Volume 17, 2011

SARE
Southern African Review of Education

A Review of Comparative Education,
History of Education and Educational
Development

SACHES
THE SOUTHERN
AFRICAN COMPARATIVE
AND HISTORY OF
EDUCATION SOCIETY
Southern African Review of Education (SARE) is the journal of the Southern African Comparative
and History of Education Society (SACHES). It was previously published together with Education
with Production (EWP), the journal of the Foundation for Education with Production.
Editor of SARE: Aslam Fataar, Stellenbosch University
[Fax 021 21 808 2283. Tel 021 808 2281. E-mail: afataar@sun.ac.za]
Associate Editors
Azeem Badroodien
Linda Chisholm
Peter Kallaway
Mark Mason
Andrew Paterson
Crain Soudien
Editorial Board
Martin Carnoy, Stanford University, USA
Cati Coe, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, USA
Wim Hoppers, Stockholm University, Sweden
Kenneth King, Edinburgh University, Scotland
Simon McGrath, Notthingham University, UK
Karen Mundy, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, Toronto, Canada
Joel Samoff, Stanford University, USA
Yusuf Sayed, University of Sussex, UK, and University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands
Gita Steiner-Khamsi, Teachers College, Columbia University, USA
Richard Tabulawa, University of Botswana
Leon Tikly, Bristol University, UK
Keith Watson, University of Reading, UK
Allan Wieder, University of South Carolina, USA
Willy Wielemans, CESE, Brussels, Belgium
SACHES Executive Committee: Charl Wolhuter (President), Harold Herman (Vice-President), Petro van
Niekerk (Treasurer), Carol Bertram (Secretary), Thobeka Mda (eNews Editor), Aslam Fataar (SARE Editor),
Betty Akullo Ezati, Itumeleng Mekoa, Chiika Muyebaa, Mary Ntabeni, Kostas Karras

Production editor and typesetting: Marion Boers [011 803 2681 words@boers.org.za]
Printing: LaserCom [011 011 3900]

SARE
Southern African Review of Education

A journal of comparative education, history of education
and educational development
Volume 17, December 2011

CONTENTS

EDITORIAL NOTES

3

ARTICLES

7

Azeem Badroodien

7

From boys to men: The education and institutional
care of coloured boys in the early twentieth century
Jarred Bell and Tracey Morton McKay

27

The rise of ‘class apartheid’ in accessing secondary schools
in Sandton, Gauteng
Illana Lancaster

49

Modalities of mobility: Johannesburg learners’ daily
negotiations of the uneven terrain of the city
Crispin Hemson

65

Fresh grounds: African migrants in a South African primary
school
Alan Wieder

Ruth First as educator: An untold story

86

Joy Papier

101

Vocational teacher identity: Spanning the divide between
the academy and the workplace
Lorna Holtman, Cyril Julie, Monde Mbekwa, David Mtetwa
and Minenhle Ngcobo

120

A comparison of preferences for real-life situations that could
be used in school mathematics in three SADC countries
Nathan Moyo and Maropeng M Modiba

138

School history in Zimbabwe’s political conundrum:
Is patriotic history reflected in the examination system?

BOOK REVIEWS
Adam Cooper

156
156

Growing Up in the New South Africa: Childhood and
adolescence in post-apartheid Cape Town
Corene de Wet

159

A history of schooling in South Africa: Method and context

SACHES
SACHES membership form and information

162

SARE
Call for papers
Contents of previous issues of SARE
Notes to contributors

64
163
IBC

Editorial notes
This issue of the Southern African Review of Education contains eight research
articles. The first five have a decidedly urban focus, the sixth features a discussion of
the identities of vocational education lecturers, and the last two concentrate on pedagogically related foci in school maths in various southern African contexts and in
Zimbabwean school history respectively.
On the prominence of the urban: Saskia Sassen, leading global cities theorist, recently
argued in a keynote address at a conference in Berlin (September 2011) that the city
has once again emerged as a strategic site for understanding some of the major new
trends in our contemporary global order. She suggests that after World War Two the
city lost its scholarly attraction as a site for apprehending the new terrains and
complexities associated with human formation, replaced as it then was by the
prominence of mass capitalist production, the onset of large-scale mechanisation and
early developments in the emergence of the IT revolution. Developments in these
areas provided the motive force for human adaptation, consumption and social
formation. The onset of globalisation, however, has catapulted the city back into the
limelight as a ‘container’ for large-scale human reconfiguring processes: the city as a
location of newer socialities associated with complex human flows and fluxes, the
effects of deindustrialisation on work and employment, and the emergence of a myriad
of formal and informal survivalist practices.
I would suggest that studying contemporary social reconfiguration in the post-colonial
African city is one acute strategic site from which to view such human formation. Work
that conceptualises the African city as an ‘elusive metropolis’ (see Nuttall and
Mbembe 2008) does much to recuperate a form of scholarship that punctures
functionalist readings of cities. Such work sets out to interrogate African social forms
as a sign of modern formation, based on a gesture of defamiliarisation, and a
commitment to providing a sense of the wordliness of contemporary African life forms.
Following Mbembe (2008), life forms in the ‘Afripolitan’ city involve connections
among various forms of circulation – people, capital, finance, images – and
overlapping spaces and times. Writing about the worldliness of the contemporary
African city requires a profound interrogation of Africa in general and as a sign in
modern formulations of knowledge. This is the conceptual terrain that a focus on the
urban in Africa sets out to capture, which the urban-focused articles in this edition
have admirably brought into view.
This issue consists of work that begins to apprehend the formative relation between
the emergent social forms in the city and educational adaptation and configuration. It
starts out with an article by Azeem Badroodien, who provides a historical narrative
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about some of the reasoning, thinking and processes that informed the establishment
of the Ottery School of Industries in Cape Town in 1948. Azeem highlights how educational and institutional debates that contributed to the ways in which the needs of
destitute ‘in-need-of-care’ learners were conceived of and addressed in the first half of
the twentieth century in Cape Town played out within this institution. The article is a
call for understanding the ‘longue durée’ of history and provides a different perspective on educational discussions and their immersion in discourses of poverty, disorder, racial form and the supposed benefits of institutionalisation.
Emphasising the contemporary urban form, Jarred Bell and Tracey Morton McKay
discuss schooling and social class in the suburb of Sandton, Johannesburg. Their
article investigates the extent to which socio-economic status influences access to
public secondary schools in this affluent, former ‘white’ area of Johannesburg.
Presenting their empirical work through the lenses of class, race and urbanity, the
authors provide a compelling discussion of the complex ways in which schools in these
areas go about excluding poor and working-class students, in effect contributing to the
reproduction of inequality in this city.
The urban on the move, via modalities of mobility in the daily lives of learners in
Johannesburg, is the focus of the next article. Here the city is viewed from the
perspective of children travelling and ‘translocating’, of young urbanites moving to
and from school over long distances, in precarious transport arrangements,
accompanied by the constant threat of harassment and violence. Illana Lancaster’s
article casts the spotlight on those city youths whose schooling experiences are highly
mobile and characterised by long commutes from their neighbourhoods to their
schooling communities. The modalities of mobility by means of the private car, private
transport, buses, public taxis, trains and walking inform the ways in which Johannesburg youths relate to and produce space in the city. Using the lens of intersectionality
(race, class and gender), Illana explores the experiences of Johannesburg youths who
daily negotiate the bifurcated and intersected spatiality of the city, bringing the city
into view as spectral, its underside revealed, the schooling landscape rearranged in
the light of the brute exercise of choice of school in a thoroughly reorganised and
decentred public sphere.
In the fourth article Crispin Hemson pursues a related theme. His is a discussion of
the assimilation struggles of young migrants from war-torn countries in central Africa
who display a strong sense of agency and hope in one primary school in the city of
Durban, South Africa. He comes to a prescient conclusion: their education-related
agency is negotiated despite the extreme nature of social dislocation these children
have faced, including in some cases trauma related to why and how they left their
countries of origin, xenophobia directed towards African foreigners, poverty, language
barriers and lack of communication between parents and the school. Crispin’s study
foregrounds the experience of xenophobia in addressing questions of how the migrants
speak of their experience and how they respond within the school. It draws on ethno-
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graphic accounts of young migrants in Grades 6 and 7 and reports from school
managers and teachers. It finds that the migrants do not internalise the negative
stereotypes against African foreigners. Instead, they display a cosmopolitan identity
around the opportunities and resources available and set high aspirations for their
success. This article provides important insights into the composition of educational
aspiration in the always emerging African metropolis.
Alan Wieder’s article focuses on struggle veteran and exiled icon, Ruth First; it
examines her life as an educator during her eventful life in the city of Johannesburg
and in various urban locations around the world, including London, Dar es Salaam
and Maputo. Alan’s article argues that a key aspect of Ruth First’s life revolved around
her revolutionary educational endeavours in these urban sites. When South Africans
think about Ruth First or her husband, Joe Slovo, their knowledge is always connected
to the struggle against apartheid. Ruth is remembered because she was assassinated
by the apartheid regime. But, as Alan suggests, Ruth First was also an educator – a
teacher and scholar who had a great effect on colleagues, comrades and students.
While this part of Ruth’s life and work is seldom discussed, the irony is that her
posthumous honours are from educational institutions. This article describes and
analyses Ruth First’s work as a teacher and mentor – a mission that was always
grounded in the struggle against apartheid and for social justice throughout the world.
The sixth article by Joy Papier concentrates on vocational teacher identity. Vocational
teaching in South Africa, in public FET colleges (previously known as ‘technical
colleges’), is currently the target of large-scale reforms at policy, curriculum and social
levels. Joy explores the concept of ‘vocational teacher identity’ in the light of an
unstable policy terrain, discourses on the notion of ‘teacher identity’, policy images of
vocational teachers and the literature on the nature of vocational teachers’ work. The
article makes a case for conceptualising a unique vocational teacher identity and concludes that successfully constructing such an identity rests on spanning the divide
between the academy and the workplace, and on the recognition of the duality of
vocational teachers’ roles.
Offering a comparative southern African focus, the article by Lorna Holtman, Cyril
Julie, Monde Mbekwa, David Mtetwa and Minenhle Ngcobo reports on a comparison
of the real-life situations that learners in three Southern African Development
Community countries would prefer to be used in school mathematics. These authors
base their article on data collected in these countries and they use an analytical tool,
Rasch analysis, to review the results of the studies. The results of this analysis reveal
that the youths in these countries share similar affective orientations with respect to
certain real-life situations. The real-life situations that the learners in these countries
prefer are mostly related to electronic gadgets and personal finance, whilst the issues
they are least interested in are related to gambling and cultural practices. These
results open the possibility of inter-country development and sharing of instructional
resources based on real-life situations for use in mathematics.

6

The final article in this issue is by Nathan Moyo and Maropeng Modiba. They explore
the ways in which school history intersects with broader political goals in the context
of Zimbabwe. Nathan and Maropeng offer the argument that public discourse and
rhetoric in Zimbabwe is saturated with patriotic history and its metaphors. This
selective rendition and mono-perspective associated with patriotic history, although
not unprecedented in many other countries, as shown in the literature, is particularly
pronounced in Zimbabwe in the face of challenges from the main opposition party. The
article demonstrates how the ideals of patriotic history are promoted through forms of
assessing school history and in textbooks. Despite the resilience of the conservative
school traditions that were implanted in the country during the colonial era, and now
the legacy of neo-classical British education, the history examinations seem to be
promoting mono-perspectival questions that are likely to encourage patriotism, which
they argue is a major goal of the school history syllabus in Zimbabwe.
The issue concludes with two book reviews; one by Corene De Wet, who presents an
overview of the university textbook, A History of Schooling in South Africa: Method
and Context, and the other by Adam Cooper, who discusses the book Growing Up in the
New South Africa: Childhood and Adolescence in Post-Apartheid Cape Town.

