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Editors’ Comments and notes to Contributors 
 
Paradigms is an internal Cape Peninsula Journal that focuses on learning and teaching 

issues in the context of higher education. There is a particular interest in higher education 

research. The areas of research may include any facet of teaching, learning and assessment 

in the institution that are of interest to the educational community. [For empirical papers it 

is a requirement that there should be a clear conceptual framework to give focus to the 

paper]  

Articles submitted should at least do one of the following: 
 

• Probe new strategies and ways of thinking that inform teaching, learning and 
assessment in Higher Education and the implications of the changes for practice in 
the departments. 

 
• Demonstrate ways of interpreting and reading practice in order that it may inform 

improved ways of reconstructing practice. 
 

• Deal with appreciation and disclosure of good practice through critical reflection on 
research project(s) in which new strategies were being implemented.   

 
• Highlight critical debates around policy in Higher Education  

 
Contributions should be not more than 6000 words and include no layout except for 

paragraphing and headings. There must be sub-headings and an abstract of 300 words. 

Contributions should be clearly and concisely written.   The referencing should follow the 

American Psychological Association (APA) style available in the internet 

Any queries on submitting a paper for publication in the journal contact one of the 

following people: 

Deyi Somikazi                                                       Nsibande Rejoice 

Fundani CHED                                                      Fundani CHED 

Cape Town Campus                                              Bellville Campus 

 Tel: 021 406 3240                                                Tel: 021 959 6042 

Email: deyis@cput.ac.za                                       Email: nsibander@cput.ac.za 
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Weaving in the web: Investigating connections among agency, structure and community/ies in 
using Personal Development Planning through e-portfolios to promote collaborative staff 
development 
 

Terry Volbrecht, Lynn Coleman, Michelle Maree & Desireé Scholtz 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology 

 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper contextualizes, describes and analyses an institution-wide collaborative academic staff 

development project (the Curriculum Officers [CO] Project) at the Cape Peninsula University of 

Technology. The analysis arises from a research project in which four current participants in the 

Project, all members of the Curriculum Officers Forum (COF) within the Project, are investigating 

connections among agency/structure and community/ies of practice in using Personal Development 

Planning (PDP) through e-portfolios to strengthen the COF and the individuals that comprise it as it 

engages with forces for change in higher education that are operating internationally, nationally and 

institutionally as well as in more localized working groups. 

 

The paper will engage with some of the issues raised by Sue Clegg in her think-piece on 

professional/Academic Development. Regarding the context-dependent nature of Academic 

Development (which we prefer to call Higher Education Development - HED) the paper will show 

how CO practice is shaped by contextual factors operating at macro, meso and micro levels, the 

latter including the nature of interactions in the COF itself. As regards the nature of reflexivity in 

HED, the study is interested in the capacity and potential of the COP/COF, and e-portfolios and e-

platforms in particular, to promote reflexivity within and across the sites of practice within the 

ambit of CO work. In considering the tension between neo-liberal and emancipatory agendas in 

South African HED the paper is particularly concerned with the changing nature of the 

CO/AD/HED practitioner as activist. The shift involved here is linked to the tension between the 

desire to change individuals (ourselves and our colleagues) and the desire to change inequitable 

sociopolitical and/or economic relations at various contextual levels, as well as to the current 

tensions between managerialism and collegiality in HED practice, particularly with regard to 

increasing recruitment of CO/AD/HED practitioners into quality development and quality assurance 

regimes and practices. In situating the e-PDP research project within the COF, our study is a 

response to a request from the COF for capacity-building in educational research and will therefore 

bring to light the varying tensions between theory and practice across the various sites of CO work. 
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In setting the scene for our research, after a brief history of Academic Development in South Africa, 

the paper will sketch the history of the CO Project itself. This will include a short background to the 

e-PDP Project itself at our university in the context of some major issues that the COF is currently 

grappling with as it seeks to position itself as a group of change agents in the institution. We then 

turn to the problems that have been identified as the focus for our research and how we intend to 

use our research methodology and theoretical framework to address these. This is followed by a 

brief account of the questions we posed in our first sets of focus group interviews within the COF. 

Initial finding emerging from these interviews are them discussed and in conclusion we raise some 

concerns about the future of the research project, particularly with regard to the use of electronic 

media in promoting collaborative staff development. 

 

A short history of AD/HED in South Africa 
 
The contextual nature of AD/HED is nowhere more evident that in the significant differences (there 

are, of course similarities as well) between AD/HED in South Africa as a developing country and 

elsewhere in the developed world. These differences have been highlighted in recent studies (e.g. 

Volbrecht and Boughey: 2004). Here we wish to highlight the fact that because of the inequities 

created by racial capitalism, inequities that led most AD practititioners to espouse the emancipatory 

tenets of critical pedagogy, South African AD/HED has been particularly concerned with student 

development (and in this regard, particularly with language and literacy development). This focus 

remains dominant in government thinking, and academic staff development, in contrast to what we 

find in developed countries, remains relatively marginal in the AD/HED project (Volbrecht: 2003). 

AD in South Africa has been focus of a national audit that characterized AD as comprising student, 

staff, curriculum and institutional development (Moyo et al: 1997). This characterization has taken 

on new meanings in the post-1994 period, with AD/HED practitioners increasingly drawn into the 

structures and projects created in order reconstruct South African higher education.  

 

Among the significant developments in South African higher education that have impacted 

significantly on the work of AD/HED practitioners are an outcomes-based National Qualifications 

Framework, a move towards critical, responsive and integrated progamme-based curricula, the 

creation of a national quality assurance agency with responsibility for accrediting and reviewing 

programmes and auditing institutions; and changes in the landscape of higher education through 

mergers, sometimes involving, as in our case, the merging of technikons and their re-naming as 

universities of technology.  The South African AD/HED community is still in the process of 
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redefining and reconstituting itself, mainly through the work of two organizations, the Higher 

Education Teaching and Learning Association of Southern Africa (HELTASA) and the South 

African Association for Research and Development in Higher Education (SAARDHE).  

 

A brief history of the Curriculum Officer (CO) and e-PDP Projects 
 
The CO Project began at the historically black Peninsula Technikon, which merged with the 

historically white Cape Technikon to become Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT). 

The mission of CPUT is “to be at the heart of technology education and innovation in Africa”. The 

Educational Development Centre (EDC) at Peninsula Technikon merged with the Teaching and 

Learning Centre (TLC) at Cape Technikon to become the Fundani Centre for Higher Education 

Development. The CO Project was initiated at the EDC and was based on the notion that academic 

staff development needed to move beyond engaging with individuals at the micro-level of practice 

and engage rather with whole departments in faculties in order to change the cultures of teaching 

and learning in the departments. To this end, the idea was to appoint senior staff as Curriculum 

Officers (COs) to lead and manage the processes of change. This idea was then pursued with a 

“train the trainer” model, in which the training of COs would cascade down into departments. For 

example, assessor training for COs would be conducted by COs for their colleagues in departments. 

The TLC, in contrast, opted for a formal programme for lecturers as its main vehicle for staff 

development. As part of the merger, the formal programme was retained and extended and at the 

same time a proposal for the extension of the CO Project was accepted by the relevant institutional 

structures, including Senate. Also accepted were the following four “key performance areas” 

(KPAs) for COs:  

 
1. Research educational practices and promote educational scholarship in the department; 
2. Design and deliver a professional development programme for the department on issues 

relating to curriculum, teaching, learning and assessment; 
3. Engage in own professional development activities with other COs and staff from fundani 

CHED; and 
4. Work with the relevant Heads of Departments, the Faculty Executive and other Faculty 

COs to co-ordinate developments in the Faculty. 
 
These KPAs are currently part of a Memorandum of understanding (MoU) signed by the Faculty 

Dean, the relevant Head of Department, the Curriculum Officer, and the Head: Curriculum 

Development in Fundani CHED. 
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Towards the end of each year, the CO Forum discusses and decides on a series of monthly meetings 

(which may take the form of workshops, seminars, training programmes, etc.) which are intedned to 

build the capacity of the Forum and its members to make strategic interventions and contributions 

in their faculties and departments. At the end of 2007 the Forum decided that it wanted a series of 

seminar and/or workshops to build their capacity in relation to the first of the above KPAs. It was 

with this in mind that three of the COs and I decided to join a new institutional research project 

investigating the potential of Personal Development Planning through e-portfolios for students and 

staff. Our project is one of several, including one for the formal professional development 

programme offered by Fundani CHED. It was hoped that the research projects involving the COs 

would strengthen the CO Forum and its members in their engagement with a number of national 

and institutional forces for change currently impacting on the lives of academics. Among the most 

important of these are: 

 
1. A new Higher Education Qualifications Framework which requires Universities of 

Technology to revise and re-design all their programmes; 
2. An impending Institutional Audit conducted by the national quality assurance agency, an 

audit which has a number of criteria pertaining to the quality of teaching, learning and 
assessment and the provision of staff development opportunities for academics; 

3. Related to both of the above, a requirement for the self-evaluation of academic 
programmes; 

4. The implementation of a Performance Management System which dispenses with notch 
salary increases and brings in performance-related pay and/or reward. 

 
The main aims of the E-PDP Project for COs are to engage in portfolio development processes for 

the purposes of their own professional development, and linked to this, for them to engage in 

collaborative practices through the use of an e–platform intended exclusively for COs. Some of the 

possibilities for individual and collaborative development that are in accord with the theoretical 

framework for our research (see below) are articulated by Dysthe and Engelsen (2004) in their 

account of the use of portfolios in teacher education in Norway. 

 

Focal problems 
 
Our study focuses on a cluster of four major problems that have emerged in the five-year existence 

of the CO Project. These are:  

1. How to respond to resistance to change at the departmental level;  
2. How to create a professional development path for COs, particularly for those with 

relatively junior or marginal departmental status;  
3. How to turn the CO Forum into a more empowering community of practice; and  
4. How to understand and engage with or challenge “change forces” (Fullan 1993) being 

exerted from the meso and macro levels.  
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The first of these problems is of particular concern to COs who, contrary to the initial intentions of 

the CO Project, do not have positions of leadership or seniority in their departments, or who do not 

have a disciplinary identity shared with their department, as was also intended by the Project as 

initially proposed. 

 

This problem is related to the second problem, a significant feature of which is the extent to which 

discipline specialists become alienated or marginalized in their departments when they choose to 

specialize in curriculum, teaching and learning. 

 

The third problem has both educational and political (in the general sense of power dynamics) 

dimensions. In educational terms, COs, particularly those who are relatively inexperienced, need to 

develop the education expertise needed for interventions and contributions within their 

departmental and faculty contexts of practice. In political terms, they need to develop a sense of the 

power of their own agency and strategic and/or tactical acumen in engaging with their colleagues 

both within the Forum and in their departmental and faculty contexts. Their political skills need to 

be developed in conjunction with the psychological capacities needed to engage with resilience and 

sensitivity in situations that my involve resistance, apathy or hostility. 

 
Methodology and theory 
 
Our collaborative and systematic approach to these problems gives our study some of the 

characteristics of participatory action research. In the action research process data will be collected 

and analyzed mainly through linking e-portfolio development to other electronic platforms 

envisaged for the research project. In addition, the CO Forum will be used to set up group and 

individual interviews. Initially, these are being conducted within the setting of CO Forum meetings 

or within settings created by members of the Forum and the e-PDP research group. In addition, we 

envisage peer observation of departmental practices and exchanges on the e-platform created for the 

CO Forum in general and the research project in particular. The integration of these methods is 

intended to provide a fine-grained and reflexive analysis of the work of COs in their various 

contexts.  

 

The “close-up” investigation of the functioning of the CO Forum and of CO work in their faculty 

and departmental contexts will be informed by theoretical perspectives derived from critical 

realism, particularly in its approach to relating reflexivity, structure and agency in the processes of 
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change (Archer 1989; Pawson and Tilley 1997; Carter and New 2004). We intend to use socio-

cultural theories of academic identity and practice, particularly with regard to characterizing the 

identities of COs and their colleagues in their contexts and in their use of e-portfolios and platforms 

(e.g. Bakhtin 1986; Dysthe and Engelsen 2004; Wertsch 1991; 1998). We will use Bourdieu’s 

(1977) concept of habitus, alongside Bakhtin’s notion of dialogue, “where the creative potential lies 

in the tension between multiple voices and conflicting perspectives” (Dysthe and Engelsen 2004: 

245) to characterize and practice the negotiation of difference within the CO Forum. Within our 

socio-cultural approach we are particularly interested in a critical use of Wenger’s theory of 

communities of practice (Wenger 1998) to examine the various notions of community that inform 

practice at the various structural levels. With regard to the CO Forum and related working groups in 

the institution, we begin with the notion that “[a] community is characterized by mutual 

engagement, joint enterprise and shared repertoires (Dysthe and Engelsen [2004] referring to 

Wenger [1998]) as well as the negotiation of difference referred to above. 

 
We have identified four major challenges posed by our research design:  
 

1. The technological challenge of incorporating new digital literacy practices into our habitual 
digital practices and research literacies;  

2. The temporal challenge of attempting, in a time of “demand overload”, to gather and 
process sufficient qualitative data at the micro and meso levels for fine-grained and 
publishable analysis on the one hand, and for constructive reflection and action in the action 
research cycle on the other; 

3. The problem of “insider research” blinding us as the researchers, in spite of our aim for 
reflexivity,  to perspectives, details and insights that might be more readily available to an 
“external” researcher; and  

4. The problem of consistently connecting what Sue Clegg calls our “retroduction from 
practical experience” to theoretical and methodological constructs.  

 
A fifth challenge that emerged in the first round of interviews involving members of the CO Forum, 

is the ethical one of protecting the often vulnerable positions of COs in their departmental and 

faculty contexts. In this paper we have sought to preserve the identities of individual members not 

in the research group and ensuring that our initial findings are presented in such a way that they can 

have no negative consequences for individual COs or their departments and/or faculties. 

 

The first round of group interviews 
 
Prior to the first round of group interviews, the members of the CO Forum had already committed 

itself to their own use of e-portfolios as a possible basis for introducing them in their departments 

and to the e-PDP research project as part of a collective plan to develop research capacity amongst 
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the members of the forum. Also prior to the interviews, the Forum was given initial training in the 

use of e-portfolios and e-platforms. This was followed by a presentation by one of the COs on the 

institutional Performance Management System, which could be linked synergistically to e-PDP 

development by COs and members of their departments or faculties. In a parallel process, the CO e-

PDP research team met with the participants in other institutional e-PDP projects met together to 

discuss the common theoretical and methodological frameworks for the project as well as the 

possibilities for variation within these. 

