implies support given by a more experienced teacher for the 
professional growth and learning of a student teacher. The notion of ‘support’ in 
this study includes emotional (Rajuan et al. 2008) and organisational factors that 
contribute towards professional development of both student and mentor teachers. 
‘Distributed support’ involves acceptance of joint, collaborative responsibility for initial 
teacher development by a number of partners, including the teachers. Providing this 
level of support reflects a commitment by both the university and the schools to the 
development of quality schooling in contexts that are historically challenged.

It is against this background that the study addresses the following questions:

• What type of collaborative support strategies are possible through a university–
school partnership?

• What are the implications of such collaborative support for school-based mentoring?

Signalling Robinson’s 2014 study in which she calls for a conceptual model of 
teacher education that supports teacher preparation for diversity, we argue that a 
generic approach to TP is inappropriate, and that the model of support provided 
by universities needs to be adapted to the specific context in which TP takes place. 
Furthermore, it is not only the student teachers who require support: mechanisms 
also need to be implemented for the mentor teachers who are called upon to support 
the students in what might be new and unfamiliar ways. Underpinning these two 
areas of support, we assert that university–school partnerships can provide the type 
of collaborative engagement through which support mechanisms can be offered at 
the level of both the university and the schools.

University–school partnerships in initial teacher training 
In this chapter, the notion of the university–school partnership to promote initial 
teacher training is embodied in the idea of the professional practice school (DBE 
2011), which refers to schools as professional learning sites at which student teachers 
are placed for the practical components of their programmes. Professional practice 
schools should be located in a variety of social and education contexts, and are 
intended to provide opportunities for student teachers to engage in learning in 
practice through preparing, teaching and reflecting on lessons (Robinson 2014). 
The importance of close collaboration between universities and professional practice 
schools in diverse contexts is emphasised in this study.

The type of university–school partnership embodied in the idea of the professional 
practice school suggests a transformative relationship between universities and schools 
in which both partners ‘retain their identities but are willing to learn from and with 
each other’ (Teitel 2008: 78), assuming joint responsibility for teacher professional 
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development. Introducing the notion of ‘hybrid spaces’, Zeichner (2010: 89)  
refers to this co-constructed engagement as ‘a paradigm shift in the epistemology of 
teacher education programmes’ in which ‘academic and practitioner knowledge and 
knowledge that exists in communities come together in new less hierarchical ways’ 
in order to create new learning opportunities for student teachers. See also Mutemeri 
and Chetty (2011). In this sense, the school becomes a site in which learning about 
the practice of teaching, and the practices of schooling, can occur both through 
practice and in practice (DHET & DBE 2011). 

While all schools used for the purpose of professional onsite learning might  
be regarded as professional practice schools, the term, as used in this study, refers  
to the particular set of schools involved in the SII university–school partnership. 
These schools fall into the category of what Christie et al. (2007) describe as 
‘mainstream’ schools in South Africa. Such schools constitute the ‘numeric norm’ 
(Christie et al. 2007: 100) and are situated somewhere between the elite and the 
extremely poor, populated largely by black students and teachers, with limited 
physical resources. English is used as the language of learning and teaching 
(LoLT), rather than the home language of the majority of teachers and their 
learners. ‘Mainstream schools’ are typical of urban and peri-urban township areas 
such as those that comprise the site of the SII partner schools. It is this type of  
school context, plagued by socioeconomic problems of poverty, crime and 
unemployment, for which student teachers need to be appropriately prepared in 
order to make a positive difference. 

The role of mentor teachers within the university–school partnership model is 
reported on in numerous studies (Hall et al. 2008; Hobson 2002; Mutemeri & 
Chetty 2011; Stanulis & Russell 2000; Teitel 2008). Hobson’s (2002) study refers to 
mentoring undertaken not merely by teachers assigned as ‘mentors’ but by other 
teachers at the school. Students’ perceptions of their school-based mentoring 
experience has been researched by a number of scholars (Hobson 2002; Rajuan et 
al. 2008; Zanting et al. 2001). In South Africa, recent research on teaching practice 
has focused on rural schools (Mukeredzi 2013; Mukeredzi & Mandrona 2013; 
Mushoriwa & Mavuso 2014; Pennefather 2008), and on the types of knowledge that 
mentors help student teachers develop (Mukeredzi et al. 2015).

The need to provide more effective training opportunities for mentors is highlighted 
by numerous scholars in the field, including Hobson (2002); Hudson et al. (2013) 
and Mukeredzi et al. (2015). As Robinson (2014: 115) argues, developing robust 
mentoring practices is particularly important in a country such as South Africa, 
where mentors help students prepare to teach in diverse contexts. This has direct 
implications for the ways in which universities ‘might best contribute to serving 
learners in difficult social contexts’.

Mukeredzi et al. (2015: 9) call for committed dialogue between all stakeholders on 
pre-service teacher support, including teacher educators, education departments 
and schools. According to these authors, ‘[t]his implies that institutions ought to 
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take a lead in developing and/or maintaining strong partnerships between schools  
and universities, and in ensuring that appropriate strategies are put in place to 
enhance mentoring effectiveness’.

Despite the plethora of scholarship in the field, there has been no South African 
study to date that examines an initial teacher education action research programme 
as an integral component of an existing university–school partnership. Nor has there 
been any study that considers the possibilities for distributed support for students 
and teacher mentors within that partnership. 

Moving away from the traditional view of TP in which the school is expected  
mainly to provide a site for students to conduct their practice teaching (Mutemeri 
& Chetty 2011: 506), a collaborative model of teacher development positions the 
school (and its teachers) as an active partner, and an ‘essential contributor to the 
programme.’ This shift in the relationship between the university and the school – 
from limited engagement to the establishment of deeply collaborative partnerships 
– has been advocated as an approach for improving the practice of teacher training 
(Deppeler 2006; Islam 2011; Mukeredzi et al. 2015; Mutemeri & Chetty 2011; 
Pennefather 2011; Ramsey 2000). 

Through strong, mutually beneficial collaboration, the SII seeks to address, inter alia, 
in-service teachers’ professional development needs within the schools, while providing 
opportunities for student teachers to broaden their experience in the classroom across 
a range of school contexts. Rather than being an aim in themselves, partnerships are 
regarded by the SII as a means to improving the quality of the engagement between 
the parties. The strength of this objective lies in its potential to create the space for new 
types of collaborative support for student and mentor teachers.