Aslam Fataar (Editor-in-Chief)
Head: Department of Education Policy Studies, Stellenbosch University
afataar@sun.ac.za
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From boys to men: The education and
institutional care of coloured boys in
the early twentieth century
Azeem Badroodien
Stellenbosch University

Abstract
This article provides a historical narrative about some of the reasoning, thinking
and processes that informed the establishment of the Ottery School of Industries in
Cape Town in 1948 and the role of Porter Reformatory therein. This is important
given the enduring issues it addressed. The aim is to highlight how the variety of
educational and institutional debates that contributed to the ways in which the
needs of destitute ‘in-need-of-care’ learners were perceived and addressed in the
first half of the twentieth century in Cape Town played out in ‘real time’ within
institutional developments at Porter and Ottery in the second half of the century.
By knitting together primary and secondary sources, government reports and policy
documents, the article highlights how the context of a particular policy formulation
unfolds in practice in later years, and in the kinds of political and bureaucratic
trade-offs that are made, as well as the understanding of resource shortage and
pragmatism about how to proceed in institutional practice. As such, it urges an
understanding of the ‘longue durée’ of history and provides a different perspective
on educational discussions and their immersion in discourses of poverty, disorder,
racial form and the supposed benefits of institutionalisation. The Ottery School of
Industries was the first such institution in South Africa provided for coloured boys
as well as the first large state facility that was established and located on the Cape
Flats in very close proximity to the communities that it would supposedly serve.
These two developments were informed by multifaceted understandings of race,
urban space and indigency in Cape Town in the 1940s.
Key words: School of Industries, Reformatory, in need of care, trade training,
vocational education, the moral and social upliftment of coloured boys, a history of
institutions in South Africa

Badroodien, A. (2011) From boys to men: The education and institutional care of coloured boys in the early
twentieth century. Southern African Review of Education, 17: 7-26.
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Introduction
The Ottery School of Industries for boys was opened to muted ceremony in Cape Town
on 12 June 1948. That there was little festivity about its establishment is perhaps
unsurprising given that institutions that serviced individuals deemed to be
uncontrollable or anti-social in South Africa were generally quite ‘invisible’ to the
public eye. The need for secrecy and a deep focus on the provision and safeguarding of
safety-net and disciplinary mechanisms within such institutions were invariably
emphasised, allegedly to prevent such individuals from falling back into ‘the pit from
whence they had come’ and from getting the public overly and emotionally involved in
that process. In this regard, the Secretary for Social Welfare observed in 1940 that
schools of industries, in particular, were a type of school/facility of which the broader
public really knew very little and were particularly badly informed about; sometimes
confusing it with an ordinary trade school and other times with a reformatory (Union
of South Africa 1940: 26).
The aim of this article is to describe and analyse what this kind of institution has
signified in South Africa, particularly for boys in Cape Town. More specifically, the
article closely examines some of the reasoning, thinking and processes that informed
the physical establishment of one school of industries at a particular time and place,
with the aim being to highlight the variety of educational discussions that contributed
to the ways in which the needs of destitute ‘in-need-of-care’ learners were addressed
within it. The article develops a historical institutional narrative and weaves together
a variety of primary and secondary sources and government reports and policy
documents to bring into view the story of the Ottery facility.
In so doing it highlights how the context of development of a particular policy, some
political and bureaucratic trade-offs, shortages in available resources, and pragmatism around institutional practice at a particular historical moment came to shape
the conceptualisation of the emerging Ottery institution in the 1940s. A focus on
events leading up to its establishment in 1948 also offers significant insights into how
educational discussions at the time corresponded with concomitant discourses of
poverty, disorder, racial form and the supposed benefits of institutionalisation.
The article shows that the links that are currently made between education and the
kinds of work available in local contexts, the influence of home circumstances and the
envisaged contribution of vocational training in the educational development of
indigent, working-class and struggling learners are not new or novel ideas. This is
perhaps the main contribution and significance of the article to current discussions.
Located on a huge 67 ha military camp in Plantation Road, Ottery, the Ottery School
of Industries started out in 1948 with an initial intake of 51 boys who had been
transferred from Porter Reformatory in Tokai. It then underwent phenomenal
transformation over the next 10 years, to the extent that it was able to house over 800
boys by 1960. What was unique about the facility in 1948 was that it was the first
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school of industries in South Africa for coloured boys (until then all other schools of
industries or government industrial schools had been provided for white boys and
girls) and was also the first large state institution of its kind to be located on the Cape
Flats in very close proximity to the communities that it supposedly primarily serviced.
Schools of industries were state institutions established by the Union Government of
South Africa between 1910 and 1960 to care for children deemed by the Children’s
Courts, attached to the justice system, to be ‘in need of care’. Defined as a Children’s
Act school, committal to a school of industries was never meant to be a penal or
correctional sentence but rather an order to protect a despairing child and ‘given solely
in the best interests of the child with no idea of punishment’ (Van Reenen 1953: 4, 57).
Indeed, the main goal of the facility was to shepherd designated 14-year-old boys into
adulthood by providing them with access to educative (and rehabilitative) programmes and strict psychotherapeutic treatments, thereby contributing to their
successful adjustment to an emerging modern society (Behr 1984: 253).
The term ‘in need of care’ then refers specifically to the legal legislation that has been
utilised by the Children’s Court since 1913 to determine whether children brought
before it have been neglected, abused or maltreated while living in (natural) homes
struggling with indigence. When a magistrate deemed that this was so and that their
return to parental or foster care was undesirable, the court placed children in a variety
of state (one of which was a school of industries) or private institutions appropriate to
their particular needs – in accordance with the Children’s Protection Act of 1913. This
Act was amended in 1937, 1960 and 1983 and then reformulated after 1994 and
passed as the Children’s Act No. 38 of 2005 (amended in 2007 and 2010).
For this article the terms coloured, African, white and Indian are used to refer to
categories that have historically been used to define the various communities that
make up the South African citizenry, as well as those categories currently used in
official state documents to describe and capture the needs of the various (and most
numerous) communities in South Africa. The terms are constructions of a past social
structure in South Africa in which a hierarchical ordering based on race was inscribed
into the fabric of everyday life. They have been neither ‘natural’, stable nor static
categories within South African historiography, which may (ironically) explain their
continued salience in the post-apartheid period.

Children’s Act schools
Schools of industries have their origin in the international industrial school movement
that developed from the late 19th century onwards. Their origin in South Africa can be
traced to the industrial schools begun by the Dutch Reformed Church during the
1890s as part of their efforts to address and alleviate white poverty, especially in the
rural areas. The first industrial school was established at Uitenhage in 1895 to cater
for white rural children of parents found to be indigent.
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By 1910, however, structural changes in the South African economy and society had
brought into view a new class of impoverished white urban citizens amongst whom
begging, vagrancy and criminal activity had become a shared fate with ‘other’
populations that inhabited the urban slums of the various cities. Committal to
industrial schools from 1910 was thus seen rather as a way of removing white indigent
children from urban slums where they were supposedly being driven to immorality by
mixing with ‘non-whites’. Owing also to the dominant belief at the time that neglected
and destitute children would most likely turn to crime, industrial schools were
regarded ‘more or less like reformatories’ (Malherbe 1977: 165) that in practice served
as ‘a halfway house between (normal) school and the reformatory’ (Chisholm 1989: 58)
where such children could be ‘saved’. The institutions were seen as a rational
mechanism to stabilise the urban white working class, while at the same time
protecting the white colonial subject from a taint of ‘backwardness’ and irrationality
(Chisholm 1989: 15).
At the promulgation of the Children’s Act in 1913 the above institutions were overseen
by the Department of Justice and were characterised by a focus on punishment and
social control. Within an emerging modern society, however, the Union Government
was being increasingly drawn at that time to a ‘rehabilitative approach’ that focused
on moulding the attitudes and morals of children in industrial schools through
scientific and rationalist interventions.
Industrial schools were subsequently transferred to the control of the Union
Education Department in 1917, where it was believed indigent children would get
access to work skills and moral training that would assist them to give up their
criminal or anti-social tendencies (Chisholm 1989: 103-132). It was argued that
indigent children could be saved and converted into ‘useful citizens’ through access to
educational programmes that emphasised the development of acceptable attitudes to
social life and employment, and through work training that would instil in them
values of productivity, punctuality, peace, orderliness and the correct habits of work.
This focus on rationalist and scientific social interventions within state institutions
was an international inclination in that period (Rothman 1971: xiii).
Importantly, such scientific, modernist social approaches were imbued with complex
ideas of religion, educational change and punishment that characterised criminality
and poverty as symbols of danger, disorder and sin. This led the Union Education
Department to increasingly distinguish within policy between trade schools and
industrial schools that catered for indigent and ‘in-need-of-care’ children (the latter
group of institutions were first referred to as government industrial schools and later
– in 1944 – renamed schools of industries to avoid confusion with the large number of
trade and other industrial schools that had started to mushroom in urban areas in the
1940s).
Indeed, by the 1930s the characterisation of poverty and indigency as abnormal, sinful
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and dangerous became even further conflated within issues of social order (as noted in
official policy texts) when juvenile delinquency was officially recognised as needing a
purely social and educational focus, resulting in the authority of reformatories being
transferred to the Union Education Department in 1934.
This was based primarily on the dominant belief that all neglected children demonstrated tendencies to become delinquent and that there was no essential psychological
difference between a child who had fallen foul of the law and the child that had become
uncontrollable owing to neglect and destitution (Union of South Africa, 1938b). It was
asserted that as the cause of their maladjustment was the same (namely their home
environments), their treatments should be similar (Union of South Africa 1938a: 33).
Given that the institutions supposedly served a ‘common type of child’, government
industrial schools (schools of industries) and reformatories were subsequently categorised as Children’s Act schools (within the structural organograms of the education
system) and deemed to be places where the delinquent, the neglected, the abused, the
orphaned and the maltreated could be rehabilitated, re-socialised, re-educated and
returned to ‘normal society’ (Grobler 1938: 123; Behr 1984: 242).

Education as punishment and a form of social ordering
In early twentieth century Cape Town the above link between reformatories and
schools of industries as Children’s Act schools was most evident in the close relationship between Porter Reformatory in Tokai and the Ottery School of Industries. In fact,
the origins of the Ottery facility can be traced directly back to processes within Porter
Reformatory in the 1930s and 1940s that culminated in the Ottery institution’s
establishment.

Porter Reformatory

Constantia Reformatory
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Porter Reformatory, South Africa’s first reformatory, had been established on the
Tokai Plantation in 1882 to ‘break down’ the ‘wild and reckless’ habits of male juvenile
delinquents in the Cape Peninsula and to build up within them values considered
appropriate for a respectable working class, such as obedience, honesty, cleanliness
and a willingness to work. The opening of the facility was meant to serve as a ‘humane
alternative’ to imprisonment at that time, via special rehabilitative programmes of
work, some schooling and a strict disciplinary regime that allegedly ‘nursed juveniles
back to useful citizenship’ (Chisholm 1988: 3).
It is notable that in the early years of its establishment no distinctions were made
between white and non-European boys at Porter Reformatory. From 1909 however,
with the corresponding development of an industrial school system for poor white
children, the boys at the reformatory began to be physically differentiated from each
other and their various needs addressed differently. White boys were initially separated from other boys in terms of their sleeping accommodation, eating arrangements and the type and level of vocational training they received. This separation
became more manifest in 1924 when white delinquents were moved to a completely
separate adjoining facility – though the two facilities continued to be administered as
Porter Reformatory for a further 21 years. The institutional affiliation ended in 1945
when they were formally separated into Porter Reformatory for coloured boys and
Constantia Reformatory for white boys.
While ‘rescue’ initiatives aimed at the poor white child at the one facility of Porter
emphasised re-education and re-socialisation after 1910, for the non-white boy at the
main facility punishment continued to be sanctioned. This differential focus was
justified according to a rationalisation that delinquency and mental backwardness
amongst white working class and indigent boys could be attributed to the degenerate
environments in which they were socialised, while the delinquent behaviour of
coloured boys was allegedly due to their mental inferiority, propensity to steal and
absence of work ethic and discipline. Chisholm (1988: 26) has noted in this regard that:
For the ‘non-white’ child, the reformatory existed alongside the prison, as a form of
control over his movement and labour; for the ‘European’ (however), the industrial school
and reformatory existed alongside the school, for the re-allocation and re-socialisation of
the children of the urban unemployed.