 

Two meetings of the CO Forum were used to begin collaborative work on this research project. In 

the first of these we presented and elaborated on our abstract and the Sue Clegg think-piece, relating 

the latter to the history of AD in South Africa. Both the abstract and the think-piece had been made 

available electronically before the meeting. In the first meting members of the Forum were invited 

to begin reflecting on the relation of the abstract to their own practice as COs, including their own 

research interests. In the second meeting, we explained how we intended to preset our paper to the 

HECU conference and how the conference paper might relate to the “finished article”. We then 

reviewed the story of the e-PDP project so far and followed this with a brief presentation of two 

over-arching questions for the group interviews. These questions were: 

 

To what extent can the e-PDP 
1. Enable you to engage with “change forces” in your faculty work group/s; and 
2. Strengthen the CO Form as a Community of Practice? 

 
After a brief check that we have a common understanding of the terms, “e-portfolio”, PDP, e-PDP, 

e-platform, community of Practice, “change forces”, and work groups, the authors led focus group 

interviews/discussions on the following sub-questions: 

 
1. What change forces are affecting you currently in your work as a CO and how are you 

responding? 
2. How do you see the CO Forum as a Community of Practice and how do you think this 

community can be strengthened? 
3. How do you see the e-PDP Project in terms of achieving its goals for the CO Forum? 

 
 
Initial findings 
 
What follows is a selective presentation and preliminary discussion on some of the issues emerging 

from the first round of focus interviews/discussions. It is based on transcripts and/or notes on the 

discussions as well as a summary by one of the authors of the main points to emerge.  
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Responding to change forces 
 
Forces being exerted by national policy were manifested at the institutional and more local levels 

and experienced by COs in diverse ways. Although there was no explicit discussion of the 

emancipatory history of South African AD, the impact of the merger was discussed extensively. 

Some participants felt that the “black” and “white” histories of the legacy institutions were 

manifesting in conflicts in educational approach at the faculty level. While this affected some 

faculties more than others, there was a sense that the “fallout” of the merger was only being 

experienced now, for example in the formulating of a set of new policies for the merged institution. 

This restructuring of institutional policy orientations as a consequence of restructuring at the 

national level, has affected the sense of agency of several of the COs, some of them finding 

themselves having to play a mediating role in merger processes. 

 

Another major change force operating from the national level has been the promulgation of the 

HEQF. Several COs commented on how this was impacting on their identity and sense of agency. 

Following on earlier debates abut whether COs should rather be called teaching and learning 

specialist, some COs find themselves caught between the different meaning and expectations 

associated with the two terms. Here again we witness the highly contextualized nature of AD/HED 

practice. In some contexts COs are expected to engage as curriculum specialists in their own 

disciplines while setting aside what are perceived as relatively trivial or irrelevant teaching and 

learning matters. In other contexts, COs are expected to facilitate collaboration in teaching and 

learning across integrated programmes, but are not expected to provide input on the design of new 

qualifications and related programmes. 

 

The impending Institutional Audit, also a consequence of national policy, is illustrative in this case 

of the ambiguous way in which it positions COs institutionally and in their faculties and 

departments. On the one hand, many experience the Audit as positioning them problematically in a 

neo-liberal and managerialist “audit culture” in which collegiality and the academic project itself is 

corroded by systems of surveillance and regulation. One CO remarked that some of his/her 

colleagues regarded him/her as an institutional spy, thereby indicating how the new kind of 

AD/HED can alienate change agents from their departmental colleagues. On the other hand, one CO 

linked the Institutional Audit to an international change force, the trend towards the professional in 

higher education as reflective practitioner. At the same time, as a result of preparation for the Audit, 
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faculty committees were more interactive with one another and some staff attitudes had changed 

from negative to positive, suggesting the preparation as a “joint enterprise” helping to create a 

community of practice at faculty level. In the words of one CO,  

 

The audit started a culture of people talking to each other; in my department people have 
been doing their own things. 

 
Another national requirement, for institutional teaching and learning and assessment policies linked 

to teaching, learning and assessment strategies at institutional, faculty and/or programme level, has 

impacted significantly on the work of some COs. CPUT’s Teaching and Learning policy requires 

the establishment of faculty Teaching and Learning Committees. One of these committees has 

shown how strategy, together with audit and review process, can provide a focus for educational 

development and collaborative work, as well ad a set of useful examples for other faculties still in 

the process of establishing their own committees. Assessment Policy, on the other hand, has proved 

to be a testing ground for negotiating differences in educational ideology and philosophy. 

 

The Curriculum Officers Forum as a Community of Practice 
 
Discussion on the question, “How do you see the CO Forum as a Community of Practice and how 

do you think this community can be strengthened?” elicited a remarkably varied and often complex 

response from the COs. Here we will highlight three themes that emerged: 

 
1. The different meanings that can be ascribed to the word “community” as it applies to the 

COs; 
 

2. The ways in which CO membership of the CO community relates to and articulates with 
other communites; and 

 
3. The ways in which COs sense of agency is affected by the structuring of the CO Forum and 

its activities. 
 
One participant suggested that the Forum as one of thee kinds of community: 
 

1. A developmental community, in which COs belong to the forum in order to learn; 
 

2. An internal community, involving identification with the internal processes of the 
community; and  

 
3. A community of change agents, with a focus on how the community can be used 

constructively or transformationally in its external relations. 
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The first notion of community is apparent in the discussion on the structuring of the CO Forum, 

which we will return to shortly. The second notion can be seen as an aspect of the first if we take a 

socio-cultural view of learning as concerned with the relational and interactional aspects of the 

social in addition to historical and cultural contexts of learning (Dysthe and Engelsen 2004: 244). 

 

Regarding the second of these meanings of community, one of the thoughts informing the move 

towards the use of an e-platform for the COs was that this might enable the COs to be more 

mutually supportive of one another, through, for example, the sharing of resources gathered or 

generated for workshops and other CO activities in the various sites of CO practice, and through 

online threaded discussions linked to discussion in live meetings of the Forum. Some respondents 

valued the Forum as a space for reflexivity, allowing COs to measure their practice against different 

perspectives and practices. 

 

The third of the above notions of community, in its relation to the ways in which CO membership 

of the CO community relates to and articulates with other communites, is evident in the following 

excerpt from the transcript of one of the discussions: 

 
D: It’s a toss-up between, so you want the CO and his/her relationship in the 

department context to be strengthened or do you what ties and a sense o community 
at this forum to be strengthened and it sounds almost like you’re moving towards 
strengthening you base with the department which necessitates the loosening of ties 
with this grouping. It almost sounds like there’s a tension … 

 
E: It could be a tension, but it could also be complementary, multiple communities 

and multiple levels within the community. So it can be antagonistic but it can 
actually be a strength. 

 
B: For many people here, working in their department, doing T & L puts them in 

direct competition or tension with their colleagues in the discipline. So in order to 
enable them to do that they need to get strength from somewhere else. 

 
This discussion is related to the third theme listed above: how the activities and practices of the CO 

Forum should be structured in order to strengthen the COs sense of agency. One of the issues, 

which some COs see as “an underlying current that is always there” is how to structure the Forum 

in order to accommodate the needs of experienced COs and new COs, with the latter not having 

undergone the kind of structured training valued by the experienced COs.  Another major issue is 

whether the Forum should be structured as it was initially, with structured training provided for 

COs, followed by the COs offering this training in their own contexts. The statement was made that 

the forum has become more structured in the way that it operates by less structured in the way that 
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people are equipped to go out. This approach suggests that the workshop should the main vehicle 

for engaging with departments, but some COs see limitations in the workshop viewed in this way, 

as when one CO remarked: 

 
You can get bums on seats at workshops but what does that mean? If we’re interested in 
changing practice, there’s no correlation between being at a workshop and changing 
practice in the classroom.  
 

In similar vein: 
 

Previously workshop were regarded (by lecturers) as “not part of my job”. Now there are 
30-60 minutes in each staff meeting for “shared practices”. There are now two three-hour 
meetings per term followed by individual contacts. 

 
The comment above shows that concerns about the structuring of the Forum can be related to the 

structuring of faculty and departmental practices related to teaching and learning. Such structuring 

has included the appointment of faculty teaching and learning coordinators, the formulation of 

teaching and learning strategies and the establishment of teaching and learning committees to guide, 

monitor and evaluate their implementation. One CO remarked that there can be a constructive 

dialectical relationship between developments in the CO Forum one the one hand and the faculty or 

department on the other. 

 

The goals of the e-PDP Project for the CO Forum 
 
We need to emphasize here that both the e-PDPs of CO Forum members and the e-platform for 

interaction amongst them are in the very early stages of development.  

At this stage it seems as if the rationale for the e-PDP Project is not clear to all members of the 

Forum, with many of the CO indicating that it would be a “nice to have” but not a real priority at 

the moment. The suggestion is that when the e-PDP is required, it will be worked on. This suggests 

the need for an external force to activate the agency of the COs, as may be the case in another of the 

e-PDP projects, in which academic staff, like the teacher education students in the study by Dysthe 

and Engelsen (2004), will be preparing an e-portfolio for assessment. 

 

The focus discussion suggest that The need for an external force to activate agency is also evident 

in the expressed view that a further reason why the e-PDP is not receiving sufficient attention at the 

moment is because it is not yet linked to the Performance Management System (PMS) as it should 

be. Support for the PMS is also not strong, as many see the system as flawed and subjective. It is 

not yet clear how the PMS will relate to the professional development and career pathing of COs. 
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One possibility would be for COs to be given a carefully motivated performance rating for their 

work as COs and to use this in advancing their prospects for reward and advancement. One 

intention of the creation of the e-platform was to create a reservoir of resources which COs could 

use to build a theoretically grounded repertoire of educational skills. At present, some COs see this 

as an inert document repository only.  

 
In one of the focus group discussions one CO argued that, according to Wenger, an e-community 

only makes sense if there is a reason for virtual communication. Furthermore, it is contrived if you 

create a virtual communication space, if you can meet face-to-face in a Forum that was developed 

specifically for this purpose. In the e-PDP project it was envisaged that there would be a dynamic 

relationship between live and online communication. At present, the possibilities for an e-platform 

have not yet been realized and are regarded with considerable skepticism and, in some cases, 

aversion. One CO argued that the PDP platform is not ideal as a reflective space, because one need 

to gather one’s thoughts, make sure of one’s spelling and grammar and make oneself clear before 

you put your ideas down. This could be countered by an argument derived from a theory of writing 

which maintains that writing can clarify thinking and allow for more elaborated articulation of 

ideas. This argument could be linked to the possibilities for written collaboration described by 

Dysthe and Engelsen (1998). 

 

There was general agreement that an e-platform has the potential nonetheless to strengthen a 

community of practice, as information, ideas, successes and problems, can be shared and discussed. 

The e-PDP could also serve the purpose of creating opportunities for mentorship within the CO 

Forum. The challenge would be for the group to get into the habit of making use of the e-platform 

and if that happens, a community of practice could be strengthened.  

 

A negative aspect of the e-PDP and e-plaform at CPUT is that the facilities are not adequate. The 

server is slow, often down and often problematic to access from home. A number of respondents 

mentioned that they would only have time to access and work on their e-PDP after their normal 

work hours in the office.  

 

Another concern was that the respondents do not yet understand the link between what happens in 

the CO Forum and in the e-PDP. In order for the e-PDP and e-platform to work, the values of and 

the practices within the CO Forum may need to change and a shared understanding of the Forum as 

a Community of Practice developed. It remains to be seen to what extent a focus on theory and 
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methodology, as envisaged within the CO Programme for this year, linked to the preparation of 

research papers for the HELTASA/SAARDHE conference at the end of the year, will stimulate 

engagement with and communication through the e-platform. At this stage the use of the e-PDP for 

the developmental planning that forms a part of the Performance Management process, appears to 

be the most accessible way to engage the Forum in the digital strengthening of agency and the 

Forum as a Community of Practice. This would be one way of relating meaningfully to the 

institutional mission, “to be at the heart of technology education and innovation in Africa”. 
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Using personal development plans (PDP) to enhance learning at the university 
 
Andile Thole, Edwine Simone, Amanda Morris, James Garraway, Joe John & Somi Deyi  

Cape Peninsula University of Technology 
 

Introduction  
 
The paper examines two instances of using personal development planning in Chemical 

Engineering and in Graphic Design. The focus is to establish whether learning is in fact 

happening, if so what type of learning. A personal development plan or PDP is a learning 

tool designed to help students (or any other individuals) develop their ability for self-

managed learning.  We described PDP as having a set of competencies against which 

students match themselves. The competencies may be those of a subject, a field or even 

refer to generic competencies such as the critical outcomes or graduate abilities though 

these may be oriented towards the discipline being learnt. Such competencies are 

traditionally designed by the lecturer.  The role of the student is to analyse what they think 

they can already (what their competencies are) and, in consultation with their lecturer, 

gather evidence of their competency. At the same time students are required to then, again 

with their lecturers, identify gaps and develop a plan of action to deal with these gaps. The 

result would be a portfolio of evidence showing that the student has achieved the 

competencies required. The process is a reiterative one of planning, collection of evidence, 

self assessment and assessment from tutors with feedback (Jackson, 2002).  

 

In Britain, all higher education institutions are expected to have strategies for PDP 

development by all students (Haigh, 2008). Higher education currently tends to focus 

mostly on the performance of students in their final examinations, yet many commentators 

have remarked that such ‘qualification’ is out of synch with the needs of the modern, 

professional workplace where constant adaptation to change and co-operative leaning are 

the order of the day (Haig, 2008; Jackson and Ward, 2004). There is a need, therefore, for 

some form of assessment instrument which overtly develops students’ ability to ‘learn-to-

learn’ and can even be kept by the student as evidence of their learning abilities when 

applying for employment.  As Jackson and Ward (2004) suggest, the role of higher 

education can be described thus: Knowing what and how to learn the next thing is as 
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important as what has already been learnt’ . We suggest that PDPs are one way of 

developing life-long learning abilities in our students and thus better preparing them for the 

workplace. Thus PDPs should perhaps be a significant component for all universities of 

technology and something which distinguishes them from the more traditional universities.  

In our own institution we could see the development of PDPs as giving us a competitive 

advantage over the other universities in the Western Cape region.  

Thus far we have focussed on PDP for work preparation, or at least as a bridge between 

academic learning and the workplace.  We suggest that PDPs are important in higher 

education generally and particularly in year one for the following reasons.  Firstly, students 

entering year 1 are typically under-prepared for higher education. They are required to 

operate in a much less structured and less supportive environment than was the case at 

school and are also required to operate at higher levels of learning. Typically, though this is 

not always the case, students must rapidly move from knowledge of isolated fact and 

concept to more holistic and cognitive understandings, matching more to the upper ends of 

Bloom’s Taxonomy and Biggs’ SOLO taxonomy (see Brown, 2001) 

 Aligned to this is the idea of self management in which students are expected to become 

more self monitoring and correcting towards more appropriate learning behaviors (Nicol, 

2008). These abilities are important throughout higher education.   