Background to the professional practice school (PPS) programme
The School of Education at the University of Cape Town offers initial teacher 
education programmes for the Foundation, Intermediate, Senior and Further 
Education and Training phases1 of schooling through a one-year postgraduate 
professional qualification (Post-graduate Certificate in Education or PGCE), 
which caps an initial undergraduate degree. The school-based component of this 
qualification requires that students complete two six-week periods of supervised 
TP in schools. At UCT an attempt is made to ensure that this is undertaken in 
two differently provisioned schools, enabling students to experience their teaching 
practice in diverse school contexts. 

In both 2013 and 2014, Intermediate Phase student teachers were invited to apply 
for placement in the SII professional practice school programme. The large number 
of applicants in both years suggested a high level of interest amongst students, all of 
whom had undertaken their first TP in better-resourced schools. Financial support 
for transport was provided as the SII partner schools are located 25–30 km from the 
university. The number of students accepted into the programme was limited by the 
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funds available, as well as by the availability of mentor teachers in the schools. In 
2013 a total of six students were involved – two in each of the three partner schools. 
In 2014, this number grew to 11 – four in two schools, and three in the third.

The programme included support for students by a university-based supervisor as 
well as by education specialists from the iKwezi project (see Chapter 6, Meyer et al.). 
As illustrated later in this chapter, iKwezi education specialists played an important 
role in complementing support given to student teachers. Lesson planning, reflection 
and the sharing of ideas took place both in the schools (on at least one occasion 
during the TP) and on a weekly basis at the university. 

Methodology
In this study, the action research methodology was characterised by cycles of action, 
evaluation and critical reflection by participants on practice (Kemmis & McTaggart 
2000; Koshy et al. 2010; Meyer 2000). Participants included mentor teachers, the 
university supervisor, the iKwezi team and the student teachers. The three schools 
involved were existing partner primary schools that had become involved with the 
SII the year before the first intake of student teachers. In each school there were 
two mentor teachers who were selected by the principals and school management 
teams (SMTs), and who were receptive to assuming the mentoring role. Three of 
the six mentor teachers were members of the SMT, and all six had been teaching at 
their school for at least five years. Only one mentor teacher had previous experience 
mentoring student teachers, and none had received any prior formal training in 
mentoring or developing student teachers. Of the mentor teachers, five out of the six 
remained involved over the two-year period of the study. The sixth mentor had to 
withdraw in 2014 for health reasons. 

Student involvement was entirely voluntary. A presentation based on a description 
of the three partner schools was offered to the PGCE students who had expressed 
interest in these placements. In 2013 six students volunteered for placement in 
the SII partner schools and, in 2014, 12 volunteered. Of the 18 in total, two were  
male, 16 were female, two were isiXhosa-speaking and 16 were English first-
language speakers.

An interpretive, thematic approach was used for the analysis of data, allowing for 
the emergence of dominant themes and patterns across the texts. Two methods were 
used for collection of the student data. These were in-depth focus group discussions 
and the reflective journals students compiled during their TP. Similarly, in the case of 
the mentor teachers, data was collected from focus group discussions and mentors’ 
journals compiled during the six-week mentoring short course. Written feedback 
was given by the iKwezi education specialists, which also served as a source of data.

Quality, validity, accuracy and credibility of research findings were enhanced by 
repetition of the action-reflection cycle, prolonged engagement with the issues, 
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polyangulation of data and member checking (Mertler 2012). Validation was  
sought by incorporating multiple sources of data from different role players  
including interviews, reflective journals, written responses and focus group 
discussions (Stemler 2001). Pseudonyms were used at all times when referring to the 
teachers and students.

The analysis that follows is logico-inductive. It is based on a qualitative action 
research design, and was constructed from data collected over a two-year period. 
The action research process comprised two action-reflection cycles. 

Action-reflection cycle 1: 2013

• Interviews with mentor teachers conducted prior to the commencement of the 
2013 TP block provided an opportunity for mentors to share expectations and 
perceptions regarding their anticipated roles as mentors.

• Six-week TP and school-based mentoring. 
• Following the 2013 TP block, separate focus group discussions with the mentors 

and student teachers allowed both groups to reflect on their experiences. This 
helped inform future practice. 

Action-reflection cycle 2: 2014

• The mentor teacher short course, which took place prior to the commencement 
of the 2014 TP block, was conceptualised to address the mentors’ needs, as 
expressed in their focus group discussions in 2013.

• The six-week TP and school-based mentoring included the placement of two 
student teachers in each class as a strategy to encourage peer support. 

• Following the 2014 TP, focus group discussions were held once again with the 
mentors and student teachers, to reflect on and evaluate their experiences. As 
in 2013, discussions with mentors and students took place separately.

Discussion
Three main themes were identified from the data across both action-reflection 
cycles. Two of the themes, ‘distributed mentorship’ and ‘distributed support’,  
pertain to the professional development of student teachers and support for the 
school-based mentors in helping the students achieve this. The third theme, 
‘imagining mentoring’ emerged from the first two themes, and refers to the student 
teachers’ views of mentoring, the mentors’ perceptions, and possible ways of 
re-conceptualising mentoring roles. 

The discussion that follows is structured according to these themes within the two 
action research cycles. We begin by describing the students’ reflections from the first 
and second cycles and thereafter consider the reflections of the mentor teachers. 
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Distributed mentorship across the schools 

Distributed mentorship involved two broad levels of support by teachers. Firstly, 
this pertained to teachers taking responsibility for developing the students by 
giving them valuable feedback and, secondly, teachers making an effort to welcome 
students into the school environment. Both levels of support were demonstrated 
in varying degrees by mentor teachers, and by teachers not formerly designated as 
mentors (hereafter referred to as non-mentor teachers). 