The white delinquent could thus be ‘saved’ by removing them from undesirable
influences, while the coloured delinquent could only be rescued via close psychotherapeutic attention. Indeed, while the discourse around the coloured male in that
period in Cape Town characterised them as ‘natural thieving’ individuals, and delinquency as a firm part of their biological constitution, it was argued that these traits
could be ‘treated’ through firm disciplinary care, and that coloured boys in reformatories and prisons could be re-socialised through robust individualistic training.
Notably, however, in early twentieth century Cape Town detention at the Porter
Reformatory for coloured boys was only really utilised by the courts as a final
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alternative to imprisonment (jail), whipping, apprenticeship, indentured labour to a
farmer, probation or fines (Gross 1944: 50). The extent of the reliance on punishment
at the time, as Chisholm (1989: 138) notes, was most evident in the 21 109 under-21year-old ‘non-white’ boys that were sent to prison in 1933 compared with 619 sent to
reformatories.
It was really only when Porter Reformatory was transferred to the control of the Union
Education Department in the early 1930s that the institutional care provided for
coloured boys shifted from a firm focus on punishment to some form of ‘rehabilitation’.
After 1934 the numbers of coloured boys sent to the Porter facility instead of committal
to prison or indentured labour rose phenomenally. That was because Commissioners
of Child Care Courts (magistrates) were more inclined in this period to send uncontrollable coloured boys to Porter Reformatory given its new, supposedly educative
function and its more novel focus on providing learners with trade training and
training in moral and personal discipline (Chisholm 1989: 149).
This shift from punishment to a more durable form of social ordering led to a
concomitant shift after 1935 to ‘slum clearance’ and the removal of potentially
uncontrollable, maladjusted, neglected or maltreated coloured boys from areas where
they were prone to temptation and bad influences. It was argued at the time that
coloured boys who showed any signs of maladjustment in their homes or communities
would be better off being institutionalised at Porter Reformatory where they would be
resocialised and better equipped to later function in the emerging modern city. This
scatter-gun approach led to ridiculous situations in the 1930s where boys were
sentenced to Porter Reformatory for three to five years for ‘pilfering peanuts, taking
fruit from trees or simply chasing fowls’ (Simons 1931: 8).
Crucially for Porter Reformatory, a key consequence of the increased institutionalisation of coloured boys in the late 1930s was that by 1942 the institution was
completely full and exceeded its capacity threefold. Overcrowding had by then made a
complete mockery of the supposed focus on scientific reformation and individualistic
training. Institutional attempts to lessen their pressures through initiatives like
releasing pupils on license also failed miserably, with high levels of absconding and
recidivism (source cited in Chisholm 1989: 354).
It was at this historical moment that calls became more pronounced for the
establishment of another, similar kind of institution in Cape Town. In 1946, the
principal of Porter Reformatory, C van Antwerp, provided five reasons for the
establishment of such an institution, preferably a school of industries. He noted in a
letter to the Secretary of Education on 25 February 1946 that –
1. no government industrial school yet existed for coloured boys;
2. many boys at the Porter Reformatory were too young (under 14) to benefit from
reformatory institutionalisation;
3. a large number of pupils were being sent to the Porter Reformatory from children’s
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homes (via the Children’s Court) and not by the Juvenile Court, as was the norm for
pupils sent to a reformatory;
4. too many destitute, neglected and abandoned coloured boys were being institutionalised at Porter without having done anything wrong and based mainly on their
welfare needs;
5. there was an urgent need for an industrial school to cater for destitute coloured
boys, since commissioners were unclear about where to send ‘in-need-of-care’ children
who appeared before them, given that Porter Reformatory was no longer a viable
alternative (SAB UOD, Vol. 218, E14/19C/Part 1/A; Vol. 218, E14/19C/Part 1/D).
In subsequent correspondence and engagement between Porter Reformatory and the
Union Education Department in 1945 it was revealed that as many as 120 (with about
60 being under 14 years of age) destitute boys had been committed to reformatory care
where they should have been cared for in a school of industries and that this transgressed many of the key rudiments of child care and education policy at that time. The
perversion of progressive child care and education policy was apparently seen to be
most palpable when orphanages like Lawrentia State Hostel in Kraaifontein, concerned about the life chances of their learners when they turned 18, willingly sent
their orphaned non-delinquent boys to Porter Reformatory to access some form of
trade training (SAB UOD, E283/8/4/1/1/ Vol. 1/A).
A further reason that Porter Reformatory strongly promoted the establishment of a
school of industries in that period was that reformatory staff felt that they needed to
focus more urgently on the resocialisation of their ‘real charges’, namely boys who had
been sent there via the Juvenile Court. Reformatory staff were concerned that older
coloured boys released from the institution were returning to what they deemed
‘unhealthy home environments’ – and inevitably ‘returning to their criminal ways’. It
was felt that the reformatory needed to concentrate on creating after-care hostels to
assist the older boys released from the reformatory to adapt to life away from
institutional care. Van Antwerp noted that:
Once they’ve (coloured boys) been rehabilitated after a few years, there is always the
problem of readjustment to the normal outside world. The boy has now been retrained,
but he must then return to the same environment which had been responsible for his
committal in the first place. After-care hostels need to be established to form a bridge
between Porter Reformatory and what is considered to be normal outside the institution
(TBK KUS, Vol. 312, SWL2/9 Part 1/A)

He observed that a key problem for Porter in the 1940s was that the coloured family
home held too much sway over the enduring poverty and anti-social behaviour of
coloured boys. Van Antwerp noted that while it was important to remove anti-social or
uncontrollable boys from Porter Reformatory, the envisaged new and more educative
facility would need to draw on the array of scientific knowledge and experience of
available psychologists, education and training specialists and other relevant people if
it was to make inroads into the coloured home/anti-social youth nexus. It is to this that
the article next turns.
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Education, redemption, and nullifying the coterminous home
In 1942 the principal of the Porter/Tokai Reformatories, Dr WD Marais, appealed for
stronger measures that would lead to the ‘salvation’ and ‘redemption’ of the predelinquent from the ravages of the coloured home. In this regard he noted that:
The significance of the failures of our children when they return to their own community
life is a very interesting pointer to the root of the trouble. Drunkenness, stabbing,
immorality, dagga selling and purse robbing are considered normal life situations for a
large section of the ‘coloured’ population (where they themselves protect these elements).
Reformatories are useless educational experiments that are bound to lead nowhere
unless the family situation in ‘coloured’ communities are addressed. Reformatories
might as well be closed and military training camps put in their place since our education
is, in any case, lost in the filth and degradation of present community life of a large
section of these people (Marais 1942: 63).

He further claimed that:
Boys found themselves at the reformatory not so much as a direct result of the social
environment of the family but more often due to the faulty attitudes of parents in the
matter of relationships and adjustments in the upbringing of the child. It is therefore
very necessary that we correct these attitudes before the child is returned to the same
well meaning but misguided relationships (Marais 1942: 59).

Marais (1942: 35) asserted that coloured communities were at that time experiencing
an intense cultural conflict that was causing significant disharmony and stress
amongst them. He claimed that coloured communities were ‘fighting about the kinds
of morals, ideals, ideas concerning society, and approaches to honesty, honour and law
and order’ that many wanted to espouse, although a large proportion of ‘submerged
coloureds’ continued to live at odds with the ‘established’ order. Marais (1942) argued
that the establishment of a school of industries at Ottery would serve as an important
sanctuary for misguided coloured youth struggling with ‘this cultural conflict’, and
would also serve as a mechanism whereby thousands of ‘potential delinquents’ could
be saved from careers in crime and moral degradation. Most importantly, a school of
industries would provide the boys with access to education and trade training that
would assist them to climb out of their desperate circumstances and transcend the
aimlessness inherent in their home lives.
This pronouncement echoed many of the findings of the Wilcocks Commission Report
of 1938, which remarked that indigent coloured children seemed to be unperturbed by
‘unstable family lives in which unruliness, weak discipline, unkemptness, drunkenness and crime were rife’ (Union of South Africa, 1938c: 21-24). The Commission
contended that family life and parental ties amongst the coloured population were
extremely loose, and that coloured parents showed little ability to care and provide for
their families. While the commission favoured the development of a set of training
camps for coloured boys – where discipline and self-control could be reinforced and
emphasised – it too recommended institutionalisation and educational intervention as
a way of ‘saving’ the coloured child from unfavourable home circumstances.
Chisholm (1989: 315) notes that by the late 1930s there was thus an abiding per-
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ception across various Union government departments and other agencies that
‘unorganised coloured homes and community environments’ were the main ‘breeding
grounds for the germs of the different types of conflict leading to delinquency’ and that
graded institutional programmes for designated boys were probably the best means by
which to address the influence of such environments.
This view was supported by findings of the Department of Social Welfare in 1937 that
attributed the maladjustment of coloured boys to key inadequacies in their home lives.
Secretary for Social Welfare, GA Kuschke, noted that –
1. almost 96% of all children considered to be ‘in need of care’ in 1937 were maltreated, neglected or abandoned;
2. 79% of these children were nonetheless returned to their homes after investigation;
and
3. the formation of a child’s character could be generally traceable to his home life and
community environment, which may be corrected with a fair chance of success
(Union of South Africa, 1940: 48).
Having identified the indigent coloured home as a source of the delinquency problem,
Union Government officials also conceded, however, that institutional (educational)
intervention for indigent coloured boys would only succeed if the problems within their
respective families and communities were remedied. This led to the development in
the 1940s of an array of support (social) services such as probation officers, child
guidance clinics, employment bureaus and differentiated places of safety, to buttress
and reinforce the work achieved within state (educational) institutions.

Residential living area
of five boys at the
Ottery facility in 2005

Such officials identified three further issues that needed attention if emerging policy
and institutional provision was to be effective. These issues included:
• A belief that institutionalised boys needed closer and constant contact with their
families, and that family members needed as much counselling as the boys received
• A concern that delinquency was promoted in situations where there was little
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opportunity to be educated, especially in ways that led to job opportunities
• A claim that better living conditions, increased wages and improved standards of
living amongst urban coloured communities would reduce their propensity to break
the law – it was felt that models of how to conduct more civilised ways of life needed
to be provided for coloured families (TBK KUS, Vol. 312, SWL2/9 Part 1/B; SAB
UOD, Vol. 218, E14/19C/Part 1/C)
These issues are each addressed in the subsections below.

Education and the social environment
With a greater emphasis on ‘fixing’ the coloured family home, child care and education
policy from the 1940s emphasised the need to locate state facilities close to the
communities that they serviced. It was felt that this would ensure that families could
be reunited and ‘healed’ via psychotherapeutic intervention, and also that having
families close by would reduce the levels of alienation of the younger boys who were
being targeted for rehabilitation. In this regard, when discussions began on the
establishment of a school of industries for coloured boys, officials were keen to find a
large location away from the Tokai Plantation and closer to the coloured community.
The Union Secretary of Education noted in 1947 that
If the envisaged industrial school is not located in Cape Town, poor families will not be
able to afford to visit their children, and this would undermine the very nature of
institutional care that is envisaged for these coloured boys (SAB UOD, Vol. 218,
E14/19C/Part1/B; SAB UOD, Vol. 218, E14/19C/Part 1/C).

The Ack-Ack military camp at Ottery (on the Cape Flats) was identified at an early
stage as a possible site for the envisaged school of industries. Given the urgency for the
provision of such an institution, the conversion of the Ottery camp was strongly
encouraged by the Porter staff. Van Antwerp in particular stressed that the Ottery
camp could easily provide for 400 boys. He warned though that:
The camp is completely surrounded by shebeens, and day and night robberies in that
area are frequent occurrences. If the camp is to be converted into a (government)
industrial school for ‘coloured’ boys, the surrounding fence would need to be reinforced so
that pupils can come into contact as little as possible with the people of that vicinity. The
police can be asked to clear the area of shebeens as much as possible (SAB UOD,
E283/8/4/1/1/Vol. 1/B).