 
E-PDP theoretical perspectives on learning  
 
Having outlined what PDP are, what they can do and why they are seen as important in 

university education, we now develop the idea further to suggest that PDP are best done 

electronically. The main reasons for this are that electronic media provide ways in which 

students can quickly share and discuss information with their peers and their tutors, and 

receive some form of corrective feedback.  The electronic PDP thus supports learning 

through interaction and feedback, and thus derives from sociocultural theories of learning 

(Dysthe and Engelsen, 2004).In sociocultural theories of learning, as the name suggests, 

Learning is social or collaborative and happens through actions and engagement of 

individuals with others (Salomon, 1995). Learning happens in conversation where others’ 

views, whether they are tutors or peers, are different and have the potential to extend what 

the individual already knows (Dysthe and Engelsen, 2004; Vygotsky, 1986). 
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Socioculturalists refer to knowledge as being distributed across individuals within groups. 

It is, however, important that students have at least some initial knowledge of the field 

which in higher education is usually provided for in lectures and texts. Group work and 

problem based learning are typical examples of students’ engagement in social learning. 

The e-nature of our PDPs makes possible and enhances student-student and student-tutor 

collaboration, mutual feedback and hence social learning. Social learning involves pulling 

together knowledge from others and putting it together in new ways. This is productive 

learning. Reproductive learning, on the other hand, is simply reproducing what you have 

been given by others without processing it. The nature of the PDP enables productive 

learning (Dysthe and Engelsen, 2004).  

 

Learning from tutor to student always involves some form of method or structure (artefact) 

which organises and channels learning (Vygotsky, 1986). Lectures, group work and PDPs 

are all different forms of learning artefacts which result in different types of learning. We 

would expect that lecturing would be predominately reproductive whereas group work 

would be more productive in nature. The nature of PDP would also lead to more productive 

learning as learners get and use feedback from others. In terms of cultural learning, learning 

happens within a context which has its own set of rules for doing things and criteria for 

what counts as valid knowledge, evidence and so forth; for example chemistry has its own 

particular knowledge base and ways of working with this knowledge which is different 

from physics. This is the culture of chemistry education. In order to learn chemistry, 

therefore, learners need to be inducted into the culture of chemistry education. Learning can 

thus be seen as a process of enculturation into a community (Wenger, 1998). In developing 

the PDPs there needs to be expert opinion on what is the culture into which we are 

inducting students and this traditionally will have to come from the tutor, though as 

students  themselves become more expert in the field, they too can play this role with their 

peers.  
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Research methods  
 
Our question was to assess whether or not student’s use of the PDP did in any way enhance 

learning and if it did what was the nature and value of this learning. In particular our 

questions focussed on: 

To what extent are students developing self-awareness of their own learning and learning 

needs? 

To what extent are students through interaction and reflection, learning about or realising 

their professional identity (i.e. becoming enculturated)? 

Our research was in two parts which can be seen as complementary to one another. In the 

first part students are engaged in electronic conversation with one another around their 

perceptions of a key skill, group work, as a way of learning in Chemical Engineering.  This 

was a precursor to students actually developing a PDP as they were working on the key 

skill they were later going to assess themselves against. A web chat room was set up in the 

Chemical Engineering laboratory and ‘Group problem solving’ was discussed by about 30 

students on-line with peers and the tutor. Here the full transcripts were analysed and 

emerging patterns which related to learning identified. During online discussions, we found 

from evidence, that students were learning from one another though other types of learning 

such as self-assessment, critical thinking and language development were also occurring.  

 

In Graphic Design, the project was slightly more advanced in that students had already 

enagaged in developing a portfolio and getting feedback from their peers and tutors. The 

PDP was introduced into the subject professional design practice. It was structured as an 

open assignment on the blackboard learning Management System. The assignment asked 

the learners to ‘record what have learnt every day, how you feel you are progressing and 

what you still feel you need to work on’. These reflections had to be based on the 

acquisition of the following competencies: 

1. Planning  
2. Think Critically 
3. Problem Solving 
4. Research  
5. Evaluation  
6. Communication skills 
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7. Self reflection 
8. Technology skills 
 
Because it was open the students could view one another’s’ work and give comment as 

could the tutor, who gave comment each week.  The process continued for a month and 

learners were asked to update their PDP weekly. At the end of the project learners did a 

self-evaluation form of their perceived competencies against a list of competencies for 

graphic design. Based on these self-evaluations, interviews were conducted with three 

students who represented the spread of comments. Students were asked about their learning 

experiences and again emerging patterns related to learning were identified.  Selected 

sections of the interviews were excerpted to illustrate these patterns.  

 
Results in Chemical engineering 
 
Overall we found that students move between interpersonal, intercultural professional and 

academic issues. There appeared to be a high level of honesty. There was evidence of 

learning online. Three main patterns of dialogue in the online discussion emerged which are 

illustrated below.  

 
Pattern1: Social learning and developing identity  
C: I think that I am a problem solver, and I think I can identify problems. But in total 
honesty I do not like to work in groups as I don’t like relying on people, though I try my 
best to make it work 
T: You aren’t supposed to be here! You chose the wrong course. If you are doing chemeng 
you MUST be able to work in groups.  So, change your attitude, brother, or your course! 
D: Good reply, T now I think I can see you thinking like an engineer.  
C: but doing Chem Eng is not just about working in a group. 
E: sometimes you get help from others 
C: oK, I agree 
Tutor: Yes, you do need to work in groups in the profession, to better solve problems. In 
fact there are few careers where you work alone a chemical engineer is a problem solver 
The group DID focus on professional identify and the need for academic learning in a 
group  
BUT things did not go smoothly here as other, difficult issues associated with group work 
arose.   
 
Pattern 2: Interpersonal and Intercultural issues 
A: C, I think its time you work with your attitude because being an engineer is about 
working together. and if you think you are that better think again my brother. i have a q do 
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you have a problem with working in groups or having group members that are black or not 
the same race as you.  
C: All I said was I don’t like groups! 
D: I understand your position, C. We are all friends but sometimes we try to break the other 
down. 
A: Sometimes it (not working in groups) hurts the other person, we get offended easily 
E: I think C is just an independent guy who likes working on his own 
A: Ok I take back what I said (about race) but I still don’t approve (of him not working in a 
group).  
G: I understand you c but you must make it work, don’t just pretend 
F: C must do what he wants but in a gud way 
A: Ok C, sorry I take it back sorry if I said anything to hurt you but plz next time  
But things again go awry! 
 
Pattern 3: flirting 
C: I think R is in love with you 
D: lol really I think it is love at first site 
K: U  r right, R wants C.  
L: R, have you heard the rumours … 
New person: I got a food/bad mark on that assignment, I did not submit on the due date 
…… (shift to new topic) - 
 
As indicated by (Salomon 1995), when students learn collaboratively they have a tendency 

of focusing the online conversation to the task at hand. Also, they seem to be hones with 

another because the environment is quite safe, this is happening on line, not face to face 

with your classmate. As in patterns above, students take an opportunity of reminding others 

about their roles as students. This means, submitting work on time, making a contribution 

in groups and ensuring that all group members work towards achieving the task not leaving 

it with one person.  

It is also becomes evident than using PDPs can easily destruct students from effective 

learning at an appointed time in that they can easily digress and discuss non-academic 

issues. While this may delay progress for the task at hand, other forms of learning are 

happening, like language development, social learning and developing identity, 

interpersonal and intercultural issues, and learning collaboratively. These skills are a 

necessity for a holistic development of a student.           
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Graphic design results 
 
Upon analyzing the interviews we found that there was an elementary level of 

understanding of the concept of reflection. E.g. one of the students state that: “the main 

element is re-applying what I’ve learned”. Another student stated that “…when you look 

back at yourself it’s like okay I could have improved there…” It was also mentioned that “I 

can understand where my problematic areas are and where improvement is and what I can 

do to improve.” 

 

There was an indication that PDPs as a reflective tool helps students to develop a 

professional identity as a designer: “If you don’t feel satisfied with what you do, you can’t 

present something to your client.”  

 

Electronic PDPs help the shy students to express themselves more freely. “I am an 

introverted person, I like being to myself, but it’s very different if something is on the 

computer or on the internet where I can actually speak what’s within myself. So it’s easier”  

 

We found that time management was a problem for students when it came to actively 

writing their PDP. “Time management is a problem…we underestimate the deadline and 

we underestimate our ability to meet the deadline. We get distracted by other factors and 

then time management becomes a crucial and detrimental factor.” 

 

The students that were interviewed indicated that they would make PDPs part of their 

independent practice. One interviewee stated; “I would continue doing it because it is a 

doorway to understand your work better and yourself better.” 

 

We concluded that at Foundation level the process of a student engaging with a PDP 

requires very carefully guidelines from the lecturer’s side. The focus of the PDP has to be 

made explicit so as to avoid students falling into a “dear diary” trap. Online discussions 

also need to be steered at Foundation level as they can become very social: 

Topic: What is graphic design?  
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CW: for me... graphic design, is a broadcast of a concept/idea whether its commercial or 
selfishly portrayed in a graphical interpretation. 
TUTOR: Define graphical interpretation... 
ADP: That is correct C 
TUTOR: So A, do you agree with C's definition 100% ? 
CW: A better agree he know I got that brother on a choke hold!!!! By graphic 
interpretation I mean, A. what you perceive visually B. what can be perceived...I’m no 
expert just my opinion 
KNF: you guys clearly don’t have a clue of the mere interpretation of the term Graphic 
Design...let me elaborate :-).................it is the creation of one’s own abilities to perform in 
acts that benefit in a beautiful result of design and perspective  there now you have it...(I do 
not know what I said..just wanted to sound smart...lol maybe it means something) 
CW: kwaai view I agree on that fully, remember A is  21 lol!!!!1  Awe mummy...Awe 
amanda 
ADP: Exactly, I am older than you, take off your glasses and you might see that more 
clearly lol 
 
We feel that PDPs show great promise as an online reflective tool. Students seem to have 

confidence in using the language they are familiar with and understanding one another 

perfectly throughout the discussion. The way they write during PDPs allows them liberty to 

convey and articulate their thoughts without worrying about grammatical mistakes. This 

displays that PDPs, if well planned, could be a fruitful resource for teaching and learning. 

Trends of second language development they were busy became evident because of the 

way they understood one another.      

 
Discussion and conclusions 
 
One unintended finding was that students use the EPDP to discuss issues which may be 

difficult to deal with face to face. This anonymity as an enabling feature has been found 

elsewhere to be an advantage in on-line discussions (Viv Bosalik, 2007).  In both scenarios 

students were asked to reflect on key professional skills. We found that students do learn 

from one another about how to do things and this learning is certainly productive. There is 

also evidence that they begin to acknowledge and develop their sense of what it is to be an 

engineer/designer through discussion with one another.   
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The African Granary as a Dying Symbol of Sustainable Rural Settlement:  
Food Security, Livelihood Sustainability and Environmental Adaptability.  

 
Nigel Tapela 

Cape Peninsula University of Technology 
 
Introduction 
 
A critical objective of creating settler colonies in general, and apartheid-type dominion states was the 

systematic elimination of indigenous livelihood systems in the guise of the modernization project. In 

these 'labour reserve economies' of Southern Africa there was a concerted campaign to destroy 

indigenous cultures in order to create a settler capitalist economy and society (Mkandawire 1985). In 

this process all forms of indigenous knowledge, enterprise and livelihood generation and sustenance 

practices were ruthlessly suppressed, while those that survived were relegated to an illegal or 

‘informal’ status. The rich and wide variety of food resources, architectural heritage and other 

economic activities were virtually replaced by a narrow range of mass-produced and marketed foods, 

building materials, technology and those economic activities that benefited the unfolding settler 

capitalist agriculture and industry (Tapela, 1999).  

 

Thriving rural economies that produced for subsistence and surplus were undermined by the promotion 

of commercial agriculture and the creation of labour reserves for the new industrial economy centered 

around the favoured large commercial farms, mines and emerging industrial and commercial towns and 

cities and the transport networks that linked them. Indigenous grain production and storage systems 

were such a victim this onslaught on local systems of food production and surplus storage as they 

became forcibly replaced by commercialized production and marketing systems. The elaborate post-

harvest architecture that had thrived for centuries thus disappeared from our rural landscapes as a result 

of colonial and apartheid social engineering experiments in settlement planning under the guise of 

betterment planning that entailed forced removals and migrations (Yarwitch, 1981). The African grain 

storage built-form or granary, a symbol of indigenous rural livelihood sustenance has almost become 

extinct1. In addition to the physical extinction of this built-form and the massive disruption of the 

livelihoods associated with its demise, there is the larger loss of the intellectual heritage that 

underpinned the rich principles of their planning, design and sustainability.  

 

                                                 
1 In 2001, the author mooted a research project with researchers in agriculture to study post harvest storage systems and architecture in 
the Limpopo river basin only to find that there was a very limited sample of existing granaries, at least on the South African side of the 
basin. 
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This paper outlines some of the principles of sustainability, security and adaptability; particularly the 

lessons they have for the current design of systems of sustainable human settlements. Secondly the 

paper shows the unity of principles and their diverse applicability and adaptability to other built-forms 

for human habitation, grain storage and animal husbandry. Lastly, the paper uses the indigenous 

African granary to explore how the modernist planning paradigm has foreclosed (or could reopen) 

possibilities for new engagements with the current discourse for creating sustainable human 

settlements. The aim of the paper is not to bemoan or paint an idyllic past, nor necessarily to 

foreground the virtues of postmodernist discourses; but rather to explore the lived reality of sustainable 

settlements and communities, albeit in different historical contexts. The question becomes the extend to 

which these reflective sojourns into the past can help us deepen our understandings of sustainable 

development where the un-identical twin concepts of poverty and inequality have, in policy terms, 

tended to be addressed as one with disastrous consequences (Gelb, 2008)  

 

Changing Rural Settlement Forms and Patterns: Betterment and Agricultural Planning 
 
The logic of the original indigenous settlement pattern was its ability to derive maximum synergies that 

emanated from locating productive spaces close to both reproduction and consumption spaces. The 

proximity of the dwelling (residence - reproductive and consumption space) to the arable fields and 

livestock pens (productive or work space) meant that household wealth-creating assets could be easily 

policed by both the living and dead. The latter happened, in the case of the baKalanga2,  through the 

location of women and children burial sites behind the granaries (the productive domain for household 

reproduction and consumption) and location of adult male burial site in or near the livestock pens (the 

symbol of household wealth). Other important functional synergies that informed this locational logic 

was the literal ease of in-situ cross-fertilization between livestock draught-power and waste in 

facilitating organically increased arable production. 

 

                                                 
2 The baKalanga are a mixed pastoral and arable faming ethnic community found in of north-eastern Botswana and western Zimbabwe 
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The Setting: mixed pastoral & arable farmersThe Setting: mixed pastoral & arable farmers
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The ‘traditional’ pattern of settlement in rural areas in South Africa was such that each homestead had its 
arable lands around the actual (residential) huts and often grazing areas were also nearby. However, 
betterment represents a fundamental attack on this settlement pattern of scattered homesteads. This was 
particularly so from the mid 1950s when there was a shift in betterment policy from an emphasis on 
‘reclamation’ to ‘stabilisation’ (Yawitch,, 1981: 48). 