With regard to the role of the mentor teachers, students generally felt nurtured and 
cared for, as reflected in the following student’s comment:

She was an amazing mentor in terms of our general well-being and always 
looked out for us. She had our best interest at heart. She was extremely 
professional. I never felt confused about what she wanted from us. She 
was very approachable, and although she did not give a lot of critical 
feedback she was willing to listen to us when we had questions and 
was always willing to try answer our questions, which was really good 
mentorship. She also did do a formal critical analysis for us in the end in a 
written form, which was very helpful.

On the whole, however, students felt there was insufficient critical reflection by 
mentors after lessons, and that feedback seldom went beyond comments such as 
‘that was good, you are doing fine’. Similarly students received little input regarding 
lesson planning or guidance from their mentors before teaching their lessons. As one 
of the students suggests:

I didn’t get advice on what to do. It was sort of ‘here you go, just do it on 
your own. Just follow the text book and open the teacher’s guide’. So there 
was no sort of guide on how to do the actual planning.

In a different school, a student indicates that, although her mentor teacher was present 
when the student taught lessons, the mentor did not engage with her about the lessons, 
and suggested instead that the student teacher did not ‘need to be’ doing her TP: 

I remember the first time I taught was like, ‘you don’t even need to be 
here. They should just give you a certificate’… and after that she never 
really gave me feedback on other lessons that I would do, but she would 
be there in the classroom doing other things like admin. 

Accounts by student teachers of the role played by non-mentor teachers suggest 
that teachers not assigned as mentors were, at times, more engaged than the mentor 
teachers. Students were linked with non-mentor teachers if the mentor was absent, 
or if the learners in the mentor teacher’s class were writing tests. At other times 
student teachers were spontaneously invited by non-mentors to teach their classes. 
Students reflected positively on the support given by non-mentors, which frequently 
served to enhance feelings of belonging within the school community:
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Ms Simdini, she became our mentor teacher indirectly, like she’d always 
be there in the mornings, [asking] ‘How’s everything going? What are 
you doing today?’ She’s the Maths HOD. She’d give us advice, she’d give 
suggestions… She just fell into a mentorship role for us.

A student (in a different school) also reflected positively on the feedback offered by 
a non-mentor teacher:

The other Grade 4 teacher was very nice. I had an art lesson and …  
she gave us good feedback … She gave me feedback as to how I could 
change it, and that’s what I think mentor teachers should be like …  
I think she would make a good mentor teacher. 

Support by non-mentor teachers highlights Hobson’s (2002) conception of the role 
of mentoring. Mentoring, he argues, should extend beyond assistance given by 
designated mentor teachers to include other teachers whose advice and support may 
be sought. This underscores the importance of the participation of all teachers in the 
mentoring process and, as shown in the data, signifies the value of different levels of 
interaction and support. Instances of hospitality and care, for example, were often 
mentioned by students, as suggested below:

In the schools the staff were all very helpful and accommodating and 
went out of their way to make us feel comfortable. 

Deepening the concept of the professional practice school, distributed mentoring 
implies that the whole school is concerned with the professional development and 
wellbeing of student teachers. At the level of the university, the notion of distributed 
support similarly extends and broadens the support functions across a wider group of 
professionals. What follows is a description of the collaborative support programme 
offered through the SII, and student teachers’ responses to this programme.

Distributed support by the SII

Prior to the start of the TP placements in both 2013 and 2014, the iKwezi education 
specialists (Chapter 6, Meyer et al.) presented to the student teachers who were to 
undertake their TP in the SII partner schools, a detailed comparative analysis of 
the language and mathematics systemic results over the preceding four-year period 
in each of the three schools in which students were to be placed. This provided 
a contextual understanding of the schools, and an opportunity for students to 
gain insight into the performance levels of the learners in each of the schools. In 
addition to the presentations, students placed in the SII partner schools were visited 
informally in the schools on a weekly basis by the TP supervisor (instead of the 
usual two supervision visits during the six-week TP period in the non-SII schools). 
Furthermore, formalised campus-based weekly reflection and supervision sessions 
(referred to as ‘Friday sessions’) were facilitated by the university supervisor and 
iKwezi for students placed in the SII partner schools. 
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The Friday sessions offered weekly opportunities for students to de-brief, reflect, 
connect and share experiences as well as engage in collaborative lesson planning 
with each other, their supervisor and the iKwezi education specialists. Often 
sessions focused on critical incidents experienced by students during the preceding 
week, thus creating practical examples that were linked to theory. Additionally, 
demonstration lessons and advice on lesson planning by iKwezi staff took place 
during these sessions. Premised on the notion of ‘reflection-in-the-midst-of-action’ 
(Sykes & Dean 2013) rather than ‘reflection-on-action’, these Friday sessions offered 
a supportive space for students to reflect on their TP with their university supervisor 
and members of the iKwezi team. Commenting on the value of the Friday sessions, 
one of the student reflects:

I think that for the future it’s actually quite important. You do get to 
connect … I think that initially, starting out, knowing that you’re going to 
be connecting every Friday, I think is going to make people more inclined 
to go for TP (in the partner schools) …

Another student comments:

You might have noticed something one week that you didn’t bring up in 
the meeting … then the next week you come back and you can expand on 
what you said before so you don’t have to explain the story fully again.

From the perspective of the iKwezi team, one of the education specialists reflects on 
their role in supporting the student teachers during the Friday sessions:

The support that we were able to give to the students during the Friday 
afternoon sessions also seemed to be effective. Discussions around the 
content that they were to mediate, especially being able to articulate their 
teaching strategies and having us objectively critiquing their ideas served 
to make them more confident about their lesson presentations.

Assembling at the university every Friday contributed to students’ sense of 
belonging. Functioning as both a ‘communal’ (Rusznyak & Moosa 2014: 100) and 
‘communicative space’ (Eady et al. 2015), and with the support of iKwezi, the Friday 
sessions provided opportunities within a neutral space for students to connect with 
each other, and – significantly – to connect practice to expert knowledge (Darling-
Hammond et al. 2005). This, these authors advise, must be built into pre-service 
learning experiences. The value of student teachers working collaboratively with 
each other, together with their mentors and university educators, is frequently 
regarded as strengthening pre-service practice (Birman et al. 2000; Cohen & Hill 
2000, 2001; Darling-Hammond et al. 2005; Desimone et al. 2002; Garet et al. 2001; 
Rutgers & Reddy 2013). This is further illustrated by the additional support students 
gave to each other, as highlighted below.
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Peer support

After the first action-reflection cycle, it was agreed that, in 2014, students would be 
placed in pairs in each class rather than individually as in 2013. This shift was intended 
to encourage students to engage in collaborative planning and reflection, to share 
experiences (Mitchell et al. 2011), and to support each other in classroom management 
and teaching. The value of peer support was enhanced by students travelling together 
to and from the township, thus providing a regular shared communicative space.