Initially, however, groups like the Coloured Advisory Council (CAC) contested the
viability of such a camp for coloured boys on the grounds that it was not suitable for
‘civilian habitation’. The CAC reminded Union officials that the Ottery camp was
covered in water during the winter months and would be a health risk to learners
should an institution be started there (SAB UOD, Vol. 218, E14/19C/Vol. 1/B; SAB
UOD, Volume 218, E14/19C/Part 2). This pressure led to the Union Education
Department exploring other potential sites to house the envisaged institution.
As a result of pressure exercised by the CAC on this department during the last few
years, various camps in the Cape Peninsula and farther afield have been visited by
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inspectors to determine whether the camps would answer our purposes. The camps at
Ottery and Saldanha have been found to be highly unsuitable, and at George and
Westlake conditions were found to be favourable (SAB UOD, Vol. 218, E14/19C/Vol. 1/C).

In the end, helped by the unavailability of the other identified sites (see Badroodien
2001: 64-65), it was decided in January 1947 to convert the Ottery Camp into the first
school of industries for coloured boys. This decision was taken primarily on the basis
that it was a large facility, that it already housed trade training workshops (used by
the army), that it was located in mostly close proximity to the families of coloured boys,
that boys would be able to access employment opportunities more easily in the city,
and that the site would be able to easily link up with the variety of other child care
institutions and support services that were being initiated for coloured children in
that period. The opening of the facility was set as June 1948.
Notably, an early concession gained by Union officials when deciding on the site in
1947 was that the suburb of Ottery would remain a white residential area for the
foreseeable future. Officials claimed that white staff would firstly not be prepared to
work at the facility if they were totally enclosed on a daily basis by coloured residential
areas, and secondly that a white residential area in full view of the institution would
serve as a useful living model for coloured families (that were being counselled) to
imitate. Officials also felt that the opportunity for boys to work in the gardens and
homes of white residents over weekends would serve as important educative
experiences. In this regard, the first principal of the Ottery School of Industries, FA
Bester, noted in 1948 that:
Given that the location of the camp is quite dangerous and unfavourable (die ligging van
die kamp is baie onaangenaam en gevaarlik), with the coloured suburb of Parkwood
overrun with shebeens, staff are confronted on a daily basis with discipline problems
because boys can simply ‘cross the field’ to Parkwood to buy dagga and liquor. Higher
fencing, strict discipline, and organised routines however will help, as will the closeness
of the airbase and the white residents across the way [translated] (TBK KUS, Vol. 124,
79/2/3/2, Part 3; Vol. 124, 79/2/3/2, Part 1).

Ottery School
of Industries
in 2005
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Education and work
Importantly at that time a large number of middle-class coloured groups were equally
concerned about the ‘delinquent menace’ that supposedly plagued the overall coloured
community. They regarded its prevalence as a serious threat to their attempts to
secure improved educational facilities, better health and housing services, and
improved wage and economic conditions for the coloured population (Lewis 1987: 151).
These groups invariably emphasised that intemperance amongst the indigent
coloured population would be resolved if better work opportunities were provided and
youths were provided with relevant forms of education.
For example, the chairperson of the Coloured Advisory Council, G Golding, claimed in
1947 that anti-social behaviour amongst coloured youth was directly attributable to
the idleness and frustration associated with a lack of opportunities available to them
and the want of decent jobs (TBK KUS, Vol. 312, SWL2/9/Part 1/C). He asserted that:
Youths of every race have an urge for adventure. It was for the ‘European’, however, to
decide whether the ‘coloured’ youth should satisfy their urges in dissolute gangs with the
police as their common enemy, as at present, or in disciplined government-controlled
environments, ready and eager for ‘respectable’ social service (TBK KUS, Vol. 314,
SWL2/9/Part 3).

Similarly, attorney-at-law in Cape Town Fanny Gross had noted in 1944 that:
Case studies have shown that it is mainly from the broken and neglected homes in
congested areas, where the children have to leave school at an early age, suffer from the
lack of proper supervision and recreational facilities, have little or no opportunity for
learning a trade or obtaining employment, and are forced to fritter away a good deal of
their time in idleness, that the majority of ‘coloured’ juvenile delinquents may be traced.
Judging by the sobriety of the better classes amongst them there is every reason to
believe that increased wages, better living conditions and improved standards of living
would reduce the intemperance and general criminal activities of the anti-social
‘coloured’ home (Gross 1944: 44).

Education and trade training
Crucially, the above perspectives reflected a desire for work training and improved
living standards for more than just indigent coloured youth. In 1945, with the end of
the Second World War and the reintegration of participating soldiers into everyday
life, the Director of Demobilisation, Mr Gordon Taylor, noted that young coloured men
who had served the city during wartime needed to be acknowledged and rewarded for
their efforts by being provided with access to decent training and jobs. He remarked:
It must be remembered that the War introduced the Coloured soldier to a higher
standard of living, and it would be cruel and unwise to thrust them back into the
submerged class from which military service temporarily rescued them. In asking the
coloured man to make the same sacrifices as the European, we committed ourselves to a
revolution in his way of living. For industries in South Africa to be placed on a sound
basis, our non-European population must be empowered both to contribute their labour
and to purchase the products of our industries. Their purchasing power needed to be
raised and (trade training) camps must be seen as the first step in great nation-wide
reform (SAB UOD, E283/8/4/1/1/Vol. 1/C).

20

Badroodien

Gordon Taylor asserted that it was only through proper trade training programmes
that coloured adults would be allowed to become useful citizens, and the lifestyles of
their typical coloured families reconstructed. He noted:
1. There was considerable unemployment among the coloured people at the Cape, and
‘coloured’ ex-volunteers who had been placed in temporary employment on discharge
were losing their jobs owing to the closure of many airfields and the return of white
soldiers from the War.
2. The coloured soldier had learned many things during the War. ‘In many ways he
became skilled or semi-skilled and in many of them an ambition was awakened to get
on in life and to reach a higher standard of living. Few of those that were previously
farm labourers will go back to the relatively miserable conditions under which they
lived before, and they can’t be forced back.’
3. If the coloured people were to become good citizens and the criminal class among
them to be whittled down, they had to be given the hope of a better future, and
something approaching equality of opportunity with the European in the skilled
trades. If they could not be provided the same type of training as whites, the
programmes could at least ensure that they found useful employment in the Cape
Peninsula (SAB UOD, E283/8/4/1/1/Vol. 1/E; SAB UOD, E283/8/4/1/1/Vol. 1/C; SAB
UOD, Vol. 218, E14/19C/Part 1/E).

Indeed, this approach in the 1940s to the education and training needs of the coloured
population in Cape Town meant that the kind of education and trade training that was
envisaged for the Ottery School of Industries in 1948 was more substantial, and conceived in significantly different ways, than that which had been provided to coloured
boys at Porter Reformatory until then. In 1948 there seemed to be in many senses a
greater desire to provide education and trade training that added value to the
rehabilitation process of coloured boys.
In 1948 it was envisaged that the Ottery institution would pay far more attention to
the provision of vocational education. In terms of the knowledge and expertise available on the facility in 1948, this was helped considerably by the trade training facilities and programmes that had been provided on the site for ex-volunteer Cape Corps
soldiers and linked to the Central Organisation of Trade Training (COTT) in the
period directly after the Second World War.
As early as 1945, the Union Education Department had secured the services of the
Cape Technical College to administer the programme on behalf of the Department and
also provide returning coloured soldiers with the most pertinent occupational training
(SAB UOD, E283/8/4/1/1/Vol. 1/D).
The training provided for such soldiers by the College expanded somewhat on the
kinds of trades that had been the domain of the coloured working class for much of the
twentieth century, with a particular focus on notions of ‘work discipline’, ‘work
appreciation’ and ‘social rehabilitation’. However, given the substantial experience of
Porter staff in providing trade training for coloured boys until then, the Union
Education Department were keen that the Cape Technical College work closely with
Porter Reformatory in determining the kinds and relevance of programmes that were
being set up for coloured soldiers. They advised the College to take pointers from
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Porter around things like workshop lay-out, the kinds of tools and equipment that
were needed, and ‘identifying the raw materials best suited for programmes that serviced coloured men’ (SAB UOD, E283/8/4/1/1/Vol. 1/C; E283/8/4/1/1/Vol. 1/D).

Workshops erected by COTT in 1947 that were still in use in 2005

It could be argued that this partnership between Porter and the Cape Technical
College profoundly and enduringly shaped the way trade training programmes for
coloured males in Cape Town were conceived in subsequent years. The influence of
Porter was perhaps most visible in the types of disciplinary agendas attached to
vocational programmes and the kinds of occupations that they targeted. A key lesson
passed on by Porter was that programmes needed to focus on the kinds of work that
coloured men would most likely secure in the city in the future. This notion continues
to carry much weight many decades later.
In the latter regard, the programmes, facilities and services developed by the Ottery
School of Industries from 1948 were overwhelmingly shaped by the contextual
influences prevalent in Cape Town and within the child care sector in the late 1940s.
While the institution had a fair idea of what a school of industries was expected to do
(based on the provision of such facilities for poor whites after 1910), the establishment
of the Ottery facility at the chosen location and the focus on the needs of coloured boys
meant that it took a number of years before the facility could put in place what it
needed to function fully along the lines of other similar Children’s Act schools. The
principal of the Ottery School of Industries, Dr FA Bester, recalled in 1958 that:
The Ottery School of Industries may have been born to the Union Department of
Education, Arts and Science and upon its inception built on the groundwork already laid
by existing schools of industries, but it has taken almost ten years until October 1958
before the institution has finally taken on the form of a Children’s Act-school. Until now
it has drawn on the expertise and experience of other institutions experienced in the
administration, control and functioning of anti-social children and has developed
provision and services that fit the particular ways of the coloured population [translated]
(Cape Archive, TBK KUS, Vol. 2585, 7/33/10/D10).
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Conclusion
In the above narrative it has been shown that it was developments within Porter
Reformatory from the 1920s that, along with the changing administrative form and
take-up of the Children’s Act, largely led to the establishment of the Ottery School of
Industries in 1948. It has been argued that developments and changes within Porter
in the period 1920 to 1948 significantly shaped the subsequent form that the Ottery
institution took and the kinds of services and activities that the Ottery facility provided from 1948. A further assertion was that the (educational and other) discourses
within Porter Reformatory, which framed the conceptualisation of the envisaged new
institution, were common to, and pervaded, a variety of other spaces in Cape Town at
that time. It was only really when educational thinking was echoed in other policy and
social development domains that institutions started to take seriously the new ideas
being espoused.
In that respect, what emerged at the Porter and (then) Ottery facilities from 1920
must be understood in relation to wider educational, political and policy contexts. For
example, the language of science, medicine, treatment and the investigation of social
pathologies that dominated policy approaches in South Africa from the 1920s shaped
in undoubted ways the changing approach to punishment at that time, and the greater
interest in aspects of ‘social ordering’, ‘salvation’ and re-constitution. As noted (above),
the shift at Porter Reformatory was thus in keeping with the growing emphasis in
South Africa in the 1920s on the control of delinquency through ideological means, an
approach that drew strongly on the knowledge and expertise available in a variety of
disciplines and their respective practitioners. While some would argue that the shift to
a more educative approach was really only an enhancement of the technique of managing delinquency and not a whole new approach towards it, what the new approach did
do differently was sanction the symbolic identification, isolation and neutralisation of
newly emerging threats within society.
Indeed, the new emphasis on educational intervention from the 1930s in South Africa
did not mean institutions lost their punitive and repressive dimensions. It simply forecast a shift of authority and responsibility from the state/city to the community to the
individual, and authorised the envisaged conveyance of discipline through social regulation and personal accountability. The provision of academic schooling and trade
training at reformatories and later schools of industries was then regarded as the
building blocks in the internal regulation of the individual psyche, through which a
particular form of ‘moral re-training’ could be emphasised. In such an environment
children could be subjected to educational and trade proficiency tests that not only
imparted ‘skills’ but also taught them discipline, pride and patience and led to their
social rehabilitation; values that were considered crucial to the development of a
modernising state.
Furthermore, Chisholm (1989: 255) has noted that the conflation of issues of delin-
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quency, defect and poverty in the minds of educators, policy-makers and other
practitioners in 1930s South Africa had particular implications for how vocational
education and trade training programmes were understood. It highlighted, according
to Chisholm, the need for differentiated and interventionist educational programmes
at the precise historical moment that rapid industrialisation and urbanisation
associated with the Second World War (and the corollary need for vocationally
oriented people) took root and form in various parts of South Africa.
In this regard, Coffey (1992: 144) has observed for the United Kingdom that the
prevalence of long-term unemployment in the 1930s and 1940s invariably made
working-class people adopt utilitarian attitudes and thinking about the education
they could access. Invariably able boys from working class backgrounds preferred ‘a
grounding in technical drawing and workshop practice to a liberal educational
programme’ (Coffey 1992: 153). This kind of disposition similarly informed union
government officials and practitioners in Cape Town in the 1940s and led them to take
up particular stances in relation to trade training and (especially coloured) learners.
For the 1940s the De Villiers Commission (Union of South Africa 1948: 253) noted
that:
We also need some sort of system to deal with the large proportion of non-Europeans
between the ages of 14-18 who are not catered for by the existing post-primary
educational facilities. These vast numbers are not equipped for life or work. They live at a
low level, and are inefficient workers. Many become a burden upon the state as offenders
or paupers. It is of paramount importance that steps be taken at once to prevent this
waste of the country’s human resources by providing some sort of training … until such
time that adequate educational and vocational facilities have been established, camp
training centres offer the best solution to this problem.