 
Betterment policy is a planning concept that purports to create settlement patterns that are more 

productive, efficient and sustainable in the way land the resource, social services and physical 

infrastructure are used and or provided.  In South Africa, betterment was a euphemism used to justify 

massive forced removals, relocation and villagisation under the guise of improving agricultural 

production (both arable and pastoral), and promoting more efficient provision of services and 

infrastructure. In reality, betterment policy facilitated the relocation of black rural (and urban) 

populations from fertile and well-located areas to peripheral and ecologically less productive areas, 

often resulting in significant net losses in land in terms of land area used and quality of resource.  

 

Stabilisation involved measures designed to prevent soil erosion and environmental degradation while 

reclamation referred to more intensive processes for improving the condition of land resources. In 

addition to facilitating more thorough control of people, the setting-up of closer residential 

concentration was a process of dispossession and impoverishment. The process of removal was 

simultaneously that of land alienation – effectively creating labour reserves. This rural settlement 

planning policy shift was therefore accompanied by an increased emphasis on the rigid division of land 

and separation of land uses into residential, arable and grazing areas as the core rationale for 

betterment. The physical removals and relocations that followed the implementation of betterment 

schemes comprised two processes. The first was the breaking the contiguity between living space 

(dwelling) and arable fields and secondly, their placement in a rigidly controlled and ordered way. This 

spatial separation and re-ordering meant that the pre-existing organic settlement forms allowed rural 
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households the relative freedom to cultivate as much land as productively possible using family labour 

since closeness of the homestead to the fields so that families did not waste time walking to the fields.  

 

The above sketches-out the broad contours of the holistic nature of the symbiosis of the physical, 

economic, socio-cultural and spiritual embededness of livelihood generation and sustenance that 

industrial-led colonialism disrupted; and importantly, the lessons we can derive from those principles 

that underpinned the sustainability of those settlements and communities. Similar parallels can be 

drawn on the unsustainability of implementing the Groups Areas Act in urban areas where urban 

forced removals moved poor black populations away from their ‘urban fields’ (work places) to the 

urban fringe. In both cases ‘journeys to work’ became deterrents to settlement efficiencies and 

productivity that accompanied these modernist-inspired social engineering experiments in the roll-out 

of formal apartheid.  

 
In the next sections we explore what we can learn from indigenous knowledge systems, knowledge and 

concepts in the built-environment disciplines. We use the African granary, a symbol of rural livelihood 

sustainability, albeit in a changed context of an advanced and aggressive late capitalism (so-called 

globalization). We explore the evolution of the granary, the principles that underpin its structure, 

functionality and environmental performance.  

 

The African Granary Case Study 
 
Planning and Building Principles Informing Granary Design 
 
The Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) discourse in the built-environment disciplines has for a 

long time been limited to the study of 'exotic or primitive' architecture, the organic nature of the 

development of such built-forms and emphasizing their essentially transient nature. These views tended 

to nurture negative perceptions that, until the coming of Europeans, Africans had lived in universal 

chaos and stagnation; and that, '…for countless centuries, while all the pageant of history swept by, the 

African remained unmoved, in primitive savagery' (Amankwah-Ayeh, 1994; p 105). While these views 

are changing, we still find variants of Afro-pessimism still pervade contemporary debates on the 

African condition and her past (Roberts, 2007).  

 

Over the last 50 years however, there has emerged significant and growing research that began to move 

away from research aimed at the ideological justification for 'difference' (and therefore separation) 

towards more inclusive discourses that recognise that pre-colonial African settlements and cities 'were 
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built on sound town planning, design and architectural principles (Amankwah-Ayeh, 1994; 

Mabogunje, 1962; Tapela, 1988, 2007). Associated with this emerging research thrust was the 

increasing acknowledgement of the existence of a vibrant and sophisticated African urbanism that 

predated European colonialism centred on pre-colonial African nation states and that the ideas of 

networks, hierarchies and markets were an inherent component of the urban development process 

(Coquery–Vidrovitch, 1995).  

 
These studies have demonstrated that there exist clear elements of socially-sound and environmentally-

responsive planning principles to be derived from the pre-colonial settlement systems and architecture 

which could inform current planning policy and practice in African urbanism. These include the fact 

that indigenous patterns of settlements were firmly rooted in the planning, building, construction and 

maintenance of towns in Africa before the advent of colonialism (Tapela, 1988); and that pre-colonial 

African towns and cities minimized urbanism  and the feeling of congestion while making maximum 

use of urban space (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1995; Anderson, 1977). They also note that the delicate 

balance of mass and space that accompanied such spatial intimacy let a feeling of cohesiveness and 

group control of local spaces and environments within and between cities, probably accounting for the 

environmental sustainability of the per-colonial settlements and built forms (Amankwah-Ayeh, 1994).  

 

These concepts relate to the use of edges, shapes and forms that informed layouts and the built-

environment in of indigenous African settlements. The concepts specifically relate to circularity (the 

circle, the cone and the cylinder), security (walls and ritual symbolism), and streets and passageways. 

The analysis will focus on how these concepts are related to the particular socio-political, cultural and 

economic circumstances of pre-colonial social formation. 

 
Circularity: The Spheroid, Cylinder and the Cone 
 
The circular form has been identified by several researchers as arguably the most distinctive 

characteristic and conception of African pattern of spatial organisation (Muller, 1993, Frescura, 1981, 

Amankwah-Ayeh, 1994). This form can be discerned in the shape and form of the dwelling, storage, 

roads and passages and the overall spatial layout of settlements. Amankwah-Ayeh (1994) argues that: 
African settlement patterns are curved, non-rectangular, with a strong sense of enclosure and a fine 
sense of adaptation to the environment…The stiff social-class formation and authoritarian top-down 
hierarchy that gets revealed in square and rectangular forms and spaces of western traditional culture 
are pre-dominantly non-African in origin and therefore poses several challenges to adaptability, 
maintainability and sustainability in Africa. They form bases of cultural imposition and forcible 
displacement of indigenous structures in physical, economic, material, social organisational and 
environmental terms (p 107). 
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The centrality of circular form in the organisation of space in Africa cuts across spatial scale; from the 

micro-scale design patterns (homestead/dwelling, neighbourhood) to the macro scale (towns, cities and 

regions). Associated with the circular shape is the populariy of the triangular shape. When these two 

edging shapes are combined they create the three most common built forms characteristic of African 

built-forms. These are the spheroid, the cylinder and the cone. At the micro level in the rural setting the 

basic spatial patterns and built forms are the circle, the cone and the cylinder.  

 

These shapes are repeated in various forms and configurations for most buildings and structures like 

the dwelling hut, storage buildings and animal pens. An interesting transformation resulting from 

outside influences is the adaptation of the simpler circular and triangular shape (and associated forms 

of cone, cylinder and dome); to the rectangular and cube-type built forms on the indigenous African 

built-forms. The Indian bungalow and the Western farmhouse built by either indigenous and/or mass-

produced industrials building materials are now a common feature of the rural African landscape.  

 

Evolution and Adaptability 
 
The evolution of the granary from spheroid basket resting on raised cone-shaped raft within a hut 

structure; to raise the cylindrical adobe structure also under a conical thatched structure; to a cuboid 

adobe structure under a ‘heaped’ thatched roof. The raised raft (on stones) ensures aeration and limited 

contact to the ground to protect grains from moisture and pests; while the roof protects it from rain and 

other elements. The space under the raised raft is used as a storage space for agricultural implements 

and a home for small domestic animals, like chickens, dogs or beehives – the latter two providing a 

further deterrent to unwelcome visitors.  
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Granaries are often made of mud in the shape of the container, sometimes as large as a house and could 

have several compartments; and covered by a thatched roof structure. The size, quality and 

sophistication in construction of the structure vary considerably but the main principles involve 

protection from dampness, insect pests and theft. Protection from dampness from rain is prevented by a 

thatched roof structure; ground seepage of moisture by raising the raft with limited contact points on 

which the structure rests; and from humidity by the use of absorbents and sealants like use of cow-dung 

plastering. Several indigenous pesticides are used to protect grain and the limiting of contact points 

with the ground where insect repellents are sprinkled or smeared around the stones that uphold the raft. 

Lastly protection from theft involves use of very small openings for grain retrieval (size of opening is 

often designed to only allow small children to enter); and the symbolic location of women burial sites 

behind or in close proximity to granaries as a ritual deterrent since the dead ancestors guard their 

descendants food stocks 24/7! 

 
 

 
 
An interesting contrast in the adaptability of the cone and cylinder forms relates to the versatility in 

their use for different post-harvest grain-storage architectural forms ranging from the inverted cone 

resting on its apex for storage of grains to dry; the cylindrical granary under a conical thatched roof; to 

the typical African round hut or the so-called roundavel. Among the Tembe of Northern Kwazulu- 

Natal, the circle, cylinder and cone is used in a different fashion in the construction of the hut (Claude, 

1999). In the figure above, you have a cylindrical reed wall supported by wooden posts as seen in the 

background, whilst the roof, held by temporary supports is being constructed upside down (right 

foreground) prior to setting up on the reed wall.  Among the baKalanga of north-eastern Botswana and 

western Zimbabwe, the inverted conical roof is an exact replica in construction, size and materials used 

for storage of maize cobs and millets to dry! 

 

Evolution of  granary structures: Changing shapes, enduring principles

Cross-section of different shapes and 
forms of the granary structure
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Of particular interest in the evolution of the African granary is how it has successfully transformed 

from a circular to rectangular form and benefited from the flexibility, variety of grains stored and yet 

retained the versatility and adaptability to the socio-economic milieu and environmental conditions. 

The adaptation from the spheroid and dome, through the cylinder to the cuboid shape allowed greater 

efficiencies in storage in terms of variety and volumes of grains stored as new industrial materials like 

concrete and cement could be used. The illustration below show how the evolution of the shape and 

form of the granary closely mirror transformations of settlement layout patterns and forms. 

 

 
 

The massive social transformations occasioned by colonialism saw a breakdown traditional values 

arising from the protracted disruption and replacement of indigenous modes of production and parallel 

processes of industrial capitalism. The first two plates below show the gridiron-layout varieties of the 

granary using adobe and wood and concrete blocks (also see analysis in diagram above). The third 

picture uses the cul-de-sac concept that ensures more secure access to grain through one entrance. 

While the changing shapes, forms, and use of materials may have been influenced by changes in 

technology and modes of production, it seems the planning concepts may have developed in parallel to 

the more conventional planning layout principles in vogue at the time and yet underscoring the 

principles of universal design relating to security adaptability and sustainability. 
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Security and Environmental Sustainability  
 
The granary, like the livestock is the bedrock of rural household livelihood and community food 

security and wealth respectively. The security prerogative for household and stocks is therefore 

important at both macro- community (settlement) and micro-household (homestead) spatial scales. 

While at the macro-spatial scale streets and passageways provided access, they were the main 

structural elements of settlement form as they define the continuing dialogue between built-form and 

open-space as well as being an element of both. At the physical level, the defence prerogative was 

enhanced through the use of elaborate walls (Moody, 1967) or through careful physical design of space 

to create 'defensible space'. At a more operational and subtle level was the close-knit community in the 

form of extended family or clan based residential wards where self-policing was the norm.  

 

A system of culturally embedded taboos and elaborate rituals bound communities and were used to 

ensure the security of household and community livelihood stocks, property and resources. Zulu 

settlements for instance, had the cattle kraals encircled by household dwellings for the physical security 

of the cattle herd. The baKalanga granaries on the other hand, are situated at the back of the homestead 

and the animal kraals are some distance in front and outside the homestead. For the latter these two 

major livelihood-sustaining stocks (granaries and livestock kraals) are secured by the fact that adult 

female and male burial places are located next to the granaries and in the kraals respectively. This 

strategic location of adult burial sites provided highly symbolic round-the-clock protection in the form 

the ever-present spirits of the elders and ancestors in guarding the main resources of their families. 

 

The simplicity of design of the African hut and other built forms (including storage buildings), their 

environmental and climatic adaptability have made the hut a popular built form (the so-called 'lapa') for 

the eco-tourism and holiday resorts industry (Anyumba, 2001). The word lapa is probably an 

adulteration of the Tswana/Sotho 'lolwapa' which is the generic term for the combination of buildings 

and spaces defining an indigenous family homestead courtyard. The full potential of this lolwapa 
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concept has not been fully explored except for its marketing as a tourism product (as a lapa) where 

craft products and holiday chalets provide lucrative returns for eco-tourism entrepreneurs. The benefits 

of mixed-use developments are however increasingly being apparent in terms of local economic 

opportunities in current urban precincts planning. van Binsbergen (1999), has noted how baKalanga 

recent (female) migrants to the city (Francistown) in north-eastern Botswana reproduce the spatial 

structure of the rural homestead in the internal organisation of the limited space in rented rooms in a 

consolidating ‘informal settlement’ thus: 
The missing function, that of a granary, marks [Mary’s] urban as a place not of production but only of 
consumption; Mary keeps her monthly bag of mealie-meal in her ‘kitchen’ space, just as in the village, small 
quantities of meal are kept in the nsha (courtyard) once they have been taken out of the granary and pounded 
(p. 183) 

As the migrant consolidates his hold in the city, the granary becomes transformed into a food pantry 

and fridge, and his/her fields, livestock and wealth becomes a house, bank account and investments in 

money markets; or again into cattle as studies by Silitshena (1982, 1990) have shown. 

 

 
Lessons for Rural (and Urban) Liveability and Sustainability 
 
In the advent of globalisation, the dominance of markets and hierarchies over networked governance 

repertories has tended to shift the balance of forces that shape the design and form of settlements and 

built-forms resulting in the ‘resurgence’ of indigenous forms and processes as merely symbolic and 

marketing metaphors whose bottom-line is less to do with social inclusiveness and environmental 

sustainability; but more to do with profitability. The functional simplicity of indigenous planning 

principles and built-forms, while instructive and relevant to current settlement planning problems, re-

emerge in a historical context that does not sufficiently exploit the potential benefits and power of 

these concepts in the quest for sustainable development. One effect is that dwellings that use industrial 

material (concrete, corrugated iron, plastics or wood) have, increasingly replaced the use of the 

indigenous, culturally and environmentally adaptable dwelling forms that use local materials; this 

becoming the lived experience of the mushrooming of informal settlements that characterise 

emergency urbanisation.  