After realising that a particular idea she had tried in class was not effective,  
a student reflects:

[It] did not work at all, I will have to come up with a plan … I will ask my 
colleagues for advice. The good thing about travelling with four colleagues 
is that we do lesson reflections in the car and exchange ideas … The 
reflection in the car, after school, with my colleagues has been valuable. 
We share our frustrations and achievement, as well as exchanging ideas of 
improving our teaching.

Reflecting on her TP in general, a different student comments on the ‘car  
lesson reflections’:

I will miss the car lesson reflections. I learnt a lot from my colleagues. 
There were times in the morning when I did not even feel like talking but 
my mood was always lifted up by the stories in the car.

Support offered by the university supervisor and iKwezi education specialists, 
coupled with peer collaboration, resulted in students generally feeling well supported. 
Despite their different backgrounds and experiences, students agreed that they had 
benefitted immeasurably from the collaborative support they received from their 
school-based mentors. The following extract from a student teacher illustrates this:

In some ways (the TP) was easier than I expected. The support from 
lecturers, iKwezi and the other students … made a huge difference. I 
learnt a lot just from the other students, seeing them teach, hearing how 
the others tackled issues in class. The guidance we got on lessons and on 
how to teach them, helped a great deal and I could notice in the lessons I 
had help with, the difference some input … makes. I think this kind  
of mentoring process will really help the (student) teachers … and 
motivate them too.

Similarly, another student comments on the value of the iKwezi presentation at the 
start of the teaching practice, which contributed to her feeling well prepared for  
her school environment:

I was more mentally prepared for going to this TP than the first … 
knowing the demographics of the school … knowing the statistics of the 
school such as the learners systemic test results helped to prepare me more.
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Two students reflect below on their TP more broadly in their journal entries:

This was an amazing experience and I really feel that I learnt a lot about 
teaching and about pedagogy. I really feel that this should be offered to 
future PGCE classes. This experience allows student teachers to  
see what the education of South Africa is like and learn how to adapt 
their teaching styles.

This TP has brought me to a firm, absolute, undoubting confirmation 
that I want to pursue a life in education, that I am truly passionate and 
committed to teaching … This experience has been one of the most 
valuable to me as a teacher and a person … It has changed me for the 
better and opened my eyes to ‘the bigger picture’, I look forward to seeing 
where things take me from here.

Appreciation for the collaborative support was particularly noted by students in the light 
of the mentors often being very busy with other tasks. Students frequently commented 
on their mentors’ busy schedules, noting in particular the multiple roles mentor teachers 
were expected to play. Added to their mentoring responsibilities were admin demands, 
dealing with parents, and preparing learners for the annual systemic tests.

Imagining mentoring

The reality of mentors’ heavy work loads and extra responsibilities led to students 
imagining mentoring arrangements in which fewer demands could be placed on 
mentor teachers, and in which their roles might be redefined. In the context of the 
SII’s collaborative support programme, this was discussed during the focus group 
discussions. Students agreed that the number of student-taught lessons that teachers 
were expected to observe and comment on – as outlined in the mentoring guidelines 
– could be reduced, especially if two students were placed in each class. 

Recognising that a positive TP requires distributed support, and is not contingent 
only on the support from the mentor teacher, a student reflects:

From the teaching practical, I feel that I got a lot of support from people, 
which made the experience a lot easier. This is something that I wanted to 
have more of in my first teaching practice.

Having described students’ reflections on the support they received during their TP 
in the first and second action research cycle, we turn now to the mentor teachers’ 
reflections. We begin the section by describing how mentors viewed themselves in 
their roles as mentors.

Mentor’s reflections of themselves as mentors

Prior to the start of the 2013 TP, the university supervisor held discussions with 
the mentor teachers at each of the schools, focusing on their roles and expectations 
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in particular, and – more broadly – on the desired outcomes of the TP (Gravett 
et al. 2014). In all cases, as revealed during these discussions, mentors’ personal 
experience of their own TP had left strong impressions on them (Hall et al. 2008). 
Mentors remembered receiving little critical engagement from their own mentor 
teachers, but commented on the friendly assistance when it came to practical tasks. 
In all cases the mentor teachers regarded their role as practical – that they should 
‘show the students how it’s done’, as one mentor teacher suggested. This, mentors 
indicated, involved sharing practical tips – from demonstrating the use of teaching 
and learning aids to helping students complete application forms for teaching posts.

Mentors’ perceptions of their roles (Kwan & Lopez-Real 2005), as outlined above and 
captured before the 2013 TP, correspond with the reflections from both mentors and 
students following the 2013 TP – that critical reflection, input on lesson planning 
and constructive feedback generally did not take place. These absences reflected 
mentor teachers’ ambivalence about their roles, which they expressed in the focus 
group discussions following the TP. In spite of the initial briefing session, mentors 
indicated that they were still unclear as to what was expected of them. So they 
requested further assistance from the university in developing their mentoring skills 
prior to the 2014 TP period. In response to this request, the researchers developed 
a university-certified short course in student mentoring to deepen mentoring 
practices in preparation for the 2014 TP.

Support for mentors (2014)

The mentoring short course was introduced prior to the commencement of the 
2014 TP. The short course aimed to support mentor teachers in performing their 
mentoring roles more effectively. As agreed, mentoring activities would include 
scheduling meetings to introduce the mentors to the other grade teachers; discussion 
of lesson plans with the students; discussion of learners’ responses to the lessons and 
collaborative preparation for the following week. 

Mentors and students were required to set up an initial meeting to agree on the 
roles of the mentors and to clarify students’ expectations so as to avoid making 
assumptions, and to avoid confusion about roles and responsibilities. In order to 
derive reciprocal benefits, conversations about mentoring must take place in such a 
way that perceptions are made explicit, and realistic roles can be negotiated. 