It further suggested that when young coloured ‘skollies’ couldn’t earn a living they
would proceed to prey on society by such operations as bag-snatching and petty theft,
forming themselves into gangs and resorting to violence.
The Commission Report highlighted the coloured question that underlay much of the
debate in Cape Town. When policy-makers focused on engaging with the needs of the
coloured urban population in Cape Town, most did so in relation to key urban
problems like crime, social order, labour strikes and increases in squatting. Bodies like
the Wilcocks Commission and the De Villiers Commission pointed to the ‘skollie boy’
problem in Cape Town and argued that labour opportunities (and vocational training)
for anti-social individuals would resolve or eradicate much of the problem. The De
Villiers Commission (Union of South Africa 1948: 247, 253) noted that:
Even if all the necessary facilities were available, there would still be a large percentage
of juveniles who would not be able to make use of them because of economic or other
circumstances. There will always be at least for many years to come many thousands of
native (and coloured) youth who will have to start work at a very early age. They will be
ill-equipped for it or to meet the many problems of their environment. As a result many
will lose their work, wander about aimlessly and gradually drift into various forms of
delinquency.

24

Badroodien

EG Malherbe (1977: 191) argued that the provision of industrial and technical
education for coloured children in South Africa has historically always been framed by
the limited access of such children to apprenticeships and workplaces, as well as the
enduringly poor economic condition of the coloured population. In the latter regard,
the Department of Social Welfare observed in 1943 that it was ‘the coloured person’s
low standard of living, meagre and inferior education and the obstruction of race and
class barriers (that) are mainly responsible for preventing the entry of large numbers
of coloured people into the skilled manual and ‘white-collar’ occupations’ (Union of
South Africa 1943: 39-42).
The focus in the 1940s on providing education and trade training for coloured boys
thus needs to be understood in relation to coloured indigency and delinquency at the
time; as a mechanism by which to teach them the ‘habits of work’ and the traits of
orderliness when unemployed. It is suggested that many of the debates on trade
training were conceptualised mainly in relation to the ‘disorganised’ home and how to
assist poor families. Because institutions like Porter Reformatory and Ottery School of
Industries were the only available state institutions in that period that provided trade
training programmes for coloured learners, it was within these facilities, it is argued,
that the coloured indigent question of Cape Town was primarily addressed.
Indeed, from the story of Porter Reformatory and Ottery School of Industries narrated
above, about their experiences and thinking in servicing indigent coloured youth over
the first half of the twentieth century, valuable insights can be gained into how child
care and educational policy thinking evolved in Cape Town and South Africa at a formative time in its rapid modernisation. It was at these institutions that indigent and
poor coloured boys were rationalised, socialised, ordered according to the urban space
which they would inhabit, included and excluded, and at various times inserted and
erased within the city’s and the state’s imagination. But it was also where some new
hope emerged in the 1940s: hope that with more access to education and training key
social problems would be resolved. This mindset has continued to hold sway into the
present with regard to policies dealing with the needs of the indigent.
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Abstract
Historically, education in South Africa was divided along strict racial lines.
Post-apartheid South African society, however, is becoming increasingly stratified
along ‘class’ lines, i.e. income and socio-economic status, more than race, strongly
influence access to educational resources. This empirical study investigated the
extent to which socio-economic status influences access to public secondary schools
in Sandton, an affluent, former ‘white’ area of Johannesburg. The authors sought to
establish (1) the extent of racial desegregation, (2) the socio-economic profile of
learners, (3) the role of geographic catchment areas and (4) the impact of schoolrelated costs. They found that the schools have desegregated. However, the class
profile remains the same. Geographic catchment zones, superimposed upon embedded residential class patterns, do partly influence the socio-economic profile of
learners. However, school fees and transport costs seem to play a more significant
role in determining learner profiles. No formalised income discrimination was
identified. However, educational laws and policies, alongside income disparities
and the managerial autonomy of schools to determine catchment zones and fees,
may be operating to exclude poor and working-class learners.
Key words: Class; race; geographic catchment areas; school fees; transport costs;
South Africa.

Introduction
Racial segregationist policies superimposed spatial apartheid upon the South African
urban landscape. However, as the racial classification system conferred social status,
socio-economic patterns were also concomitantly established (Swilling 1991; Lemon
2004). Previously, white people generally constituted the working class, middle class
or part of the elite, while black people were permanently relegated to either the lower
Bell, J and Morton McKay, T. (2011) The rise of ‘class apartheid’ in accessing secondary schools in Sandton,
Gauteng. Southern African Review of Education, 17: 27-48.
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class or the working-but-poor group. Only a small minority of black people attained
‘middle-class’ socio-economic status (Crankshaw 1997; Louw 2004). Consequently,
South Africa was a racially and socio-economically segregated society and its urban
landscapes reflected this (Cloete 1991). Segregation extended to all aspects of social
and community life, including schools. White children gained access to white schools
in ‘white suburbs’, while black children were limited to black schools in designated
black townships (Molteno 1984). Sandton, an extremely affluent white area in the
northern suburbs of Johannesburg, was no different. Educationally, Sandton was
served by both well-equipped public and elitist private schools. The former
institutions served only white children, despite massive public (and some private)
investment (Seekings & Nattrass 2002). So, the educational landscape of Sandton
reflected embedded apartheid-socio-economic power relations.
Apartheid legislation was dismantled piecemeal from the 1980s onwards. In 1994, the
first democratically elected government came into power. Despite this, in 1998, Thabo
Mbeki, the then deputy president, maintained that South Africa still comprised two
nations: a wealthy white and a poor black one, co-existing but apart in every way
(Mbeki 1998). In particular, Mbeki claimed that resources were still in white hands.
Certainly, even in the dying days of apartheid, institutions such as quality public
schools were almost entirely populated by white learners, making them a significant
part of Mbeki’s separate ‘wealthy white’ nation. Mbeki’s views notwithstanding,
Kallaway (1997) maintained that already by mid-1996, many former white schools
had made considerable advances towards desegregation.
As early as 1991, Swilling was predicting that a deracialised apartheid would evolve,
leading to the resegregation of resources along income or class lines. Lemon (1994;
1995) concurred, arguing that class rather than race would become a crucial factor in
accessing education. Certainly Kallaway (1997) had found that school fees and
geographical proximity were giving the professional and advantaged classes an edge
in gaining access to well-equipped schools. His findings are supported by Nattrass and
Seekings (2001) and Louw (2004). All, then, surmised that a multiracial, middle-class
alliance would emerge to ‘annex’ crucial resources.
The rise of a multiracial middle and elitist class, distinct from the poor and marginalised black majority, is well documented (Seekings and Nattrass 2002; Bond 2004a,b;
Iheduru 2004). Bond even proclaimed the rise of a ‘class apartheid’ enabling ‘capitalist
status quo interests’ to continue to ‘enjoy the fruits of the apartheid city’ (Bond 2003:8;
2004a). Thus, one could argue that South Africa does in fact consist of two nations: one
(majority) nation that is ‘poor and black’ (although some 450 000 whites also live below
the poverty line, as do people from other racial groups), the other (minority) nation
that rich and multiracial (Bhorat 2004; Solidarity 2008).
If social, cultural and economic space in South Africa is indeed divided along ‘class’
rather than ‘racial’ lines, then schools should reflect this since ‘educational issues ...
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[are accommodated] within the broader framework of economic and political change’
(Kallaway 1984:2), i.e. schools reflect the society of which they form part. Certainly,
research conducted by Fiske and Ladd (2004) in Carletonville and Soudien (2010) in
Johannesburg, as well as by others (see Hofmeyr 2000; Lemon 2004; Soudien 2004;
Soudien et al. 2004) working in the Eastern and Western Cape and in KwaZulu-Natal,
seems to bear this out. It is not surprising then that Nkomo et al (2004: 8) appealed for
research into ‘who is integrated into what, how and with what effects’. This empirical
study had as its objective to determine to what extent socio-economic status was
shaping the population of Sandton’s former ‘whites-only’ public secondary schools.
To address this issue, we set out to establish (1) whether the schools had desegregated,
(2) the socio-economic and demographic profile of the learners, (3) what role geographic zoning was playing in admissions and (4) the impact of school fees (and
associated costs) on the composition of school populations. No empirical study of this
kind had been undertaken in the Sandton area. Furthermore, empirical studies on the
effects of geographic zoning on school admissions are required to determine whether
authors such as Ndimande (2006) and Fiske and Ladd (2006) are correct when they
argue that geographic feeder zones act as gatekeepers to poor black learners.
Geographic zoning, as an area of research, has been neglected since the Moorhouse
and Ittmann study of 1987. Furthermore, other than the work of Ndimande (2006),
limited attempts have been made to hear the voices of the parents of learners in such
schools concerning issues of school choice.
Since Chisholm (1997), Weber (2002) and Ndimande (2006) all argue that educational
policies in South Africa mirror international trends, international studies regarding
socio-economic status and geographic zoning were incorporated into this study. This
paper also looks briefly at the historical background of education in South Africa, and
then moves on to the post-1994 legal educational framework. Finally, some recommendations are made.

Study area, methodology and data collection
Suburban Sandton constituted the study area. It is an affluent residential area,
originally zoned as ‘white residential’ by the Group Areas Act (Act 41 of 1950), as were
the local public schools (see Figure 1). All five former Model C public secondary schools
in Sandton were identified by combining pre-1994 administrative divisions (see
Lupton & Mather 1996) with information from relevant 1:50 000 topographical maps.
There are also seven private schools either in or in close proximity to the study area.
However, since private schools were allowed to desegregate in 1981 (and some did so
even in the 1970s) and their school fees were exorbitant (on average, all charged in
excess of R50 000 per child per annum in 2009), they were all excluded from the study
(Lemon 1994; Worden 2000). The schools identified for this study were Johnston High
in Fourways (which served as the pilot study), Clifford High in Bryanston, Preston
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High in Sandown, Worrall High in Hyde Park and Xavier High in Wendywood (Figure
2). There are no other public secondary schools in the study area. Permission for the
study was granted by the respective school managements.