 

There is a growing convergence in current international, regional and national development discourses 

that suggests that we should embrace planning for urbanisation (and globalisation) following trends 

that indicate that the world will soon be completely urbanised – the ascendancy of the ideas of ‘an 

urban world’ or ‘urbanisation of poverty’. What this discourse tends to forget is that a great majority of 

the urban poor are migrants and live ‘straddled livelihoods’ across rural and urban spaces and across 
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national, regional and internationally defined boundaries. They have households, livelihood stocks that 

‘flow’ across these spaces in terms people, money and other resource flows that subsidise both people 

and places. The coexistence of these modes of production and the cross-subsidisation that formal 

capitalism derives there-from does not often feature in the conceptual framing of in neither structuralist 

– Mbeki’s ‘two nations/ economies’ thesis (Pillay, 2008), neo-liberal nor  post-modernism theoretical 

frameworks. Some have argued that the limited explanatory value of these frameworks are politically 

naïve and therefore the policy and strategies they prescribe have largely been ineffective in fighting the 

twin scourges of poverty and inequality (Davis, 2007; Gelb, 2008).  

 

Security has become an important consideration not only in the planning of human settlements but also 

assuring that communities and individuals in them have sustainable livelihoods in terms of shelter, 

food and importantly the means for ensuring that these can be sustainably reproduced. The increasing 

lack of resources and livelihood security has created various forms of vulnerabilities that threaten the 

very physical, emotional and existential bases of whole communities. The stark juxtaposition of 

affluence and poverty in our cities and towns in the form of booming property markets in the ‘suburbs’ 

and the dysfunctional markets and socio-toxic environments of the ‘townships’ and informal 

settlements increasingly foreground real threats to urban liveability and political sustainability. The 

indigenous homestead and all its components is thus a place for both residence (social reproduction) 

and livelihood generation (production) and represents a useful concept for sustainable settlement 

planning.  

 

While we have seen efforts in the built-environment disciplines in grappling with situating the study of 

African indigenous architecture and systems of planning, there still remains a dominant western 

conception of urban and regional processes of development. The dominance of eurocentric approaches 

and responses to development often ignores the resourcefulness and energies of a large proportion of 

marginalized households and communities who house themselves in the so-called informal settlements 

in cities and towns of Africa, whose efforts and investments often meet with condemnation and outrage 

by governments who fail to capture the social meaning, innovativeness and social capital incrementally 

built in these settlements. The denial by political elites and technocrats alike of an unfolding African 

city identity in the cities of Southern Africa underpins the extent to which colonial ideas still dominate 

current responses to the post-colony and globalisation in urban development and planning praxis.  

 

There is therefore a lot to be gained than lost in consciously reflecting and learning from the functional 

and symbolic intersections and cross-fertilisation in the principles and practices of planning and 
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building of African settlements. The post-colony discourse that emphasises inclusiveness rather that 

difference as a guiding ethic in development theory and practice could be informed by the more 

networked rather than hierarchical relationships and governance that characterised indigenous African 

systems of town planning and architecture. The extent to which current awakening of IKS discourse in 

the built environment disciplines and professions can become relevant to the current reconstruction and 

development agenda. This will not only be determined by the vigour of the intellectual debates but how 

these debates translate into shaping the curriculum of these disciplines, and ultimately influence 

development praxis. 

   
References 
 
Amankwah-Ayeh, K. 1994. Planning environmentally sustainable cities in Africa today: Lessons from 

pre-colonial African towns and cities. Places People and Planning, Proceedings of the 
Planning History Study Group, Vol. 2; 26-26 October, 1994, Sanlam Conference Centre, 
University of Pretoria.  103-18. 

 
Anderson, K B 1977. African Traditional Architecture. London: Oxford University Press. 
 
Anyumba, G. 2001. The planning and design contradictions of eco-lodges and its consequences for 

historically-disadvantaged communities in South African tourism development. Acta 
Structilia: Journal for the Physical and Development Sciences, Vol. 9/2. pp 77-92. 

 
Chambers, R. 1997. Whose Reality Counts? Putting the Last First, London: Intermediate Technology 

Publications. 
 
Claude, D. J. 1999. Traditional architecture of the Tembe. The Journal of Architecture, 4:3; pp281-295. 
 
Coquery-Vidrovitch, C. 1995. Towns in Black Africa: History's Legacy, The Courier No. 149 (Jan-

Feb., 1995):  50-51. 
 
Davis, M. 2007. Planet of Slums, London: Verso (New Left Books) 
 
Drake, M and Hall, S 1993. Traditional Tswana planning principles: the Difaqane and Deel Kraal, 

Proceedings of the Planning History Study Group, Pietermaritzburg. 
 
Davidson, B. 1959. The Lost Cities of Africa. Boston: Little Brown and Company. 
 
Frescura, F. 1981. Rural Shelter in Southern Africa, Johannesburg: Ravan Press. 
Gelb, S. 2008. Behind xenophobia in South Africa – Poverty or Inequality; in Hassim, S, et al (eds) Go 

Home or Die Here: Violence, Xenophobia and the Reinvention of Difference in South Africa. 
Johannesburg: Wits university Press (pp 79-92) 

 
Hull, R W 1976. African Cities before the European Conquest. London: Norton & Company. 
Larsson, A and Larsson, V. 1984. Traditional Tswana Housing: A Study in Four Villages in Eastern 

Botswana. Stockholm: Swedish Council for Building Research. 
 



 38

Larsson, A. 1996. Modernization of Traditional Tswana Housing: A Decade of Transformation. 
Stockholm: Lund University and Swedish Council for Building Research. 

 
Mabogunje, A L. 1962. Yoruba Towns. Ibadan: Ibadan University Press. 
 
Mkandawire, T. 1985. The informal Sector in the Labour Reserve Economies of Southern Africa with 

Special Reference to Zimbabwe. Geneva: ILO-SATEP Working Paper. (Also published as 
Working Paper No. 1, Zimbabwe Institute of Development Studies; Harare).  

 
Moody, H L B 1967. Ganuwa - The walls of Kano City. Nigerian Magazine, Vol. 92; pp. 11-19 
 
Pillay, D. 2008. Relative deprivation, social instability and the cultures of entitltment; in Hassim, S, et 

al (eds) Go Home or Die here: Violence, Xenophobia and the Reinvention of Difference in 
South Africa. Johannesburg: Wits University Press (pp93-103). 

 
Roberts, R. S. 2007. Fit to Govern: The Native Intelligence of Thabo Mbeki. Cape Town: STE 

Publishers.  
 
Silitshena, R M K 1982. Population movements and settlement patterns in contemporary Botswana, 

in R R Hitchcock and M R Smith, eds. Settlement in Botswana; Gaborone: Botswana 
Society. 

 
Silitshena, R M K 1990. The Tswana agro-town and rural economy in Botswana, in Baker, J ed., 

Small Town Africa: Studies in Rural Urban Interaction, Uppsala: Scandinavian Institute of 
African Studies. 

 
Tapela, T. N. 1988. Aspects of the growth and structure of pre-colonial African towns: The case of 

Kano in Nigeria. Geographical Education Magazine, 11/1. Harare: University of Zimbabwe. 
20-35 

 
Tapela, T. N. 1999. The informal retail landscape in former Homeland Towns: An assessment of the 

location and behaviour of informal enterprises in the Thohoyandou Business Area. In: U. J. 
Fairhurst, et. al. (eds.). Integrating Environment and Society: The Thohoyandou Environs; 
Pretoria: Universities of Pretoria and Venda Publication. pp 89-104. 

 
Tapela, T N. 2007; Managing tensions and forging creative synergies between indigenous and modern 

settlement planning concepts and practices: Lessons for the design and planning for 
sustainable settlements and built-forms in Southern Africa. Indilinga: African Journal of 
Indigenous Knowledge Systems; Volume 6(2): pp 102-116.  

 
Thompson, J 1996. Moving the indigenous knowledge debate forward? Development Policy Review 

Vol. 14; 105-112. 
 
van Binsbergen, W.M.J.  1999  'Mary's room : A case study on becoming a consumer in Francistown, 

Botswana' In: R. Fardon ; W.M.J.van Binsbergen ; R.A.van Dijk (eds.) Modernity on a 
shoestring : dimensions of globalization, consumption and development in Africa and beyond, 
Leiden: EIDOS, pp. 179-206, 

 
Yawitch, J 1981. Betterment: The Myth of Homeland Agriculture, Johannesburg: The South African 

Institute of Race Relations 



 39

Dual medium teaching in the Foundation Phase Post-graduate Certificate in 
Education programme at the University of KwaZulu-Natal 
  

Thabile A Mbatha  
University of KwaZulu-Natal 

 
Introduction 
 
Observations from student journals from the PGCE Foundation Phase IsiZulu Literacy class at the 

University of KwaZulu-Natal reveal that although students have gained conceptual and pedagogic 

understanding of mother tongue (MT) Literacy teaching they were greatly constrained when they 

got to the schools for teaching practice. In the schools where they were placed for their teaching 

practice they found certain teachers were very reluctant to teach literacy in the MT because of the 

demand for English. The teachers did not have clear conceptual understandings of the pedagogic 

importance in teaching literacy in the MT. The students also encountered contradictory attitudes 

whereby some teachers in schools had preference of the Dual medium approach in teaching literacy 

over MT instruction. However, the teachers’ understanding of the dual medium approach was also 

not congruent with the ideas of how dual medium instruction may be used in order to achieve 

optimal results. 

 
Background 
 
The PGCE Programme is a 1 year pre-service capping programme in the language of the HE 

Qualifications Framework of preparing teachers. The programme is very compacted but this is what 

the DoE has as one route to an initial teacher training in addition to the BEd. There are 3 core 

modules in the PGCE FP programme and 3 Learning Areas (Numeracy, literacy and Life Skills). 

The three core modules professional development of teachers, teaching approaches and methods. 

The core modules have a strong emphasis on School management and the design and construction 

of audiovisual resources and assessment. One of the three modules has a Unit dealing with language 

issues in South African classrooms very broadly.   

 

The 3 Learning Areas of the FP curriculum are the spaces where specific issues relating to teaching 

Literacy, Numeracy and Life Skills are taught in the FP. At UKZN so far 2 FP Learning Areas are 

taught in the dual medium approach, namely Life Skills and Literacy. Thus this paper is confined to 

the teaching of the IsiZulu Literacy module. However, FP specialisation took on the challenge of 

teaching in a dual medium with great enthusiasm.  
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2008 was the first year in which our Faculty of Education piloted the Foundation Phase Dual 

Medium specialization to PGCE students at UKZN. Two academics teach on the literacy module. I 

teach the module and I am multilingual in isiZulu, SiSwati and English My colleague is English 

speaking and is monolingual. We had separate isiZulu lessons and combined lessons taught in 

English. We had 23 isiZulu speaking students and 11 English home language students. The English 

home language students were not taught in a dual medium approach. At the end of the year we had 

an in house evaluation of the dual medium approach FP programme and noted some challenges and 

possible ways of addressing them. Effectively, the dual medium isiZulu literacy module was only 

taught to isiZulu speaking students. 11 students only attended the English class.  

 

Rationale 
 

The rationale of teaching in the dual medium and emphasized the importance of using the MT in 

education and especially in the FP. The NCS clearly states the MT is the medium of instruction in 

the FP in all 3 learning areas. The LiEP also promotes MT and policy framework. 

 

The definition of Dual medium approach 
 
As with the definition MTBBE the definition needs to be clarified. The following points are noted 

as important in defining the dual medium approach: 

• That the Dual medium approach is based on MT foundations 
• The dual medium must be a delayed strategy 
• Teachers are in favour of a 50/50 dual medium from Grade 1and so a definition should be 

clear that at the initial phase the MT is used and the additional language is introduced 
gradually. 

• The scaffolded dual medium is a better option. 
 
Aims of using the medium were explained to the students. In the first few meetings with the 

students we discussed the dual medium approach in PGCE FP programme and listened to how the 

students felt about it. The LiEP was briefly discussed as students were totally new into this field. 

IsiZulu speaking students were initially reluctant to be in an isiZulu literacy class. However, when 

the Head of School (HoS) explained the rationale and purpose behind this using the dual medium 

the students agreed.   

 

We discussed that Dual medium education approach as one of the ways in which we can – and must 

realize our LiEP. According to the NCS the mother tongue is compulsory in the Foundation Phase. 

The DoE (1997) works from the premise of maintaining the home language (s) while providing 
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access to and the effective acquisition of additional language(s). This route is viable approach 

towards multilingual education. Under-resoucng of schools, the lack of formal training of many 

primary school teachers and parent antipathy towards educational use of home language 

(Pluddemann 2002:49) were cited as circumstances mitigating against the use of the MT.  

 
I explained that the value of using the MT in grade R-3 followed by the use of 2 LoLTs later on 

would improve academic performance across the curriculum. Dual medium-education thus 

constitutes a strong programme for bilingualism and biliteracy. During the module action research 

was conducted to see the insights and understandings gained from using the dual medium approach. 

 

Theoretical Framework  
 
In defining literacy Gumperz cited by Bloch (2005:7) says, “Literacy refers to the ability to create 

and understand printed messages as well as to the changes that this ability brings about. Yet, at the 

same time, it connotes an assessment of the usefulness of this ability. We see that literacy cannot be 

judged apart from some understanding of the social circumstances and specific historic al traditions 

which affect the way this ability takes root in society. Bloch further says that in terms of early 

literacy learning, the various methods that tend to be broadly called behaviourist, skills- based or 

phonics methods fall under this autonomous model. This is the hegemonic model in Africa today – 

it involves us in talk about “spreading literacy” like a force of good, or “eradicating illiteracy” as if 

it was a disease or even “breaking the back of illiteracy” as if it were an evil. 

 
She argues that  

the emergent literacy or whole language perspective sees young children 
constructing their own literacy in personally useful and meaningful ways as part 
of developmental, personal, social and cultural learning processes. In the second 
half of the 20th Century, international research into early language and literacy 
learning undertaken in a range of disciplines led to revised and powerful 
understandings about how young children who grow up in literate settings come 
to be literate. (Bloch 2005:7) 

 
Gee (1990) and Street (1984,1996) are the prominent figures in New Literacy Studies’ approach. 

They conceptualise literacy not simply as a set of neutral, technical skills learnt in formal education, 

but as social practice, ‘implicated in power relations and embedded in cultural meanings and 

practices’ (Street 1996). Gee and Street give examples to illustrate that (a) there are many forms of 

literacy practices, that is, cultural ways of utilising written language and (b) that literacy practices 

are always embedded in ideological processes. Street (1996) makes the case for an ‘ideological’ 

model of literacy, which emphasizes literacy development in a local context, by stressing the effect 
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of the socialization process in the construction of the meaning of literacy for participants. He 

illustrates how literacy practices are encapsulated within internal and external structures of power 

and embedded in competing models and assumptions about reading and writing processes, which 

affect the manner in which new programmes are adopted or rejected.  

 
The “autonomous” and “Ideological” models of literacy.” According to the autonomous model, 

literacy is identified with being able to read and write formal expository, highly edited, content-

oriented, decontextualised and non-collaborative/individualized texts. The mastery of this form of 

literacy is assumed to be necessary for economic development, the development of bureaucratic 

institutions and government.  