In addition to clarifying roles and expectations as outlined in the guidelines on 
mentoring, the six-week mentoring course included a work-integrated learning 
component requiring that the mentor teachers write reflective journals. These were 
reviewed on a one-on-one basis by an experienced mentor assigned to the short 
course. The course mentor visited each mentor teacher at the beginning, and in  
the middle of, the TP period to support them in their mentoring of the student 
teachers. Daily logs of all mentoring activities were used as tools for reflection with 
the course mentor.
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Analysis of the mentor logs at the end of the TP period showed that five out of six 
mentor teachers recorded that their students had ‘taught lessons well’, but this was 
not explained or substantiated. Furthermore, as noted in the mentor logs, all of the 
mentor teachers felt that they had mentored their students well but only one mentor 
teacher documented that the types of activities covered in the short course (above) 
had been undertaken. 

In developing the mentoring short course, the researchers anticipated that exposure 
to practice-based mentoring would enable mentors to be better equipped to perform 
mentoring roles as expected by the university. However, data from the second action 
research cycle suggested that this was not the case. On the whole, the mentoring short 
course seemed to have produced limited change in mentoring practices, particularly 
when it came to the mentors’ capacity to reflect critically on their practices and offer 
constructive feedback to students.

Despite input at the start of the short course on roles and expectations of mentors, 
evidence from the study suggests that the dominant role played by mentor teachers in 
their engagement with the students remained at the level of emotional support. Expressed 
through a caring and nurturing attitude, the mentors saw it as their responsibility to 
ensure that the students were well cared for, and that they were granted the opportunity 
and space to practice their teaching as often as possible. In this sense they played 
something of an oversight role in ensuring that maximum benefit was gained for the 
students teachers, and that learners achieved the required curriculum goals.

Reflections of the mentors suggest that they derived both personal and professional 
value from having been involved in the mentoring process. They reported that they 
had gained confidence in their own strengths as teachers through learning new 
skills and ideas from the students, and from feeling strongly affirmed by them. 
The experience of mentoring students boosted mentors’ self-esteem and, as one 
mentor stated, made her feel as though she ‘could make a contribution’. Mentors 
acknowledged the positive impact they felt they had made on the lives of the student 
teachers. As one mentor teacher recounts:

I’m a person who is not sure whether I am doing good. But from the 
experience I had with these mentees I can see that I have affected a 
change in their lives.

At the level of the school, mentors believed that the placement of students had a 
positive effect on the school’s reputation:

The project put the school on the map. Word spreads quickly and 
enrolments increased because there is a perception in the community 
that this school has some good support from the university and they are 
getting a better education for their children.

Mentor teachers appreciated being exposed to alternative sources of information 
through the use of technology, and through sourcing new information. Perhaps most 
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significantly, mentors agreed that the presence of first-language English speaking 
students in the school encouraged more English usage in their lessons. This resulted 
in less code-switching in their teaching, and in the learners speaking more English. 

Distributed mentorship: From the mentors’ perspective

The theme of distributed mentorship emerged once again from the 2014 data as 
mentors themselves argued for greater distribution of mentoring roles across the 
school: ‘As much as you want to work, others must also be developed’ argued one 
teacher, while another stated:

At the end of the day the results of the system do not depend on us (the 
mentor teachers). It is a combination of all of us. So it needs us as schools 
to come to the table together with our managers … (Mentoring) is more 
of a school responsibility.

However, where distributed mentorship did take place, this was not without its 
challenges. Mentors reported, for example, that sometimes it was difficult to 
gather and collate feedback from the non-mentor teachers, as this was not always 
forthcoming. A further issue was that some non-mentors regarded lessons taught by 
students as free periods:

The other teachers who now had the mentees were regarding the time 
students were scheduled to be in their classes as free periods. This needed 
to be addressed but created an uncomfortable situation. If these teachers 
are not in the classroom they are not in a position to provide feedback  
to the students.

Despite these challenges, mentor teachers agreed that mentorship should be 
distributed across the school, and argued that this might bring about positive 
changes in future TP placements – for the teachers, the students and the learners. As 
agreed, exposure by more teachers to alternative styles and strategies would, in turn, 
positively impact on learners’ performance levels.

Conclusion 
The purpose of this chapter was to describe a collaborative support programme 
for student teachers and their school-based mentors in diverse school contexts. 
This programme, anchored within an existing university–school partnership, was 
premised on the understanding that university–school partnerships have a crucial 
role to play in the initial professional development of teachers, and that this is a 
responsibility that should be shared by both the university and the school. 

What emerged from the data is that student teachers valued the emotional  
support offered by their mentors in helping them navigate the school terrain 
– an experience they described as markedly different to that of their first TP. 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   224 03/10/2018   06:38



E S TA B L I S H I N G  A  M O D E L  O F  C O L L A B O R AT I V E  S U P P O R T

225

Upon reflection by the students, they agreed that the support they received from 
their mentors was more than they could have expected, given the nature and 
circumstances of the mentors’ everyday working lives and their daily struggle to cope 
with the many competing demands on their time. Given the contextual challenges 
faced by teachers on a daily basis, student teachers therefore imagined the possibility 
of a different model of mentorship.

We fully acknowledge that the role of the mentor teacher is crucial in supporting 
students, especially in challenging situations (Hobson 2002; Pennefather 2008), and 
that improving ‘mentoring quality impacts upon the student teacher’s school practice 
as a whole’ (Pennefather 2008: 91). However, we hold that in contexts in which 
student teachers are receiving additional support, it is possible, and indeed necessary 
to re-conceptualise the role of the traditional mentor teacher. This ‘re-imagining’ 
involves the distribution of mentoring functions from a few designated mentors to 
include a range of teachers at the school. 

In this study, through iKwezi’s integrated support strategy, other mechanisms 
were put in place to support students in their pedagogic needs. This meant 
that students did not have to rely solely on their mentors for this input. These 
mechanisms purposefully included a range of both school and campus-based 
activities involving academic staff members, education specialists, school-based 
mentors and – significantly – the students themselves. The on-campus, Friday 
reflection and planning sessions offered a space for student teachers to engage with 
the iKwezi education specialists and with their academic supervisor – and to interact 
with each other through sharing ideas and reflecting on practice. 