Figure 1: The
location of
Sandton and
Alexandra (in
Johannesburg’s
Administrative
Region E) in
respect of the
former
apartheid and
the current
democratic
landscape of
Johannesburg

Random cluster sampling was used to sample across all the grades in the selected
schools. It was ascertained on the basis of random number tables that a representative
sample would be one class per school. Parents filled in self-completion questionnaires,
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their anonymity being guaranteed by presenting their responses under pseudonyms.
All participants gave their informed consent and could opt out of the study at any
stage. The questionnaire included questions on residential areas, school fees, catchment zones, socio-economic status and educational choice, with the data thus obtained
being analysed using SPSS. As data were obtained from a small sample (50 returned
questionnaires, and at a response rate of 44%), follow-up studies are recommended.
Quantitative data were supplemented with information gleaned from in-depth semistructured interviews conducted with school admissions officials. Once again,
informed consent applied and anonymity was guaranteed with pseudonyms.
Furthermore, the respondents could opt out at any stage. Data on admissions and
zoning policies were supplemented on the basis of sources obtained from the National
Department of Basic Education and the Gauteng Department of Education. School
officials supplied us with information on the admission policies and catchment zoning
applying to their particular schools. Unfortunately, two of the schools elected to
partially withdraw at a relatively late stage, one as its admissions policy was ‘under
review’ and the other maintaining that the data were ‘sensitive’ and not for the public
domain. Substitution was not possible as there are no other public secondary schools
in the study area. That said, data from the two schools in question regarding school
fees and catchment zoning were shared informally, and were cross-checked against
data obtained from the parental questionnaire and from other schools in the area. In
general, we found that school administrators were so reluctant to part with
information that they actually delayed the completion of the study. All of the
above-mentioned problems resonate with those encountered by Soudien et al. (2004).

Resource disparities in apartheid-era education
South African schools were always racially segregated, but became more so under
apartheid with the separate education systems that it promulgated being controlled
by different government departments or parliamentary assemblies (Johnson 1982;
National Department of Education 1995; Fataar 1997; Carrim 1998; Bisschoff &
Koebe 2005; Naidoo 2005; Gustafsson & Patel 2006). Apartheid education was both
separate and inequitable on account of the discrepancies that existed in the quality of
education for the respective racial groups, with huge inequitable funding disparities
(see Table 1) which further intensified inequalities in the development of the
respective racial groups (Christie & Collins 1982; Fataar 1997; MacKenzie 1993;
National Department of Education 1995; Pillay 1990). For example, the Bantu
Education Act, Act 47 of 1953, limited per capita expenditure on black education to a
fraction of that allotted to white education (Christie & Collins 1982: Weber 2002).
Huge investment by the apartheid state into white education translated into
significantly better-equipped schools, as well as better qualified and a larger number
of teachers. Thus, apartheid education deliberately fostered disadvantage in poor
black communities and advantage in white communities (Christie & Collins 1982;
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Horn & Henning 1997; Johnson 1982; Maile 2004a; National Department of
Education 1995). Schooling, then, ensured the perpetuation of both racial and socioeconomic segregation in the apartheid city. Although overall expenditure increased
over time, the funding gap was still evident in 1994 (see Table 1).
Table 1*: Per capita educational expenditure by race during the apartheid era 1953–1994
[Data sourced from Christie and Collins (1982), South African Institute of Race Relations
(1962; 1973; 1982), Pillay (1990), MacKenzie (1993), National Department of Education
(1995), Fataar (1997)]
Year/s

White learners

Indian learners

Coloured learners

Black learners

1954-54

R128

£251

£251

R17

1960

R145

2

3

R12

1970

R406

R81

R73

R25

1979-80

R1 169

R390

R234

R91

1983-84

R1 654

R1 008

R56

R234

1986-87

R2 508

R1 904

R1 021

R477

1989

R3 082

R2 227

R1 360

R765

1994

R5 403

R4 687

R3 691

R2 000 – R2 200

R63

R49

1 Based on a British pound value at 1954-55
2 Based on per capita expenditure of the Transvaal province in 1960
3 Based on per capita expenditure of the Cape Province in 1960
* Between 1950 and 1966 one US dollar bought 0,3571 GPB. In 1961, the rand was introduced and traded
at R2,80 to the US dollar until 1982.

The desegregation of ‘white’ schools during the late apartheid era
In the late apartheid era (circa late 1980s/early 1990s), education was characterised
by the gradual desegregation of extremely well-equipped but under-subscribed white
schools, while schools for all other races remained under-equipped and oversubscribed. Black schools continued to suffer the most (Horn & Henning 1997; Lemon
2004; Seekings & Nattrass 2002; Sujee 2004; Lombard 2007). Thus, while virtually
every white learner could gain access to quality secondary education, this was impossible for millions of black learners.
Following the unbanning of the ANC and the SACP in 1990, pressure on the De Klerk
government to provide equal education to all proved to be both unrelenting and
difficult to ignore (Horn & Henning 1997). However, simply ramping up expenditure
on education across the board was impossible, as the De Klerk government faced a
major funding crisis. In fact, the De Klerk government could not continue to fully
subsidise white education, let alone to elevate black education to an ‘equivalent’ status
(Lemon 1994; Louw 2004). Ultimately, the De Klerk government circumvented its
educational responsibilities by first semi-privatising white public schools and then
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facilitating their desegregation (Fataar 1997; Tikly & Mabogoane 1997). A semiprivate system was introduced in 1991 with the introduction of three public school
‘Clase Models’ (Models A, B and C). For a full description of the Clase Models, see
Bisschoff and Koebe (2005), Lombard (2007) and Tikly and Mabogoane (1997). The
Clase Models allowed schools to open their doors to any learner, regardless of colour
(Horn & Henning 1997).
Thus, by voting for a particular model, white parents launched South Africa’s quasimarket public school system (Carrim 1998; Horn & Henning 1997; Tikly & Mabogoane
1997; Woolman & Fleisch 2006). Importantly, for all three models, white enrolment
was pegged at a minimum of 51%, meaning that racial integration would be ‘measured’ (Horn & Henning 1997). Some degree of autonomy also came into being with the
establishment of school governing bodies (SGBs) for the Model C option. SGBs held a
great deal of authority over admissions, educational infrastructure, the determination
of school fee levies, the use of school funds and the hiring of additional teachers
(Hofmeyr 2000; Lemon 1994 and 1995; Lombard 2007; MacKenzie 1993; National
Department of Education (NDoE) 1995, 2008; Tikly & Mabogoane 1997).
In this way, government’s financial commitment to white education was drastically
downscaled (Fiske & Ladd 2004; Tikly & Mabogoane 1997). Although Model B was the
most popular choice, funding pressures led the De Klerk government to unilaterally
declare almost all white public schools Model C (semi-private) schools in March 1992
(Horn & Henning 1997). Thus, the era of the cost-recovery and cost-sharing educational model, still in use today, was launched (Chisholm 1997).
Although the Clase Models allowed some black students to access highly-resourced
schools, they did little to assist the bulk of the school-going population in accessing
quality education in both the short and long terms (Carrim 1998; Maile 2004a; Fiske &
Ladd 2006). Partly on account of the ‘measured’ manner in which desegregation was
introduced, deracialisation was slow, despite the face of massive resource inequalities,
disastrous black school matriculation results and the poor reputations (as dangerous
and lacking a culture of teaching and learning) of many black schools (Wolhuter 2005).
Importantly, as Fiske and Ladd (2006) maintain, the number of white schools in which
black parents could enrol their children was limited. Furthermore, as desegregation
was coupled with school fees, only the black middle class could gain access (Beckman
& Karvelas 2006; Crankshaw, 1997; Carrim, 1998; Lemon, 1994; Maile, 2004a; Tikly
& Mabogoane, 1997).
Affordability went further than fees, as the President of the South African Democratic
Teachers Union noted in Lemon (1994: 208): ‘… Most black children could not afford
the bus fare to reach white schools’. So, although apartheid education discriminated
against black people en masse, redress under the De Klerk government was only for a
select (wealthy) few. Despite this, the Clase Model process did have a veneer of
legitimacy in that some desegregation did occur. In the longer term, however, it seems

34

Bell and Morton McKay

that the opportunity to access quality schools by the black middle class was significant. The ‘slow-opening-of-the-faucet’ type of desegregation allowed for the forging of
an informal interracial middle-class alliance effectively guarding access to resourced
schools (Lemon 1994 and 1995; Chisholm 1997).
With hindsight, the Clase Model system was a significant factor in the gradual
replacement of racially exclusive schools with ‘class’-exclusive schools. This may not
have been wholly coincidental. Kallaway (1984) and Louw (2004) both argue that the
De Klerk government was intent on finding black political partners, with the
emerging urban black middle class viewed as a crucial segment of society. Certainly,
the post-1994 South African Government of National Unity did embody ‘a cross-race
alliance of old and new elites’ (Chisholm 1997: 53). Furthermore, Lemon (1995) reflected that the restructuring of white education that occurred under De Klerk resembled
that of Zimbabwe. Circa 1978, the Zimbabwe/Rhodesian government introduced five
categories of schools, two of which entrenched admission policies based on property
rights (geographic zoning) and school fees (Lemon 1995). This process resulted in class
distinctions replacing racial ones, with the effects persisting into the postZimbabwean independence era (Lemon 1995).

School catchments and the middle class: The international experience
Internationally, catchment zoning plays a crucial role in regulating access to
education (Moorhouse & Ittmann 1987). The application of ‘soft’ or ‘catchment’ zoning
(with residence as an admission criterion) is a common practice in many advanced
capitalist countries (Chisholm 1997; Pearce & Gordon 2005; Noreisch 2007). Such
policies are, or have been, applied in New Zealand, Sweden, the United Kingdom, the
United States of America and Germany, for example. During the 1980s, schools in
New Zealand had ‘home’ or feeder zones that ‘directed’ students to specific schools in
order to prevent rival schools from ‘competing’ for them (La Rocque 2004; Thrupp
2007). In the 1990s, formal school catchment areas were abolished, although place of
residence continued to influence admissions. Significantly, income segregation in
schools declined during this period (La Rocque 2004). However, by 2000, catchment
area policies were re-introduced. The current requirements in New Zealand stipulate
that students must attend local schools – unless a school becomes ‘oversubscribed’ (La
Rocque 2004; Pearce & Gordon 2005; Thrupp 2007). Consequently, middle-class
parents resort to renting or buying homes in specific catchment zones, a phenomenon
called ‘selection by mortgage’ to ensure admission to the school of their choice. Such
practices result in some households paying up to 20% more for housing (Nash &
Harker 2005:209, in Thrupp 2007). Thus, La Rocque (2004) argues that because of
catchment zoning, the New Zealand education system continues to fail lower socioeconomic groups and demand for placement schools in affluent neighbourhoods
continues unabated (Pearce & Gordon 2005). This continues despite voluntary (and
nominal) school fees.
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In New Zealand, then, geographic catchment zones, superimposed upon prevailing
socio-spatial patterns, strongly influence the socio-economic profile of the learner
population. The same may be true for Sweden, where Söderström and Uusitalo (2004)
found that catchment zoning in conjunction with parental choices did not reduce the
level of class segregation in schools. They suspected that some parents, like their
counterparts in New Zealand, Berlin and London, even move house to enrol their
children in specific schools (Butler & Robson 2003; Söderström & Uusitalo 2004;
Thrupp 2007; Noreisch 2007).
Internationally, then, middle-class parents act strategically, using their financial and
cultural resources to enrol their children in quality schools. If catchment zoning is
crucial, then some middle-class parents even move house. If geographic zoning does
not suit them (or is abolished), they opt for their children to commute. Gramberg
(1998), for example, identified middle-class ‘clustering’ within particular schools in
Amsterdam, based on a willingness to commute. The United Kingdom is another
example. Parsons et al. (2000) and White et al. (2001) found that, subsequent to 1980,
when catchment zoning was combined with parental choice, admission qualifications
tended to favour those spatially closer to sought-after schools. When local schools were
considered to be unsatisfactory, middle-class parents used their ‘cultural capital’ to
negotiate access to sought-after non-local schools, even if this necessitated a long
commute (Parsons et al. 2000; Reay & Lucey 2000). Therefore, poorly-resourced or
‘unsatisfactory’ local schools lose middle-class students (Butler & Robson 2003; Butler
et al. 2007; Herbert 2000; Parsons et al. 2000; Reay & Lucey 2000; Taylor 2001).
Worldwide, then, geographical zoning favours more affluent socio-economic groups.