 

The more widely entrenched “autonomous” model views literacy as being unconnected to any 

specific context. People can only use literacy once they have been taught the component technical 

skills. The assumption is that literacy by itself has transformative powers over people’s lives – such 

as enhancing the cognitive skills of poor people and improving their chances of getting work 

irrespective of the social and economic conditions that gave rise to their particular situation (Street 

2003). 

 

Street (1984) also says literacy is ideological because its meanings and practices emanate from a 

particular world view and from specific cultural practices. The ideological model view of literacy is 

one that sees reading and writing as embedded in social contexts, constitutive of social structures 

and linked to discourses of power and identity. It is far from being a mere technical skill, “it is 

embedded in social constructed epistemological principles,” and ways in which people address 

reading and writing are themselves rooted in conceptions of knowledge and identity. 

 

The “ideological” model, in contrast, sees literacy as social and cultural in nature and forming part 

of people’s daily life practices. People have multiple literacies rather than any one single literacy, 

and these are always “…varying according to time and space, but also contested in relations of 

power” (Street 2003). Skills are learned as you use them to do something personally meaningful 

and/or economically useful. The focus is on what people do with literacy from particular political 

and ideological positions rather than on what literacy can do for people. 

 
Bloch (2005) citing  (Wagner , and Jung and Ouane) explains that more recently, the ideological 

model, within which perspectives of ‘emergent’ literacy that deal specifically with literacy in early 
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childhood have come to be situated, has influenced discussion and practice in African development 

programmes and education for adults and children, in both formal and non-formal situations.  

 

Insights into learning literacy are sourced from Goodman and Goodman (2003) who says that … “ 

language is a personal-social intervention and thus we learn oral and written language in the same 

way. Peyton and Staton quoted by Bloch argue that”… the same dynamics that promote oral 

language development promote writing development, for they are the dynamics that promote 

learning.  

 

Street and Gee debunk the ‘literacy myth’, which emphasises the oral-literate divide and assumes 

that reading and writing necessarily lead to higher order cognitive abilities and that greater levels of 

literacy acquisition will necessarily lead to greater empowerment and social standing for 

individuals, and to economic growth and development for the society. 

 

Literature review 
 
Studies conducted on methods of teaching reading 
 
Diane McGuinness (2005) says research that seek to find the link between speech and perception 

and speech production involve artificial, highly controlled tasks where the child had to engage in 

equally artificial types of behaviour, such as repeating odd phrases, don’t measure what young 

children can do in more realistic situations, where tasks require normal, spontaneous behaviour.  

Metalinguistic ability is measured by aptitudes such as being able to segment sentences into words, 

segment words into syllables and phonemes, detect structural ambiguities, judge syntactic 

appropriateness of sentences and so forth. McGuinness says that there is an unresolved issue that 

phoneme and phonological awareness doesn’t really matter. This has to do with the fact that 

performance on phoneme awareness test is highly correlated to subsequent reading skill in normal 

children in English speaking countries, even if it isn’t in Italy or Austria (2005:131). 

 

McGuinness writes that  
Reading researchers have failed to take into account the impact of the home 
environment, the kinds of preliteracy skills taught at home or in pre-school, and 
the type of reading instruction the child received. She says critical 
environmental factors continue to be ignored even when there is abundant and 
consistent evidence of their importance. Home instruction in letter-sound 
correspondences is a major contributor in early reading success, yet this hasn’t 
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been accounted for or controlled, even though we have know this for a decade. 
(2005:410) 

McGuinness decries that this has led to a strange situation in which research on language 

development provides a truer test of the theories of reading acquisition than the research purported 

to test those theories. Research on reading has been guided by false assumptions and deductive 

models that led to a misdirected focus. The emphasis has been on children on reading problems 

with the goal of finding out what’s wrong with them. The emphasis is underpinned by a belief that 

the deficiency is in the child and not in the environment. 

 
What is phonemic and phonological awareness and does it matter? 
 
Furthermore, McGuiness says that research conducted on teaching reading using the theory of 

phonemic awareness indicates that researchers between 1974 and 1990 showed that that phoneme 

awareness was highly correlated to reading skill and that syllable and word awareness were not. 

McGuiness poses a question why do some children “get it” – that phonemes are what we use for 

decoding our writing system – and sail away at reading and spelling, yet other children don’t, 

despite the same inappropriate (2005:131). The reasons are varied: 

• Children may have different degrees of talent for hearing phonemes or “letter sounds” and 
phoneme sequences. 

• Some children were taught phonemes or “letter sounds” by mom. 
• Some children figured out by chance that phonemes matter, but others didn’t. 
• Some children are so misled by their reading instruction, despite a talent for hearing 

phonemes, that they knew this was relevant. 
McGuinnees concludes that the emphasis on phonological development and reading skill, while 

important initially to redirect the focus away from visual models of reading is like a genie that 

escaped from the bottle, went out of control, and gobbled up the reading landscape. The central 

platform of the theory – that awareness phonological units “develops” and becomes “explicit” in a 

specific sequence of time – is not supported by the data. 

 

The top down approach to teaching reading 
 
The top down approach and whole language approach arose out of criticisms of the bottom-up 

approach towards teaching reading which mainly used behaviorist teaching methods of reading that 

emphasized beginning with learning to read by phonics and moving on to words and sentences and 

later meaning making. The top down approach is a reading approach that emphasizes on meaning 

making. It holds that it is important for a reader to have a global idea of the text and there after that 

the reader can move on to understanding the structure. While reading the text the reader will bring 

his/her own attitude, emotions and past knowledge known as the schemata to his/her overall 
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understanding of the text. Schemata allow us to relate to incoming knowledge through already 

existing information. Children are born knowledgeable, they are not ‘blank slates’ and so educators 

should note that when teaching reading so that they use the top-down approach. The top down 

approach focuses on meaning of a text and the concept of ‘meaning’ in turn states that learners will 

bring their existing knowledge into whatever they read. Thus it is important to teach reading with 

materials that are authentic, updated and relevant for learners. 

 

The top down approach was formed out of the recognition of the importance of recognition of the 

socio-cultural and psycholinguistic factors that affect language learning and reading. This approach 

informs teachers to select reading materials that are relevant for learners so that learners have an 

opportunity to bring existing knowledge into the reading process and so that they do not need to 

struggle to construct new knowledge from what they are reading if it irrelevant to them. If there is a 

huge gap between the reader’s knowledge and the writer’s knowledge, the learner will find it 

difficult to read in between the lines and to understand the overall meaning of the text. 

 

Cummins’ Developmental Interdependence hypothesis 
 
Cummins proposed the ‘Developmental Interdependence hypothesis’ (Cummins 1978 cited in 

Baker 1996:151) whereby language learners develop a ‘common underlying proficiency’ for two or 

more languages, and transference takes place from the academic skills learned in one language to 

another. Similarly literacy skills acquired in the mother tongue transfer across languages (Baker 

1996:151–161). 

 

Research also suggests that learning a second or third language at a younger age does not imply 

more or less successful or efficient learning than when it happens at an older age - it appears that 

with the additional language learning process, a similar developmental sequence occurs with 

younger and older children and that many factors contribute to language learning. The one 

exception to this seems to be that pronunciation and accent are learnt more easily and authentically 

at a younger age. Also the speed of learning an additional language “…is not necessarily related to 

the amount of exposure to that language, especially when that exposure to the second language 

comes at the expense of the development of the first language” (Dutcher 1995).  
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Methodology 
 
The introduction of a dual medium and its use in the FP programme and was accompanied by action 

research conducted in order to find out what the knowledge of teachers about the language used in 

grade 1 and their understanding of Foundations of learning programme in the NCS and its emphasis 

on literacy. Action research is contextualized within interpretive paradigm of research and can be 

both quantitative and qualitative. The method of data collection was interviews whereby FP isiZulu 

literacy student teachers were the data collectors. I assigned 23 isiZulu speaking students during 

teaching practice to interview their mentors and to record the responses in a questionnaire about 

teaching literacy and using isiZulu in the FP. A questionnaire was provided to be used as an 

interview schedule. 14 returned information. Selected questions are analysed below: 

 

The interview questions comprised questions were: 
 

• What is/are the HL(s) of learners? 
• What is/are the Language (s) that teachers use in their classrooms to teach Literacy in the 

FP and reasons? 
• What are the teachers understanding of using two languages in the FP? 
• What are the challenges of teaching Literacy faced by FP teachers in schools using isiZulu 

a LoLT? 
 
Findings 
 

Language (s) used by the teachers in their classrooms  
13 out of 14 reported that learners in their classes were IsiZulu MT speakers and teachers use the ff. 
languages to teach literacy 

• (7) = Zulu and English equally  
• (2) = Zulu 70% and English 30%  
• (4) = Zulu only 
• (1) = No answer  
• N=14 

 
 Reasons why teachers use IsiZulu and English 50:50 ratio in the Foundation Phase 
 
Respondents indicated that teachers were using IsiZulu and English equally because:  

• both languages are important.  
• no language should be better than the other. 
• it would be difficult to communicate with other people who live in KwaZulu-Natal if Zulu 

only was used because there are those who do not know isiZulu. 
• if a child learnt both languages it might help him/her in upper classes.  
• it is for the good of the child to know at least two languages. 

Reasons had nothing to do with developing literacy. The importance MT literacy needs to be a clear 
priority. 
 
Reasons why teachers use IsiZulu & English on a 70:30 ratio 
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• Because the child’s mother tongue should not be allowed to die.  
• A learner needs to know more about his/her own language and should not discard his/her 

own language.  
No clear rationale apart from ensuring the survival of isiZulu. This shows a limited understanding 

of using isiZulu.  

 

Reasons why teachers use IsiZulu only 
 

• Because it is important that when a child starts school it he/she first learn his/her language.  
• Because it is easier to learn another language by comparing them with the mother tongue.  
• It is the way learning takes place.  
• It is good for children to be taught in their mother tongue so that they may value their 

language. 
This was clearly a pedagogic reason which needs to be natured and extended in ACE & NPDE 
programmes. But this was only a few (4) teachers with this understanding. 

 
Benefits of using isiZulu for teaching reading and writing in the FP 
 
# 8: Kungayilimaza ingane ukuthi ifunde ngesiZulu kuphela ngoba kufanele ixhumane nabanye 
abantu. It would disadvantage the child if she learns to read only because he/she needs to 
communicate with people who do not speak another language 

 
• Finding shows that the long term goals supersede goals of teaching literacy in the FP 
• The FP is a time of teaching to read and write for the purpose of learning the literacy skill. 
• Research suggests that learning a. L2 at a younger age does not imply more or less 

successful learning than when it happens at an older age. 
• Reaching learners literacy in an additional language prematurely is very detrimental. 
• Children should learn an additional language will be considered when learners are ready to 

learn an additional language. 
  
 

Benefits of using isiZulu and English for teaching reading and writing in the Foundation 
Phase  
 
• University Education is offered in English 
• To end the need for translators 
• Communication in the workplace 
# 5: Noma ekhuluma kahle isiNgisi kuhle asazi naso isiZulu ngoba uma esebenza uzozidinga 
zombili lezilimi. Akekho umuntu ozolokhu etolika.  
# 5:  Even if someone speaks English well he/she needs to know isiZulu too because in the 
workplace both languages will be needed. No one is going to translate for him/her. 
# 12: Umntwana uba yingcweti ngoba yizona zilimi ezisetshenziswa kakhulu lapha KwaZulu-
Natali ezindaweni zokusebenza ngisho nasemphakathini uqobo. 
#12: The child will become a language expert because are the languages predominantly used 
in KwaZulu-Natal. 

  
 Benefits of using Zulu and English for teaching reading and writing in the Foundation Phase.  
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Respondents indicated among other things that; 
# 14: A learner who knows many languages can use them to compare the structure of the two 
languages (#14)Umfundi ukhula azi okuningi ngezilimi nanokuthi akwazi) 
 ukuqhathanisa indlela ulimi olwakheka ngayo kuzo zombili izilimi.  
It my understanding that the FP is not primarily concerned with comparison of language structures 

but should be mainly concerned with teaching learners how to read and write. The preservation of 

the Zulu language is the key thing in the FP. IsiZulu does not cause confusion as other people might 

think. The teachers in schools understanding was language correctness and preservation of isiZulu. 

To minimize learners’ educational problems individual gains from the use of two languages reasons 

need further exploration with teachers. 

 
 Challenges faced by teachers when teaching reading and writing in isiZulu in the Foundation 
Phase 
 
The following responses were identified: 
There are parents who do not want their children to be taught isiZulu who say it is unimportant) 
# 4 said: (Emphakathini kunabazali abangathandi ukuthi izingane zabo zifundiswe isiZulu 
abacabanga ukuthi isiZulu asibalukekile.) 
 
Teachers in the cohort had accepted what the parents wanted but did not explain that it was 

detrimental to the children’s education. Parents and teachers tend to focus on the expected end point 

at the beginning of schooling (FP) rather than understanding how children should get there. In 

addition to the teachers and parents understandings, 

• Lack of study materials 
• Preference of the Dual medium approach in the FP over MT instruction? 
• Numeracy is taught by a monolingual English speaking academic – so we need intervention 

in that area were added problems. 
 
Ways of addressing the challenges teaching reading and writing in the Foundation Phase 
 
(i) Training of bilingual teachers 

The respondents in the study strongly argued that the training of qualified bilingual teachers was a 

way of resolving the challenges stated in the preceding section. The reason was that teachers who 

are able to teach learners in their mother tongue or first language were going to ease the problems of 

associated with reading and writing in the foundation phase. This reiterates the view that Additive 

Bilingualism is an amenable approach to resolving reading problems, all other things being equal. 

Bilingual teachers are an invaluable assert because they can teach in two languages. Dual medium 

education and additive bilingualism add to raising the status of isiZulu by making isiZulu a 

language that can facilitate the acquisition of literacy skills. 
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(ii) Provision of isiZulu learning materials 

The challenge of the lack of learning materials may be addressed through a concerted effort 

between the Department of Education and publishers. The Department of Education (DoE) must 

invite local publishers to publish teaching materials in isiZulu and support schools in acquiring 

those materials in isiZulu and other South African languages. Study materials need to be translated 

through SANTED Funding. 

 

(iii) Correcting the misunderstanding that the dual medium approach can replace MT Literacy. 

Workshops for teachers on MT literacy instruction and campaigns in the province in partnership 

with the KZN Education Department 

 

Conclusion: 
 
What is lost when learners use English exclusively? 