We argue that models of support need to actively include mechanisms that 
extend mentoring practices beyond the boundaries of the traditional mentoring 
relationship, so that key mentoring functions are shared. This will also ensure 
that effective support is offered to student teachers, and that value is added to the 
school during – and beyond – the TP period. A move to distributing support would 
enhance the value of using mainstream schools as professional practice sites, thus 
providing students – and indeed teachers – with an opportunity to derive maximum 
benefit from the pre-service practicum.

Herein lies the valuable learning of this two-year pilot project – the extent to which 
student teachers’ pre-service learning can be significantly enhanced by a model that 
draws on the combined strengths of in-school support by mentors and teachers, 
collaborative support between students, and on-campus pedagogic support from the 
university supervisor and education specialists. 

In concluding, we argue that the preparation of students for their initial teacher 
training in a wide range of contexts requires a robust programme of partnership and 
support – not only at the level of the university, but also at the level of the school. 
A collaborative, integrated and distributed support strategy pitched at both levels is 
critical to optimise support for the student and mentor teacher, especially in contexts 
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that are socially and educationally challenging. This would enable student teachers 
to be effectively prepared for teaching in diverse school contexts, and to make a 
positive and meaningful contribution in schools where this is most needed.
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Notes
1 The South African schooling system is divided into different phases: Foundation (Grades 

R-3); Intermediate (Grades 4-6); Senior (Grades 7-9) and Further Education and Training 
(Grades 10-12).
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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. 

14
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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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Enlarged thinking and asymmetrical 
reciprocity in an ethics of engagement: A 
reflection on university–school partnerships 

 Pam Christie 

For though the common world is the common meeting ground of all, 
those who are present have different locations within it, and the location 

of one can no more coincide with the location of another than the 
location of two objects. Being seen and being heard by others derive their 

significance from the fact that everybody sees and hears from a different 
position. This is the meaning of public life…  

(Arendt 1998: 57) 

Moral respect between people entails reciprocity between them, in the 
sense that each acknowledges and takes account of the other. But their 

relation is asymmetrical in terms of the history each has and the social 
position they occupy.  

(Young 2001: 208) 

The chapters in this book provide rich accounts of the activities making up a 
particular university–school partnership in Cape Town. Chapters also contextualise 
these activities in a broader literature on university–school partnerships, which 
have multiplied since the 1980s. Though the cluster of activities reported here are 
considered under the generic term ‘partnership’, the chapters illustrate a diversity of 
engagements rather than a singular pattern, suggesting that ‘partnership’ itself is a 
term worth exploring further. 

Commonly, partnerships are understood as shared undertakings or relationships 
of mutuality and reciprocity. They may be formally constituted agreements with 
stipulated rights and obligations, including sharing of profits and losses. They 
may also be informal, loose arrangements. Partnerships operate in many different 
contexts, from business endeavours to sporting activities to sexual relations. In short, 
their generic meaning covers a multiplicity of differences, rendering the concept less 
precise than at first sight. 

15

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   237 03/10/2018   06:38



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

238

At the very least, partnerships involve agreements to cooperate for mutual benefit 
and, as such, are likely to require some degree of negotiation and trust. But, probing 
further, do ‘partnerships’ assume a spirit of egalitarianism unless otherwise stipulated 
(e.g. ‘junior partner’, ‘senior partner’ or ‘sleeping partner’)? How are mutual benefits 
to be understood when partners have different interests, and is it necessary for 
all parties to benefit equally? Questions such as these come into particular focus 
when the parties under consideration are a privileged, top-performing university 
with global reach, partnering with a selection of schools in one of the poorest and 
most under-served local communities in Cape Town. In this case, differences in 
institutional form (including goals, structures and practices) are compounded 
by multiple power differentials (including material resources, cultural and social 
capital, and political voice). Are mutuality and reciprocity possible in partnerships 
in such conditions of difference, and if so, what forms might the partnership take, 
and how might it be sustained? These are some of the key questions that this chapter 
considers.  The answers, I suggest, are to be sought in an ethics of engagement, 
manifested in the quality and nature of the relationships developed and  activities 
undertaken. To set out a framework for exploring these issues, I draw in particular 
on debates about the public sphere in the work of Hannah Arendt and Iris Marion 
Young, relating these to my own earlier work on an ethics of engagement in 
education and the challenges of decoloniality. 

The argument proceeds as follows: I begin by exploring notions of ethical engagement 
across difference. I draw particularly on the ideas of Hannah Arendt and Iris Marion 
Young  on the public realm. Having set out the notions of enlarged thinking and 
asymmetrical reciprocity, I then turn to consider the implications of this framework 
for examining university–school partnerships. I conclude with a very brief comment 
on de/coloniality to provide a rough sketch of the context in which this particular 
partnership has operated, and the  ethical  challenges that cannot be ignored in 
universities and schools at this time in South Africa. 

Ethical engagement across difference 
How might we best live together with others in the world we share? I suggest that 
keeping this question alive as a constant dispositional habit is an ethical task for all 
involved in education. More important than  a stable set of moral precepts, ethics 
entails willingness to continually question matters of good and harm in relation to 
other sentient beings, and to the interconnected life we share on the planet (Christie 
2005, 2008). In the public realm, ethical engagement requires consideration of the 
points of view and interests of others. As Anna Yeatman (2004) states: 

To open ourselves to ethical demands is to open ourselves to the challenge 
of thinking well and in ways that make our thoughtful engagement with 
the human condition both open and accountable to our contemporaries 
as fellow co-existents. It means being willing to listen to their objections 
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to how we have represented the demands ethics poses for us and them, 
and when we have listened to those objections, to reconsider our position 
and to continue to engage in the dialogue with these interlocutors. (2004)

This is a point I return to in the conclusion of this chapter.  

In exploring what an ethics of engagement might entail, Hannah Arendt’s work 
on political thought provides valuable insights, particularly as set out in  The 
Human Condition  (1998) and  Between Past and Future  (1993). In the first of 
these texts, Arendt explores her key themes of labour, work and action in the vita 
activa (active life),  as well as the demands of the public realm. In the second, she 
explores themes such as freedom, authority, truth and politics, as well as engaging 
with Kant’s notion of ‘enlarged thinking’. I suggest that her approach to the public 
realm, and particularly enlarged thinking, may provide useful pointers in exploring  
the nature and possibilities of partnership between universities and schools  
as different institutions. 