The educational landscape of the post-apartheid era
Post-1994, school enrolment in South Africa underwent dramatic changes, partly on
account of the implementation of new legislation, namely the South African Schools
Act, Act 84 of 1996 (SASA), and the National Education Policy Act, Act 27 of 1996
(NEPA) (NDoE 1996a, b). These laws were in part an effort to ‘undo’ past discrimination, but the influence of international trends, such as catchment zoning, is clearly
evident (Chisholm 1997). SASA was designed to ‘give life’ to the provisions of the
Constitution, granting all people the right to a basic education. In this regard, SASA
stipulates that any public school must admit any student without applying any
discriminatory measures and should cater for their educational requirements (NDoE
1996a). However, SASA also codified the rights granted to SGBs under the De Klerk
government, including the right to impose school fee levies. Furthermore, in 1998, the
feeder zone admission policy in place was formalised through regulations promulgated
in terms of NEPA, stipulating that ‘a Head of Department … may determine feeder
zones for ordinary public schools in order to control the learner numbers of schools and
co-ordinate parental preferences’ (NDoE 1998). In Gauteng, the drafting of feederzone boundaries seems to have fallen largely to school principals. To a large degree,
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the use of feeder zones was a historical legacy practice (Moorhouse & Ittmann 1987).
Importantly, managing enrolment using catchment zones presupposes that educational resources are equally distributed across space, i.e. there should be no disadvantage in residing beyond a particular catchment border.
Thus, SASA and the NEPA regulations signify the opposing forces at play in the South
African educational landscape, and the ‘negotiated political settlement’ that ended
apartheid (Fataar 1997: 334; Weber 2002). On the one hand, the transition to democracy heralded a rights-based culture and the redressing of past wrongs. On the other,
economic constraints, coupled with the demands of vested middle-class interests,
made it impossible to have complete and open access to, and full government funding
of, public education. Thus, the legislation legitimised the demand for schooling but
commoditised its supply.

Study results: Catchment zoning and feeder schools
The study found that all Sandton schools use catchment zoning to delineate a feeder
area from which learners are accepted. Johnston High and Clifford High define their
catchment zones using natural boundaries (rivers) and/or local infrastructural
features (roads) and/or suburb boundaries (Smith, Deputy Principal of Johnston High
2008; personal communication). Such practices reflect the legacy of the past, and
school administrators acknowledge this (Bisschoff & Koebe 2005). Thus, catchment
zones encompass former ‘whites only’, expensive real estate areas such as Bryanston,
parts of Hurlingham, sections of River Club, Buccleuch, Kelvin and Morningside
Manor (see Figure 2). These delineations are based on an informal and historical
‘gentlemen’s agreement’ between the school principals that pre-dates 1994 (Dawson
2009; personal communication).
In addition, both Clifford and Xavier High use local feeder schools to further regulate
admissions (Gothhaven 2009 and Dawson 2009; personal communication). Clifford
High has three geographically designated feeder schools, all located in Bryanston,
while Xavier High has two, in Wendywood and Buccleuch (Gothhaven 2009 and
Dawson 2009; personal communication). All feeder schools are in affluent former
white suburbs. Despite the close geographical proximity of the historically poor and
disadvantaged black township of Alexandra, no part of Alexandra falls into the
catchment zone for the Sandton schools, and no primary school in Alexandra is
classified as a designated feeder school. This is not surprising, since catchment zoning
is a relic of the apartheid past.

Study results: the racial and socio-economic profile
The majority of the learners were black (54%), followed by Indians (22%) and whites
(16%). Coloured and Asian respondents constituted four and two percent respectively.
In terms of household monthly income, 39% of the parents sampled earn over R20 001
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per month, 30% earn between R10 001
and R20 000 per month, and 19% less
than R10 000 per month. Eleven per
cent claimed very little or no income at
all. Of the sample, 47% of the parents
identified themselves as professionals
and 32% as managers/technicians.
The remainder classified themselves
as skilled to unskilled. A further 21%
classified themselves as either ‘stayat-home parents’ or domestic workers
residing in designated staff accommodation.
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Figure 2: The study area, showing the
catchment zones for three of the schools

Study results: residence and
commuting patterns
In total, only 16% of the learners reside in Sandton itself; eight per cent in
Alexandra, and 18% in Kew, Lombardy East, Marlboro, Rivonia and Wendywood. The majority of the sample (58%) reside
in former white middle-class residential areas far beyond the boundaries of Sandton,
in, amongst others, Blairgowrie, Linden, Randburg and Midrand. Thus, most learners
reside in high-income areas (see Table 2).
Of the black learners, only 11% reside in Sandton itself. The majority (56%) reside
outside of Sandton. Most commute from middle-class suburbs such as Blairgowrie,
Linden, Randburg and Midrand. Eleven per cent hail from Alexandra. Most of the
white students (88%) and Indian students (46%) reside in middle-class suburbs
outside of Sandton (see Table 2 and Figure 3).
Two thirds (60%) of the parents indicated that the Sandton school that their child was
attending was not a local neighbourhood school. Many commute, so school-related

Table 2: Spatial distribution of sampled students by race
Alexandra

Kew

Lombardy East

Marlboro

Rivonia

Sandton

Wendywood

Other
areas

Total

Asian

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

50%

0%

50%

100%

Black

11.1%

7,4%

3,7%

3,7%

3,7%

11,1%

3,7%

55,6%

100%

Coloured

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

50%

50%

100%

Indian

9,1%

0%

0%

18,2%

0%

27,3%

0%

45,5%

100%

White

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

12,5%

0%

87,5%

100%
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travelling costs are high. Half (54%) of the parents stated that they pay between R210
and R600 per month on transport, while 26% pay over R601 per month. Ten per cent
pay between R801 and R 1 000 per month. Only 20% pay less than R200 per month.
The majority travel to school by private car (74%), while the remainder use minibus
taxis, buses or the train. Only a tiny minority walk or cycle to school.

Study results: School fees
and other expenses relating
to education
In 2009, Xavier High and Clifford
High charged annual fees of
R12 000 and R19 000 respectively
(Gothhaven 2009 and Dawson
2009; personal communication).
The other schools did not share
their information on fees, but the
parental survey indicated that,
across the schools, 67% of the parents were spending over R12 001
per annum, whilst 31,3% were
spending between R9 001 and
R12 000 per annum on educational costs for their children. Only
2,1% were spending less than
R3 000 per annum on school fees.
None of the sampled respondents
indicated that they had a fee
Figure 3: Map showing the geographical
exemption, although clearly some
distribution of students, by race, across the
do. The majority of parents (61%)
various suburbs of Northern Johannesburg
indicated that school fees had not
influenced their choice of school. Furthermore, 87% also pay for additional educational
expenses such as stationery (98%), notebooks (90%), textbooks (86%) and extracurricular activities (71%).

Discussion: Catchment zoning, place of residence and commuting
As demand for these schools is high, catchment zoning and the designation of feeder
schools regulate admissions. Although the 1998 NEPA regulations stipulate that
catchment zones need not be geographical or confined to particular (limited) distances,
such zoning is not precluded.
Catchment zoning is an entrenched practice and is formalised with utility bills or
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‘rental agreements’ demanded to prove place of residence. This resonates with the
work of Soudien and Sayed (2003). The schools have two admission waiting lists: one
for learners residing in the catchment area and/or attending a feeder school and
another for the rest (Gothhaven 2009 and Dawson 2009; personal communication).
Schools claim that learners living (or with parents working) within the catchment
zone or attending a feeder school are the first to be admitted. Clearly, then, geographic
zoning only benefits those who can afford to live in the area and, perhaps, also some
learners whose parents are domestic workers or working in the area.
However, only 16% of the sampled learners reside in Sandton, so residence or feeder
school enrolment does not solely determine access. The parental questionnaire
revealed that over half the learners (58%, regardless of race) live in middle-class
suburbs beyond the catchment areas. These learners travel long distances, incurring
high commuting costs. It seems, then, that this middle-class group, like their counterparts in the United Kingdom and Amsterdam, act strategically to access quality
education, relying on commuting, especially by private car, to gain access to the school
of their choice.
Many middle-class learners (from far-flung suburbs) are gaining access to the Sandton
schools, but very few Alexandrian residents. It is unlikely that all of the prospective
learners from Alexandra were the last to add their names to the waiting list, so some
other factor must account for this discrepancy.
It could be that the Alexandrian parents work beyond the geographical catchment
zone, whereas the middle-class parents work within it, thus enabling the latter to
place their children on the first admission list (as Gauteng Provincial Education policy
allows for children of people who work within a school’s geographic catchment area to
be declared to be ‘within’ the catchment zone). If so, then unemployment may be a
factor in perpetuating inequitable access to schooling. This is unlikely, however, as
none of the schools admissions secretaries indicated that proof of work address was a
key factor in gaining admission, unlike the utility bill or rental agreement.
Alternatively, despite the fee-waiver system, Alexandrian parents may not apply to
these schools as they cannot afford the fees. It has been well documented that the feewaiver system does not work effectively, and it may be true in this case, as only 2,1% of
parents pay less than R3 000 in school fees (Maile 2004b; Redpath 2006). However, it
could be that even if the school fees are waived, they cannot afford the commute. As
such, the burden of high transport costs may mean that they self-exclude themselves.

Discussion: Racial and socio-economic profile
Although only broadly mirroring South Africa’s national and Gauteng’s provincial
racial profile, the schools are racially mixed, with black students constituting the
majority. This resonates with the work of Sujee (2004), who noted that high levels of
school desegregation correlate with high school fees. In addition, Soudien (2004) and

40

Bell and Morton McKay

Bisschoff and Koebe (2005) have also noted that black enrolment in former Model C
schools has increased over time. However, racial issues may still be a factor in admissions, as coloured learners are in a minority, whereas whites (16%) are well represented and Indians (22%) even more so. Still, this state of affairs compares favourably
with KwaZulu/Natal’s formet Model C secondary schools, where enrolment in 2004
was 65% white, 8% Indian, 3% coloured and 24% black, as well as Gauteng, where
average black enrolment in former Model C schools in 2002 stood at 21% (Wolhuter
2005; Motala 2006).
The decline in white enrolment is reflected elsewhere in Gauteng and is ascribed to
both emigration and a declining white birth rate (Sujee 2004). However, it is possible
that, similar to the USA, whites are fleeing these schools for private ones (Saporito
2009). Certainly, in 2002 some 13,5% of all white Gauteng learners were in private
schools, up from 8% in 1996 (Sujee 2004). In addition, the South Africa Survey,
undertaken by the South African Institute for Race Relations, found that private
school enrolment across South Africa had risen by 50% between 2000 and 2009 (De
Lange 2011).
It seems that this empirical study supports the contention by Soudien (2004) that class
is now an increasingly important aspect of education in South Africa. In this case
study, enrolment is strongly skewed towards learners with parents (regardless of
race) who are able to pay the high fees and meet other educational and transportrelated expenses. In addition, using the definitions of Powers et al. (2003), the
majority of parents classified themselves as either professional or managerial/
technical. So, access to well-resourced public secondary schools in Sandton is indeed
dominated by a multiracial middle class, as predicted by Swilling (1991), Lemon
(1994; 1995) and Bond (2003; 2004a).
Thus, the results support the findings of Iheduru (2004) and Bond (2004a, b), namely
that the South African middle class is becoming increasingly multiracial in
composition. In the study, black parents dominate the middle-class categories. Of the
professional category, 50% of the sampled parents are black, 22% are Indian and 18%
are white (Figure 4). Similarly, the managerial/technical category is composed of 60%
black, 13% Indian and 20% white parents. The non-manual skilled category is far less
racially diversified. Enrolment, then, reflects the deracialisation of wealth accumulation in post-apartheid South Africa.