The hegemony of English results in a child not accessing literacy is isiZulu, isiXhosa, Afrikaans or 

any other Home language. In the South African context it very clear that the lack of MT literacy has 

compromised learners in ways that have led to low reading among learners in levels of learning 

including tertiary education. The lack of a solid foundation levels in MT literacy is detrimental for 

learners’ future reading ability. Applied linguists such as Skuttnab-Kangas (1988, 2000), and 

Phillipson (1992) elaborate on the hegemony of English and say it results in ‘linguicism’. The 

participants in the study pointed out that if a language was not used in domains that have a high 

status the language may not be accepted. For example, as long as English is the only language in 

South Africa that gives access to better jobs and contributes towards social mobility many parents 

will opt for English. Research conducted cited in Mbatha (2003:229) shows that parents were not at 

all bothered about the losses suffered by their children as long they become proficient in English. 

Parents have made an unconditional acceptance of the view that on English can give their children 

access to better quality education. This unconditional acceptance of English has led to the notion of 

‘linguicism’ which perpetuate inequality and retention of the status quo (Mbatha 2003:249). 

 
A list of acronyms 
 
UKZN: University of KwaZulu-Natal 
KZN: KwaZulu-Natal  
FP: Foundation Phase 
DoE: Department of Education 
PGCE: Post-Graduate Certificate in Education 
MT: Mother tongue 
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SANTED: The South African-Norwegian Tertiary Education Development Programme 
ACE : Advanced Certificate in Education 
NPDE: National Diploma in Education 
L2: Second language or additional language 
NCS: National Curriculum  Statement 
LoLTs: Languages of learning and Teaching 
LiEP: Language in Education Policy 
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Professional development through reflective evaluation 
 

Rejoice Nsibande & James Garraway 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology 

 
 
Introduction  
 
Being reflective about one’s practice is widely used and accepted in Higher Education as an 

approach to curriculum evaluation.  But are all university practitioners equally able to reflect on 

their teaching?  What constrains or enables their reflection? These are the questions we attempt to 

answer to answer in paper.  

 

This formative evaluation project was conducted in a university of technology. Such universities, 

being concerned with the delivery of tertiary vocational knowledge place much emphasis on 

lecturers’ workplace knowledge and experience. Lecturers’ teaching and general curriculum 

artefacts were evaluated by the authors and developmental suggestions were then put forward to 

these lecturers in the form of a report. The focus of the paper is on lecturers differential responses to 

developmental suggestions. The research attempts to develop a better understanding of resistance 

versus willing development in the academic world. Two issues of significance regarding Universitiy 

of Technology disciplines are pertinent to this study: a) The predominance of work rather than 

academic practitioners as lecturers and b) the often procedural nature of technological subjects. 

 

The evaluation project drew strongly on the concept of ‘reflective practitioner’ (Schon, 1991; 

Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999 and Day, 1999) as a model for academic development. Broadly 

speaking, if lecturers are encouraged and provided space for reflection on their practice they would 

be able to mobilise disciplinary and pedagogic knowledge in order to implement productive change.   

 

Four in-depth formative evaluations of subjects were conducted which form the empirical base for 

the research. Of these two were involuntarily and one was voluntarily undertaken in that individual 

staff members requested help from the Centre for Higher Education Development at our university 

(Fundani Centre). One evaluation was semi-voluntary in that teaching staff were aware of difficulty, 

had already attempted to understand the nature of the difficulty and were keen for evaluation, 

though the project was initially requested via the HoD.  
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The first two evaluations were requested by the HoDs in response to poor marks reviews from two 

subjects, rather than from the subject teachers themselves. In marks reviews lecturers whose 

students have underachieved are called to task by the HoD or Dean and asked to explain student’s 

poor results and to come up with ways to improve student marks. For each subject reasons for poor 

performance were put forward and changes that may need to be made suggested. Typically, poor 

performance was attributed to under-preparedness of students to study in those fields or poor 

attitudes to learning such as laziness and non-attendance in class. Many of the changes suggested 

were punitive in nature, such as more spot tests to ensure attendance or a mark for attendance. 

Others involved the addition of extra tutorials or more notes on the subject. Not one presentation 

suggested the need to change teaching approaches or the content and structure of the curriculum. It 

was then suggested that staff need to think more deeply about their practices.  

 

As academic developers the ‘marks review of at risk subjects’ is problematic in terms of the  

positioning of heads of departments and lecturers in the marks review. The review is presented to 

the Dean, quality manager and other heads in faculty management and is thus something of an 

official review of performance. Given the generally increased role of performance management and 

the audit culture in higher education generally, staff are likely to experience marks review as a form 

of surveillance.  

 

Theoretical perspectives: Reflection, Pedagogic Recontextualisation and Pedagogic Content 

Knowledge 

  

In the last ten years or so higher education in the western world has experienced an unprecedented 

increase in managerial practices focussing on issues such as ‘efficiency’, cost-effectiveness and 

outputs. The sector has generally been required to be more responsive to the needs of society and 

particularly industry than was the case in the past and this has often been viewed as an erosion of 

the concept of academic freedom (Marginson, 2007). The tension has also expressed itself through a 

developing culture of quality management which has been seen as in opposition to quality 

development and its corollary of developing the reflective practitioner (Trowler, 200?).  

 

 Reflection as strategy for professional development 
 
Drawing on Schon (1991) and Pavlovich (2007) it could be argued that practitioners need to reflect 

on their work as a way of ensuring that they are accountable to their students’ learning. In reflecting 
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on practice practitioners attempt to understand what worked and what went wrong in order to begin 

to design proper interventions. According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999: 250), practitioners 

learn when they have the opportunity to reflect on their practice as they “…deepen their own 

knowledge and expertise as makers of wise judgements and designers of rich learning interactions 

in the classroom.” However, to simply relate reflection to learning about practice downplays the 

critical factors that could impact positively or negatively to a reflection process. Drawing on the 

work of Boud and Walker (1998) and McAlpine et al (2004) the context in which reflections are 

conducted is very crucial if the process is going to be a means to develop practice. The argument 

here is that the context, be it cultural, social or political, can enhance or impact negatively on 

meaningful and in-depth reflections. In a situation where the context is not conducive for reflection 

there is always a tendency for those reflecting “…to censor their reflections so much that they will 

fail to engage with their felt experience and avoid learning.”  (Boud and Walker,1998:3). This 

means any reflection process should pay attention to context; there should be an attempt to ensure 

that it is one that encourages reflection rather than hinders it.  

 

Pedagogical content knowledge  

 

The notion that reflection is a linear and unproblematic activity functions on the premise that all 

practitioners have professional knowledge which they could use to engage meaningfully in 

reflective processes. McAlpine et al (2004) contend that the nature of reflective thinking is such that 

it may lead to serious questioning and critical thinking as a way of challenging assumptions related 

to practice and how it is conducted. This requires in depth, philosophical understanding of subject 

matter and practice as it is this cultural capital that is used as a tool to critically look into 

experience. Hence the practitioner need to have a certain understanding of his practice or subject to 

be able to draw on its rules and criteria to begin to critically look into what is being done and how.  

 

Pedagogical content knowledge (Schulman, 1991, 1987, 1986) refers broadly to deep knowledge 

(comprehension) of the field that in turn would enable a lecturer to construct productive ways of 

teaching. Comprehension involves knowing the field with sufficient depth so that there are 

resources which can be brought to bear to adapt what has been originally learnt to new situations.  

 

Initial knowledge – comprehension – is the starting point for further transformations of knowledge. 

Comprehension is more than procedural knowledge but involves understanding the underlying 

theory, concepts and rules of the discipline. This in turn involves being able to understand the 
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knowledge from a variety of perspectives. Comprehension is followed by pedagogic transformation 

in which knowledge is selected, re-represented and tailored to student needs.  

 

Where comprehension is limited, sometimes to the work experiences of the lecturer concerned, the 

next stage, transformation to pedagogic knowledge, becomes difficult, as do the subsequent stages 

of designing assessment for learning, and evaluating and changing the teaching approach. Teaching 

may be restricted to the transmission of and practice with procedures. Once the pedagogic 

knowledge is delivered in the classroom then staff, in Shulman’s model, go through a reflective 

cycle culminating in new comprehension. 

 

The process of abstraction and theoretical generalisation by individuals can also be seen within the 

larger context of creating a discipline. Where a discipline has been around for many years there is 

usually a large body of knowledge in research and texts associated with it. This can be contrasted 

with more emergent disciplines where theory formation is less fully developed and the possibility of 

‘comprehension’ (In Schulman’s sense) is limited. Many of the subjects taught in the universities of 

technology are of this emergent nature (for example, ‘production, organisation and control’) and 

staff find it difficult to pedagogicise them as there is insufficient base knowledge ‘out there’.  

 

Pedagogical recontextualisation 

 

Pedagogic recontextualisation refers to the transformation of knowledge from elsewhere into the 

academic teaching world. In universities of technology the nature of the curriculum is somewhat 

different and more complex than those of the traditional universities. 

 

Barnett (2004), drawing on the work of basil Bernstein, distinguished between the development of a 

traditional university curriculum (such as chemistry, psychology or English literature) and the 

vocational curriculum. In the former bodies of knowledge developed through research and manifest 

in research papers and books are recontextualised as a university subject; this involves the 

organisation of knowledge as a theoretical construct separate from other bodies of knowledge with 

rules as to what constitutes this knowledge. This separation denotes the power of the subject as 

access is only through the acquisition of the rules, which may be differentially possible dependent 

on social group. This ‘classification’ of the subject is then performed as a series of teaching and 

learning activities which constitute who has control of the subject; either teacher or learner. In 
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Barnett’s model for the development of the vocational curriculum there are two extra stages of 

recontextualisation to that of the academic curriculum. Firstly, before there can be any pedagogic 

recontextualisation, there is the initial stage of selection of relevant material from a number of 

different bodies of knowledge according to the nature of the work field. Only once the selection has 

been done can there be pedagogicisation of the knowledge fragments to construct a teaching 

subject. Secondly, typical ways of doing in the relevant work field also need to be pedagogicised. In 

the health field, for example, practices such as ethical behaviour towards patients and typical 

infection control procedures also need to be pedagogicised.   

 

The distinctions between the development of the traditional academic and the vocational curriculum 

are important in our work for two main reasons. Firstly, vocational curricula, being drawn from a 

number of traditional disciplines, may lack a strong and coherent theoretical structure supported by 

research papers and academic textbooks. They may rather be a collection of parts which lack clear 

guiding theories, rules for knowledge development and clear delineation from other vocational 

subjects and are hence weakly classified (Bernstein, 1999). Weakly classified subjects are difficult 

to make into teaching subjects because there are no clear rules as to what does and does not count as 

knowledge; they may tend towards the teaching of procedures rather than more abstract theoretical 

knowledge.  Where procedures predominate, framing is strong as there is only one way to do things. 

Thus the very structure of the vocational curriculum, along with lecturers’ limited pedagogic 

content knowledge, may mitigate against the lecturer taking appropriate pedagogic action.  

 

Under such circumstances the body of knowledge to be taught has some characteristics of 

Bernstein’s (1999) horizontal knowledge structure rather than vertical structure more typically 

associated with theoretically underpinned subject matter. Teaching may be restricted to the practice 

and transmission of procedures. Such procedures may be partially abstracted in codified form (e.g. 

manuals) but may be limited to what Sannino (2008) calls ‘empirical abstractions’. Such 

abstractions tend to be limited to steps or descriptions and lack the power of theoretical abstractions 

which, through the incorporation of conceptual knowledge, make it possible for users to transform 

prior experiences into new contexts.  

 
Methodology and Process 
 
The evaluation team consisted of four academic development professionals who were not subject 

experts and were unknown to the students. An important part of our work was the formative 

dimension of the evaluations thus a developmental approach that foregrounded collaborative 
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reflection processes between the target staff and the academic development professionals was 

adopted. The intention was to create an environment of trust so that a safe space for reflection could 

be built. The involvement of staff whose subjects were evaluated was crucial if the process was to 

achieve its developmental focus.  

 

Sampling    
 
The evaluations were conducted with 4 subject lecturers and their students in 4 different 

departments as reflected below.  

 

Case study  Field  Nature of the discipline  
Undertaken as part of marks review processes (involuntarily)  
A Engineering  Theoretical, hard- applied 
B Management Procedural, soft-applied  
Semi-voluntary 
C Health Theoretical and procedural 

consisting of both soft and hard 
applied knowledge.   

Voluntarily undertaken by staff 
D Engineering  Theoretical, hard- applied 
 
The nature of the discipline is drawn from Becher and Trowler’s ( 2001) classification.  All subjects 

are functional and purposeful (the applied part). ‘Hard’ refers to more technical subject whose 

object is to understand products and techniques. ‘Soft’ is more procedural referring to the 

understanding of people’s actions and is thus more procedural in nature.  

 

In subjects A and B the subject lecturers had undergone a marks review with the faculty owing to 

the class average falling below a pre-determined cut-off point. The evaluations were organised with 

the Centre for higher Education and Development (CHED) through the relevant heads of 

departments. Staff  themselves were not particularly keen on nor interested in the evaluation 

process. In subject C the process was slightly different. Staff as a group had already indicated 

concern with a particular subject, and had attempted to investigate reasons for high failure by giving 

a students questionnaire. Although the subject had not been formally earmarked for a subject 

review, concern about the high failure rate had been expressed by the HoD and other senior staff in 

the department. It was within this context that the CHED was asked to come in and perform an 

evaluation.  
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In the case of subject D the subject had been through a marks review but the request for evaluation 

had come from the lecturer concerned and not from the head of Department. The lecturer was 

concerned that students were responding poorly to a more learner centred approach to teaching 

which he was adopting.  

 

Process of the evaluations 
 
Using qualitative research tools, we evaluated the courses from a number of different directions, 

which are outlined in the diagram below (fig 1).   

 

Research evaluation methods

Staff interviews
Problems?

What do you 
Want? 

Lectures & 
Professional 

Dialogues
Nsibande 2006

Materials
Text, notes, tests,

Feedback

Discursive access,
Fog index etc. 

Student interviews
SGID

Discursive & 
Reflective 

Smuts, 1996

T & L 
recommendations

HE
Theory 

 
 
Figure 1: Evaluation methods 
 
We first had meetings with the staff who teach the subject being evaluated to ascertain issues 

contributing to poor performance of students. This was to facilitate a process where the research 

was addressing issues that teaching staff saw as crucial rather than issues of interest to us (Patton, 

2002). In addition, we were at pains to present the project as one of enhancement rather than 

surveillance, and to indicate to staff what benefits could accrue to them from the evaluation project.  

 

Staff interviews were followed by small group instructional diagnosis (SGID) interviews with the 

whole class (Smuts, 2003; Creed, 1997). In SGID students are organised into small groups and were 
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given four broad questions:  What did you like about the course? What did you find difficult? What 

changes would you recommend? What do you think your role as a learner should be? Each group 

was tasked to come up with three main, evidentially-based points to each question and to present 

these points to the other students. In their small groups and in presentation there is much discussion 

and modification of the original points. As facilitators we could also ask questions from issues 

raised in the staff interviews.  