Arendt’s notion of ‘public’ signifies a world that is ‘common to all of us and 
distinguished from our privately owned place in it’ (1998: 52). The public realm is a 
space of acting and speaking together with others (in contrast to private individual 
experiences) and Arendt refers to it as a ‘space of appearance’ to signify the need 
for  presence  in public speech and action. For Arendt, the public realm engages a 
plurality of interests and it entails  speaking and acting together with others about 
common matters. In Arendt’s words:

To live together in the world means essentially that a world of things is 
between those who have it in common, as a table is located between  
those who sit around it; the world, like every inbetween, relates and 
separates men [sic] at the same time. The public realm, as the common 
world, gathers us together and yet prevents our falling over each other,  
so to speak. (1998: 52)

The public realm provides a common meeting ground to gather together people of 
different interests – hence the notion of a table. The meeting is a fragile space of action, 
seeing and hearing; it is dependent on ‘the simultaneous presence of innumerable 
perspectives and aspects’ (Arendt 1998: 57); and its survival cannot be guaranteed 
beyond the presence of actors or the activity that brings them together (one thinks 
of the image of an empty table). And, as the quote at the start of the chapter points 
out, public life necessarily means that participants see and experience the world from 
different positions when they come together with a common focus or purpose. The 
world-in-common is a world of different positions and interests. How, then, might 
differences best be dealt with in the common world of the public realm? 

Here, Arendt’s work on the capacity to judge, explored in Between Past and Future, offers 
a complementary set of perspectives. Arendt (1993: 220) draws on and extends Kant’s 
notion of ‘enlarged thinking’, which refers to the capacity to ‘think in the place of 
everybody else’. Whereas Kant’s reference point was aesthetics, Arendt extends this into 
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the public realm of politics. She argues that, while logic and reason may be exercised 
in an inner subjective world, the power of judgement must be exercised in the public 
realm. It ‘rests on a potential agreement with others’ (Arendt 1993: 220) and therefore 
transcends individual interests. The capacity to judge – a capacity of the public 
realm – denotes ‘the ability to see things not only from one’s own point of view but 
in the perspective of all those who happen to be present… Judging is one, if not the  
most, important activity in which this sharing-in-the-world-with-others comes to  
pass’ (Arendt 1993: 221). 

If judgement is about thinking in the presence of others, there remains the question 
of what this actually entails. Here, Iris Marion Young enters into debate with Seylah 
Benhabib about what Arendt might mean in saying that enlarged thought ‘enjoins 
us to view each person as one to whom I owe the moral respect to consider their 
standpoint’ (Young 2001: 207). Benhabib’s interpretation is that moral subjects need 
to think in a way that reverses positions with all others who are present. They put 
themselves in the position of the other in a spirit of egalitarian reciprocity. Further, 
she contends that such ‘reversibility’ is essential to egalitarian reciprocity and moral 
respect. Young’s position is somewhat different. She argues that, while moral respect 
entails reciprocity, it is important to acknowledge that there may be structural 
differences between people, and that these differences need to be specifically 
considered when thinking in the presence of others. Where there are socially 
structured differences, and in particular relations of privilege and oppression, it may 
not be possible or desirable to simply reverse positions. Such differences between 
individuals include, but extend beyond, structural differences  like  race, class and 
gender. In Young’s words:

Individuals bring different histories, emotional habits, and life plans to 
relationships, which make their positions irreversible. It closes off the 
creative exchange these differences might produce with one another if we 
consider them symmetrical and suggest that, despite serious divergences 
in their experiences and values, one person can put herself in the place  
of another. (2001: 212)

Young suggests that the willingness to listen to others expressing their perspectives does 
not require simple reversibility of standpoints. In her interpretation, reciprocity requires 
that the presence of multiple perspectives and the relationships between them is actively 
taken into account. This includes recognition of the relations of privilege and oppression, 
which produce relations of asymmetry. As she points out, rather ironically, it is often those 
who stand in a position of social privilege who attempt to adopt the standpoint of others. 
When they do so, ‘assumptions from their privilege often allow them unknowingly to 
misrepresent the other’s situation’ (2001: 215). Instead, in communication and dialogue 
it is more appropriate to assume a position of moral humility: 

In a stance of moral respect, each party must recognise that others have 
irreducible points of view, and active interests that respectful interactions 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   240 03/10/2018   06:38



AN ETHICS OF ENGAGEMENT

241

must consider… While there may be many similarities and points of 
contact between them, each position and perspective transcends the 
others, goes beyond their possibility to share or imagine. Participants 
in communicative interaction are in a relation of approach. They meet 
across distance of time and space, and can touch, share, overlap their 
interests. But each brings to the relationships a history and structured 
positioning that makes them different from one another, with their own 
shape, trajectory and configuration of forces. (Young 2001: 216)

For Young, ‘ethical relation is structured not by a willingness to reverse positions with 
others, but by respectful distancing from and approach towards them’ (2001: 217).  
Understanding across difference, in Young’s conceptualisation, holds creative potential, 
since people are open to newness and difference, and ultimately the mystery of  
the other person.  

This sense of morally respectful communication across difference is an important 
point, since, returning to Arendt, the public world requires plurality of interests 
rather than the collapsing of difference. As Arendt writes, ‘The end of the common 
world has come when it is seen only under one aspect and is permitted to present 
itself in only one perspective’ (1998: 58).

University–school partnerships as reciprocal relationships in a 
common world 
If university–school partnerships are understood as gatherings of different, 
asymmetrical interests in the public sphere – as Arendt’s table around which 
different interests gather to talk and act in a common world – a number of points 
may be fruitfully extrapolated about the nature of their engagement. 