 

We then observed and recorded lectures presented by each of the lecturers. Lecturers who agreed to 

have their lessons recorded were not very comfortable with the process, thus only one lesson from 

each of the departments was recorded. We were aware that we had gathered insufficient data to 

make sound judgments on how lecturers taught but it was a good base to create a platform for the 

reflection process.  

 

Video-recorded lessons were used in two ways. Firstly, the evaluators reviewed them to get a ‘feel’ 

of how students were taught and what they were doing during the teaching. Secondly, they were 

used as a tool to stimulate reflective discussions between the evaluator and the lecturers, a form of 

‘professional dialogue’ (Nsibande, 2007). Staff were asked to point out what they were doing at 

particular points and why they were doing it this way. The review was done informally and 

individually.  

 

Materials (textbooks, notes etc.) were also examined for their usability, particularly if this was an 

issue raised by students or staff in the interviews.  

 

The evaluation team then discussed the findings and categorised them into broad problem areas 

such as ‘textbook unusable’, ‘lectures too long and boring’ or ‘students struggle to understand new 

problems’. Using our combined knowledge of higher education practices we then adapted theory to 

the particular contexts we were examining in order to create a set of recommendations for changing 

teaching. Once put together as a proto-report the recommendations were distributed to the lecturers 

involved for their comments. We found the comments often quite superficial; being more of the 

nature of factual corrections thus there was little change to the reports at this stage. Based on 

lecturer comments, a final report was constructed and forwarded to the lecturers and where they 

were involved, to the HoDs.    
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The final report was then transformed into an implementation and reporting plan which was 

discussed in a forum consisting of subject lecturers, HoDs (where involved) and us as the evaluation 

team.  

 

Data analysis 
 
Data analysis involved identifying trends in staff’s responses and the extent to which staff began to 

work towards professional development, even in the smallest way.   Once data was collected, it was 

systematically organized into units of meaning and then summarised into thematic patterns 

(Henning, 1997 and Patton, 2002). The themes are used to present and analyse the data in the next 

section of the paper.   

 

Staff responses to the evaluation  
 
Involuntary marks review subjects A, B 
 
In the course of doing the evaluations we experienced much unhappiness from staff about the 

process. Even though we perceived the evaluation process as open and helpful it was clear to us that 

it was being perceived quite differently by staff. However, there were sharp differences between 

subjects A and B. 

 

In subjects B the evaluation process was one which they perceived as unfairly targeting them, often 

leading to quite extreme emotional discomfort. The emotional state of the lecturers, especially when 

they got to reviewing their lessons in the professional dialogue, was a problem. This phase of data 

collection was met with resistance and delay but even more problematic were the negative emotions 

that engulfed the lecturers. It was difficult to try to affirm the individuals so that they could begin to 

think about their practice. Generally we found staff to be protective about their current practices and 

hence resistant to change.  

 
I have asked myself time and again, why me? And what have I done wrong? I am honestly 
trying to do my work… but it seems no matter how hard I try I am always seen as doing 
nothing…. students are not doing their work and now we are to blame [Lecturer W1]. 

 
A further vignette with another staff member during a discussion of the report also illustrates 

protectionism. In this vignette one of the evaluators is responding to student comments that the 

classroom exercises are not very challenging, which was corroborated by our own observations of 
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the lecture. During the lecture students do a workplace-like calculation in the lecture so as to 

operationalise what has been taught (which is in itself commendable):  

 
James: You could try to structure the activity on the workplace such that it is more 
of a learning activity, so students need to think more. 
Lecturer2: Yes I always do that 
James: What about … you could set the scenarios such that they are not easy but 
rather encourage students to struggle with concepts and think further 
Lecturer2: I always make sure there is something missing, they have to come back 
to me to ask… 
Rejoice: What if they do not ask any questions? 
Lecturer 2: They always do and I encourage them to….   

 
 
In subject A the lecturers discomfort was evident even though she was  relatively experienced 
teacher:: 

 
Why is the evaluation not done on the other campus as students’ performance there is worse 
than ours? I feel like I am being set up, examined and criticised. 

 
In subject A again, in one instance we came through strongly supporting formative peer marking as 

providing a richer learning experience for students. One staff member’s initial response was 

negative as she was familiar with the technique and, in her experience it had not been very 

successful. The staff member later came around to the idea of peer marking and supported its 

development but only after becoming aware that what was being proposed was quite different from 

her understanding. Perhaps crucially, coming through time and interaction with the evaluators, to 

understand the educational theory underpinning peer marking.  

 
Semi-voluntary lecturer and HoD motivated evaluations  - C 
 
In subject C, a health subject, staff were sometimes quite dismissive or hostile towards the 

evaluators as evidenced by this comment on the process from a lecturer during a professional 

dialogue:  

 
I think we should stop now, I am sure you have got enough to write your report. 

 
Staff again seemed to be protective about their practices, sometimes performing for the evaluators 

to indicate that they were engaging in ‘good’ teaching practices. This was twice picked up by us in 

two of the three lecturers videoed and once strongly pointed out to us by one of the students in the 

lecture, in response to the lecturers referral to the instructional video they had watched, who 

whispered this to the evaluator:   
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What you see here is nonsense, she usually talk so soft we couldn’t even hear her. Most of us did 
not see the video [only two students watched it] because on our roster we are supposed to be 
doing …and when we come it is …that is the reason we are marked absent all the time.  

 

Protectionism became even more strongly evident as we talked to staff about what we had learnt 

about their practices and attempted to make suggestions as to how they could improve. Staff found 

it extremely difficult to engage with other ways of doing.  

 

The bulk of the problems experienced by staff were ascribed to the poor quality and attitudes of 

students which, staff felt, were forced on them by government and institutional policy rather than 

chosen by them. Staff did not necessarily see any reason to change their own practices as, in their 

own words ‘they had been teaching like this for years’. Despite this, there was an attempt to get to 

the bottom of poor performance generally through the use of questionnaires. Issues such as students 

not preparing for tests were raised by the questionnaires but staff were at a loss as to how to 

respond, hence the request for external evaluation. 

 

Voluntary evaluations – D 
 
Even though we as evaluators attempted to censor our critique (the student responses were 

sometimes quite negative) the lecturer was keen to see the real criticism from students. This was 

important to him as he ‘knew that students were having difficulty but were not always able to say 

so’ and that he ‘needed to know what they were saying’. 

 

During a discussion with the evaluators (J1 and J2) the lecturer was willing to look not only at what 

students were doing but also what he was doing and how. While others tended to dwell on how 

students were a problem, he did not avoid looking critically at his own practices, for example:   

J1: coming out of the SGID is that students feel insecure because they are not doing the 
same sorts of practices they experience in other classes…the issue is how to introduce 
innovation to enhance learning in a gradual sense so that students can see the benefits.  
D: partly because they are used to lessons that are prepared, very structured, very ordered 
and keeping to time whereas here it’s different. I am completely flexible to allow them to 
participate and contribute to their learning.  
J1: they value that however, they are concerned about how they will be assessed  
D: yah they are not particularly being guided…  
J2: they need a clear road map of what will happen and why. As a lecturer you   

 have a clear sense why you do things in a particular way and assume students will  
 pick it up.  

D: that is one problem I recognise, I do not give them adequate road map in the beginning 
and I do not structure my time properly… free flowing form of class  
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J2: may be they need more practice in writing 
 

Further examples backed up the view that this lecturer was both able and willing to respond to 

changes, and also had a repertoire of pedagogical knowledge in the field to implement changes. 

J1: even though the innovative methods are brilliant for encouraging students to participate 
and control their learning, it would seem they are struggling here 
D: the other issue is that I really need to appreciate is the time factor. From my class 
students go to attend other classes and I get to see them in the following week. In my mind 
everything is still in order yet the students have completely forgotten then my technique 
fails in that sense … 

 
Even though the discussion did not go deeply into the nature of the subject but focussed on issues 

around pedagogy, the lecturer still opened himself up to critically look into the processes he puts in 

place to encourage and support students’ learning. This gave him a lens to view his practice and 

appreciate what works and what needs to be modified.    

 

Discussion  
 
One only has to think of being put through the process of evaluation to ‘feel’ some sense of 

discomfort, so perhaps staff responses are fairly normal. In the four cases examined here staff 

members were experienced mature lecturers and we would expect that they would have fairly strong 

identities as teachers within their disciplines. We were aware that to evaluate and suggest change 

may position lecturers as novices or something more like their students, at least in the field of 

pedagogy (Trowler and Cooper, 2002). However, where staff had already perceived there to be a 

problem and had taken some reflective -based action towards this problem, as was the case in D, 

then being able to take on and reflect further about teaching is made easier. But only, we believe, 

where the staff member has sufficient PCK to do this.  

 

We did not want the evaluations to be something extra to what was already being done in the 

faculty but rather, as an improvement on what was already happening formally in faculty. Thus we 

chose to attach the evaluations to already existing faculty and departmental procedures, including 

the formal marks review. In so doing we believed that we could make the review more 

academically sound and contribute to academic development through helping staff in a directed 

fashion. We failed, however, to understand the marks review as a generally perceived punitive 

exercise that positions staff as having done something wrong which needs to be corrected. The 

formative evaluations, through being attached to the reviews, were thus viewed, we believed, as a 
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coercive and correctional measure to improve on a defect by some staff, rather than as 

developmental.  

 

In addition to the already existent marks review process we fell into the trap raised in Sue Clegg’s 

Think-Piece (2008: 3) that Academic Development practitioners ‘can find themselves positioned 

precariously between senior academic management and academic staff.’ In a sense, managerial and 

academic development issues are likely to be at odds with one another. Rather than being 

understood by staff as an opportunity for self development the evaluation was seen as punitive in 

that it revealed staff’s weaknesses to management. However, we still maintain that we cannot 

ignore poorly conceptualised, existent and powerful institutional practices and simply offer a 

voluntary and, in our opinion, more academically sound practice. The challenge for us, therefore, is 

to locate our developmental processes such that they look both ways, at least to some extent. The 

contradiction remains.  

 
This was particularly the case in non-voluntary evaluations A and B, though there were differences 

between the two sets of lecturers and their engagement with and responses to the evaluation 

processes. A was a well established, theoretically-based and hierarchically structured applied 

science subject. In contrast subject B is what we would categorise as a ‘new’ or emerging university 

subject, characterised by a procedural rather than theoretical orientation based on current industrial 

practices.  Even though the lecturer in subject A clearly felt threatened, and was partly resistant to 

implementing changes, she was still able to engage with the concept of development and change. 

The subject A’s comments on peer marking, for example, are revealing. The lecturer in A was an 

experienced teacher and course developer from the non-governmental education sector and was 

well versed on pedagogical knowledge and the requisite science knowledge required for the subject. 

Even though she ascribed much of her difficulty in teaching to the poor knowledge and attitudes of 

students, she was also aware of her responsibility to implement changes.  In contrast the lecturers 

from subject B were from industry and, even though experienced in lecturing, did not have a 

repertoire of pedagogical knowledge related to their subject. 

 

In subject A we suggest that there was something of a trade-off between the negative effects of top-

down imperatives for development and the lecturer’s PCK. In contrast, in the case of subject B, 

because of the procedural nature of the subject, and the related lower level of the lecturers’ PCK, 

responding to evaluation in any positive way and implementing change was always going to be 

difficult. Pedagogic recontextualisation is usually provided for in the academic textbook which is 
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itself the result of iterative peer reviews. Where such texts are absent or poorly developed (as is 

often the case in emergent disciplines) and lecturers themselves only have limited, contextual and 

unreflective knowledge of the field, then producing PCK may be difficult 

 

An additional issue which limits reflection on one’s own practices occurs where staff position 

students as lazy, unwilling to respond or be motivated or as completely lacking in basic skills, as 

was observed in case C. This they believe is the problem; students not staff are responsible for 

failure. So the possibility of staff changing their practices would depend to some extent on staff’s 

predisposition to change. In this case a pedagogic academic predisposition aimed at changing 

teaching practices to better students learning experiences (Moore, 2003), something which we 

observed emerging in case D.  

 
Even where staff do not initially have access to PCK, if they had decided that students were not 

coping and something needed to be done, irrespective of the marks review, then they were more 

likely to ‘want’ to try something new. Predisposition is not in itself knowledge of how to do things 

differently but rather an acceptance that such new ways of doing might exist and are, at least, 

worthy of examination. Thus a more successful formative evaluation might occur where staff 

voluntarily request evaluation. 

 
 Conclusions  
 
Undergoing reflection and change in educational practice is not only determined by the voluntary 

nature of undergoing evaluation for change, although this remains important. Reflection is not a 

simple linear process in which staff  ‘naturally’ are able to enquire into and improve their own 

practices. Obviously, some level of intervention is required and this intervention may need to be 

more long-term than the researchers initially envisaged. In dealing with universities of technology, 

two particular problems with normative models of reflection emerge. The first of these concerns the 

origins of many of our lecturing staff. Staff recruited from industry are less likely to have engaged 

in theoretical abstraction of their knowledge fields, something which is more typical of the 

academic research community. The upshot of this, we suggest, is that such staff may only know 

their subject matter in the way they themselves have performed it, i.e. as a context-defined 

procedure, or, where some reflection has occurred, in still limited ways in the form of empirical 

rather than theoretical abstraction. Neither ways of knowing, without substantive interventions, are 

sufficient starting points for learning and change. The second concern is that of the nature of the 

university of technology subjects. Where these are relatively recent formations transposed from the 
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world of work then there may not exist research and other textual knowledge which has developed 

abstract concepts rather than procedures in these subjects; such subjects are likely to lend 

themselves to being inadequately pedagocicised. The challenge thus seems to be twofold, to 

develop the abstract nature of subject knowledge from the experience of the practitioners and the 

variety of ways in which this knowledge may be pedagocicised. Both processes may require more 

substantive intervention than is currently being used. 

 

We believe we need more reading and writing about the field and, perhaps perversely, the 

development of technical fields to include more abstract knowledge. This ‘academic drift’ is 

necessary in order to improve teaching and learning in the field as it provides the basis for change 

and development. This is a long term project which should be done via research and professional 

development of both the field and pedagogic knowledge. In the shorter term, heuristics to examine 

teaching goals and resources to reach these goals might b helpful.   

 

One approach which may yield positive results is based on the European activity theorists idea of 

‘change laboratories’ (Engestrom, 2007). In such a model the formative evaluation carried out by 

the researchers is augmented by a more lengthy process of reflection (mirroring) from the 

practitioners on their current practices. This would involve what they currently do, why they do it 

this way, who their students are, what the work requirements are, what the conceptual 

underpinnings of their subject are and so on. In so doing the aim would be twofold: Firstly, to 

develop a more abstract understanding of nature of their subject and thus how it may be differently 

taught; secondly, to expose problems in pedagogy from the point of view of the practitioners which 

can be further explored using the evaluators observations as a further stimulus for development.  
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