Firstly, the different interests that parties bring to the table should be regarded 
respectfully as contributing to the common focus that brings them into a partnership. 
The aim is not to iron away the differences between partners, but to find agreement 
between them, and to build engagements through ‘appearance’ or presence in speech 
and actions that ensure the vitality of the partnership around the common focus. The 
interactive spaces of this world-in-common need to be respected as fragile and its 
existence not taken for granted but consciously nurtured. Without communication 
and action around the table, the common world ceases to exist. Without moral 
respect, reciprocity and recognition of different interests, relationships die back and 
the common project is lost. 

Given the significant structural and experiential differences between universities 
and schools  as institutions, it is necessary to acknowledge that reciprocity cannot 
be symmetrical. It is not possible or even desirable to attempt to ‘reverse positions’ 
or think from the standpoint of the other, or stand in the other’s shoes. What is 
necessary, rather, is to work towards forms of asymmetrical reciprocity, where 
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openness to difference makes possible creative exchanges and new modalities of 
understanding. The notion of respectful distance and approach is likely to be more 
fruitful than assuming that each other’s worlds can be known as if from the inside. 

Also to be considered in this particular case are structural differences in social 
and material resources between the partnering institutions. Young’s  ironical point 
that those in positions of social privilege are often the ones who attempt to adopt 
the standpoint of others, thereby in all likelihood misrepresenting their views, is 
a particular warning to those on the university side of the partnership. The moral 
humility with which Young suggests we approach relationships of asymmetrical 
reciprocity  is not a quality that universities  necessarily  foster in engagements 
with others, particularly given their social prestige and their emphasis on the pre-
eminence of  knowledge.  I suggest that the moral reciprocity of partnership  may 
require  university members  to  work against a habitus that assumes the capacity 
to know the world of others,  so that  they approach schools with an openness to 
what might be learnt in a creative space of engaging with different interests on a 
common project. An all-knowing approach is not only patronising, it also  closes 
off possibilities of creativity and change in new modalities of knowing. And if this 
happens, the authenticity of the partnership is in question. Arendt’s table, after all, 
represents a plurality of different parties with a common interest that requires careful 
nurturing. It represents not only the knowledge interests of the university but also 
the multiplicity of interests that schools work with. Though universities and schools 
may share an interest in school improvement and student professional learning as 
their world-in-common, they also have interests beyond the partnership that cannot 
be reduced one to the other.  

The work of Arendt and Young suggest affirmative responses to the questions raised 
at the start of this chapter about the possibilities of mutually reciprocal university–
school partnerships in contexts of great structural inequality. Enlarged thinking and 
asymmetrical reciprocity may provide the ethical substance for engagement across 
difference. But in and of themselves, these approaches do not address the nature 
of structural differences in broader social arrangements and the ethical challenges 
these raise. Much as these approaches are helpful in framing how mutually respectful 
relationships may be formed and sustained across unequal partners, including 
contexts of privilege and oppression. It is also necessary to include an ethical 
engagement with the privilege and oppression that exist beyond, and independently 
of, the common world of the partnership. This point is particularly pertinent given 
student protests in schools and universities across the country about the persistence 
of inequalities related to coloniality. 

The challenge of de/coloniality 
An exposition of decoloniality theories lies beyond the scope of this chapter.  
Suffice it to say that decoloniality is a call for radical changes to the multiple 
entangled inequalities that persist long after the dismantling of the formal political 
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and administrative structures of colonialism. In South Africa, the profound 
economic inequalities continue to be starkly present in spite of the formal end to 
apartheid, and the intersectional markers of race, gender, language, locality, and so 
on, point to continuing inequalities summed up as the colonial matrix of power. The 
western episteme continues to assume a universalist position, despite its obvious 
partialities and limitations. The challenge posed by decoloniality theorists is the 
call to de-link from the colonial matrix of power, and to work towards different and 
pluriversalist ways of knowing and being in a liberatory project. In Mignolo’s words: 

Decoloniality, then, means working toward a vision of human life that is 
not dependent upon or structured by the forced imposition of one ideal of 
society over those that differ, which is what modernity/coloniality  
does and, hence, where decolonization of the mind should begin.  
The struggle is for changing the terms in addition to the content of  
the conversation. (2007: 459) 

Challenging economic and cultural  power is a transformative and necessarily 
disruptive project. Tuck and Yang (2012) capture the radical challenge of decoloniality 
in their article entitled Decolonization is not a Metaphor. In their words: 

The easy adoption of decolonizing discourse by educational advocacy 
and scholarship, evidenced by the increasing number of calls to 
‘decolonize our schools,’ or use ‘decolonizing methods,’ or, ‘decolonize 
student thinking’, turns decolonization into a metaphor. As important 
as their goals may be, social justice, critical methodologies, or 
approaches that decenter settler perspectives have objectives that may be 
incommensurable with decolonization. (2012: 1)

Tuck and Yang caution against the move to assimilate or domesticate the radical 
thrust of decoloniality. This  is an important caution in South Africa where the 
structures of economic and social inequality – the colonial matrix of power – are so 
blatantly evident. And it is an important caution where the participants in this 
particular university–school partnership travel across stark geographies of inequality 
in one of the most segregated cities in South Africa. 

It is these circumstances of challenge that the partnership has navigated to come 
into existence and conduct its work. The chapters in this book illustrate some of the 
particular activities of this partnership as it has unfolded. They illustrate what may 
be achieved as a university and a group of schools gather around the particular table 
they have created to nurture a world-in-common,  and what a partnership of 
reciprocity and mutuality may bring to life. 
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Glossary

Black African  People who are members of one of the indigenous Bantu-
speaking peoples of South Africa.

Code-switching The practice of alternating between two or more languages in 
conversation. This is common in classrooms where the language 
of teaching and learning is other than the home language of the 
learner and/or teacher.

Coloured People with mixed heritage in South Africa whose identities 
emerged as creolised under historical conditions of slavery  
and apartheid.

Learners Youth at school are officially referred to as learners.  
Black African youth at school almost invariably refer to 
themselves as students.

Practice learning A learning method where students spend time learning in 
professional practice contexts under supervision from 
professionals with expertise in the discipline.

Service learning A learning method that occurs in practice contexts, and is 
distinguished from other forms of experiential learning by its 
emphasis on reciprocity between student learning and service 
to the community.

Teachers Officially, school-based teachers are referred to as educators; 
these two labels are used interchangeably.

White People of European descent living in South Africa.
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