Discussion: School fees and educational expenses
Despite the high school fees, most parents indicated that fees had not influenced their
enrolment decision. This could be an indicator of their level of affluence, or their level
of desperation or fee waivers. For the affluent, the schools offer value for money, as
private schools in the area charge more than double. For others, there are no other
public secondary schools in the vicinity so they have little choice but to pay. Or the fee

‘Class apartheid’ in accessing secondary schools

41

waiver may be operating. Payment correlates with employment status. The
professional and managerial group pay over R12 001 per annum, whereas only 57% of
the parents in the skilled category pay such fees, indicating, perhaps, a partial fee
waiver (Figure 5).
What is clear is that quality
education is expensive, a finding supported by a 2003
NDoE study and Soudien
(2004). The 2003 NDoE study
found that between 1995 and
2000, the percentage of
household income spent on
education rose by 60% in real
terms.
Other
educationrelated costs added a further
25% to that. As Woolman and
Fleisch (2006: 4, 16; 2009)
maintain, in order to access
quality education, parents
are ‘paying, in every conceivable way, for the privilege of Above: Figure 4: A comparison of the proportion that
securing entrance for their racial groups contribute to the respective social classes
children to better schools’.
They go on to explain that parents buy houses and/or seek employment in the desired
catchment zone, with
some even committing
up to 50% of their disposable income to ‘education-related expenses, so that their child
may travel to a good
school’. This may be
the case in Sandton.
However, important to
note is that only middle-class parents can
afford it and there
may be evidence that
even they are struggling.
Figure 5: A comparison of socio-economic or social class
status, in terms of occupation and the level of school fees paid

Although

additional
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educational costs, such as those for uniforms and stationery, are borne by the majority
of the parents, it was found that, as gross monthly income declined, so too does the
ability to pay for notebooks, textbooks and extra-curricular activities (Figure 6). The
difference can be clearly seen between parents earning over R20 001 per month
compared to those earning under R10 000 per month. This highlights the financial
effects of the commoditisation of education in South Africa, where even some parents
earning relatively high incomes are suffering financial strain.

Figure 6: Bar graphs showing how the payment of additional educational expenses
correlates with income

The quintile model is a factor driving these substantial educational costs (Redpath
2006). The quintile system, in use since 2007, determines the allocation of government
subsidies to schools. Public schools are ranked according to their socio-economic profile or weighted ‘poverty score’, which is based on the 2001 census data (Chamane
2009; CREATE 2009; Chutgar & Kanjee 2009; Department of Basic Education (DBE)
2010). There are five quintiles: Quintile 1 schools, such as those in Alexandra, are the
poorest, while Quintile 5 schools, such as those in this study, are the most affluent.
Educational funding (i.e. non-personnel and non-capital funding) is allocated on an
inverse scale. The poorest of schools receive the highest funding (R740–R807 per
student in 2009 [CREATE 2009]). Quintile 1 and 2 schools may not charge school fees.
Quintile 5 schools receive the least funding, namely R134 per student in 2009
(CREATE 2009; DBE 2010). School fees and other fund-raising activities make up the
resultant funding shortfall.
While this funding model is equitable and a form of progressive taxation, it does drive
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school fee inflation in Quintile 5 schools (Davies 2004; Woolman & Fleish 2004).
Furthermore, regardless of its virtues, it has not increased the supply of quality
schools, so such schools are still massively oversubscribed. Furthermore, schools must
vigorously collect fees, giving them an incentive to encourage middle-class enrolment
and discourage those who cannot pay (Davies 2004; Woolman & Fleish 2009).

Summary
The Sandton schools in this study have desegregated and black students now
constitute the majority. In addition, the schools have an overwhelmingly multiracial
middle-class socio-economic profile, with most parents working in professional or
managerial/technical positions, as many academics predicted (Swilling 1991; Lemon
1994 & 1995; Chisholm 1997; Fataar 1997; Weber 2002). In Sandton, then, historical
social class or socio-economic status quo remains intact: just the ‘colour’ of the ‘class
face’ is different. Overall, geographic zoning, commuting costs and school fees are
shaping enrolment, to the detriment of the poor.
Quality public schooling has become commoditised and the high school fees which
allow such schools to hire additional (and better-qualified teachers) only ensures this
unequal position will remain (Motala 2006; Redpath 2006), i.e. South Africa’s ‘two-tier
educational system, … one catering for the wealthy … and one catering for the poor’,
has not changed (CREATE 2009: 2). Lemon (1994; 1995; 2004) and Sujee (2004) argue
that such an outcome should have been anticipated and is not, as Woolman and
Fleisch (2006: 9; 2009) maintain, a result of the ‘unintended consequences’ of the legal
experiments of SASA and NEPA. As ‘schools ... crystallise class divisions and preserve
the interests of the middle class’ and [in democracies] ‘provide mobility for only a
relatively small number’, this situation will now be politically very difficult to
challenge (Kallaway 1984: 7; Fiske & Ladd 2006).

Policy recommendations
We would urge Gauteng provincial officials to critically assess the value of
geographical catchment zones. In particular, the use of informal ‘gentlemen’s agreements’ may need to be reviewed. The exclusion of township schools from the catchment
zones of suburban schools may be inhibiting parental choice. In addition, school fee
waivers alone may not be enough to enable underprivileged learners to access
resourced schools. To this end, a transport subsidy may be needed. Fundamentally,
South Africa needs to address its quality-school supply problem. In a landscape of high
demand and low supply, access will accrue to those who have the necessary cultural
and financial capital to negotiate the system. We agree that school fees are necessary
and should be retained. The current system whereby fees allow funds to be diverted to
lower quintile schools should be retained, although monitoring on how these funds are
utilised should be strengthened, as this investment needs to be used more efficiently
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so as to visibly improve the schools concerned. Currently this does not seem to be the
case (Woolman & Fleish 2004; Motala 2006; Redpath 2006).

Conclusion
This study found that socio-economic status, geographical place of residence and the
ability to pay high school fees, rather than race alone, determines secondary school
enrolment in Sandton – although race is still shaping access, albeit in a different way.
In support of Soudien’s (2010) finding, this study also revealed that, as access by the
black middle class to residential mobility and private transport improves, so this
segment of society can use such resources to access these schools. Overall, class is
becoming a more significant factor, partly because entrenched socio-spatial patterns
have laid the foundation for this. Thus, a multi-racial middle-class segment of society
now dominates these schools. The forging of this informal class alliance was perhaps
aided and abetted by both the De Klerk and the ANC governments, using particular
legislative and policy tools.
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learners’ daily negotiations of the
uneven terrain of the city
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American University, Washington, DC

Abstract
Colonial and apartheid practices of spatial engineering have created Johannesburg,
a city that today, for the most part, is still deeply spatially segregated. As black
access to the city has grown with the dismantling of apartheid policies, whites have
retreated to newly built suburban developments where gates replace legislation.
For many Johannesburg youth, their schooling experiences are highly mobile ones
characterised by long commutes from their neighbourhoods to their schooling
communities. The mobility modalities of private car, private transport, buses,
public taxis, train and walking inform the ways in which Johannesburg youth relate
to and produce space in the city. Using the lens of intersectionality (race, class and
gender), the author explores the experiences Johannesburg youth have in their
daily negotiations of the spatiality of the city.
Key words: Mobilities, modalities, spatialities, school commutes, Johannesburg,
intersectionality

Introduction
The socio-spatial segregation and wealth polarisation of Johannesburg’s political
economy make for differentiated engagement of public space. This article explores the
ways in which Johannesburg youth attending three schools – Special School, Christian School and Township School – navigate the spaces of the city to access schooling
opportunities. I draw on fieldwork conducted in 2006 to explore how Johannesburg
youth’s modalities of mobility inform the ways in which youth move through the city’s
public and private spaces. I employ the lens of intersectionality (race, class and
gender) in my analysis of learners’ mobilities through and around the city. I suggest
that because public space in Johannesburg is often highly insecure, learners who
spend more time in the public domain experience more fear, uncertainty and anxiety
Lancaster, I. (2011) Modalities of mobility: Johannesburg learners’ daily negotiations of the uneven terrain of
the city. Southern African Review of Education, 17: 49-63.
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than those whose exposure to the public space is limited.
Recent scholarship (Bouillon 2002; Fataar 2009, 2010; Mbembe 2004, Mbembe &
Nuttall 2004; Soudien 2007) documents the ways in which black access to the city has
taken on significant urgency. Black youth who live in townships spend significant
amounts of time in motion, negotiating public spaces in ways that their more affluent
peers do not. For the affluent, public space is to be avoided and privatised in the form
of residential gated communities and malls. Murray (2008) deems these privatised
public spaces to be ‘fantasy playgrounds’ and ‘bourgeois utopias’. Bremner (2002: 160)
suggests that these residential communities have ‘produced a new spatiality of fixed
identities and logics of discrimination’ that have ‘operationalise[d] and render[ed]
productive the fear of the other’. With middle-income and more affluent young people
ensconced in their safe utopias, public space has become the domain of the poor and
working class. These public spaces must be negotiated by young people in Johannesburg if they are to travel to and from school safely and in so doing cultivate their
aspirational dispositions.

Navigating the public-private, township-city axis
Bouillon (2002) offers a useful conceptual framework to help us think about the
spatiality of Johannesburg. Bouillon (2002: 87) suggests that the South African city be
conceptualised in terms of a township/city axis which ‘oppos[es] the centre to its
periphery and mak[es] [the township and city] contrary, ‘complementary’ sides’’. This
notion of a city/township axis is useful in understanding how Johannesburg residents
have historically and presently experienced the city. The city is not simply a physical
space to be experienced, but it also becomes a symbolic space to be negotiated. The
town as centre is a particularly powerful symbol to the masses of Africans who were
denied access throughout the majority of South Africa’s history. The township/city’s
centre-periphery relationship is a ‘spatial, temporal, axiological and teleological axis
in one, according to which the town/city is something else other than the ‘location’,
something of a different nature with a superior status’ (88). Boullion continues:
The city/town that is imaginarily constructed in the process conforms to the ideology of
its planners by being altogether a world of means, respect, status, order and regularity,
exactly the opposite of the disorder, noise, uncontrolled, crooked and twisted ways of the
location. The town is the embodiment of cleanliness and visibility, order and regularity:
of formality. ‘To come to town,’ as observed by one of the rare African refugees to have
resided in a township, ‘you need a status’… Thus the city is regarded with awe, all the
more since its historical statutory confiscation was accompanied by unrelenting control
and brutality, in such a systematic way that formality has been erected in the imagery of
all as a mass discrimination device making civility and the law of the strongest two faces
of the same coin. Formality has been first and foremost a tool for massive exclusion, a
way of barring all those who have no presentable credentials, an instrument for
qualifying citizenship and making it conditional (ibid).

This oppositional pull of city/township shows up again in the writing of Mbembe &
Nuttall (2004: 357):
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The township is both of the city and not of the city… Emphasis has been on marginality
and the township is privileged as a site of social struggles or contestation over the
allocation of public goods. Far less attention has been paid to the imbrications of city and
township and, in spite of unequal social relations, to township dwellers’ practices and
imaginations of citiness or the place of the township in the making of the city’s many
identities.

Mbembe suggests that for blacks ‘making oneself at home in the city takes on a
peculiar urgency, if only because it has been the dominant site of their exclusion from
modernity’ (Mbembe 2004: 393). Mbembe (2004: 391) suggests that ‘most social
struggles of the post-apartheid era can be read as attempts to reconquer the right to be
urban’. ‘Urbanness’ and modernity are intricately linked and the coupling of the two
helps us to understand the preference of township students, at great financial expense
and inconvenience, to travel many kilometres daily to attend schools outside of the
township. This notion of city as modern and township as backwards is a notion that is
integral in understanding schooling in Johannesburg today.
If black access to the city has historically been tightly controlled and the city has been
historically constructed as an exclusively white and modern space, then accessing the
city today is not simply about accessing the physical property resources of the city, but
rather accessing a new subjectivity, a post-apartheid subjectivity that ‘separates the
young people culturally and spatially from those with whom they grow up’ (Soudien
2007: 107). Fataar (2009: 10) labels this active evasion of township schools ‘school
choice displacement’ and suggests that in this process township youth are cultivating
their ‘aspirational dispositions’. Youth who attend schools in the township are
constructed as anti-aspirant. Fataar (2009: 10) asserts:
Read negatively, the township schools can be regarded as social reproduction incubators
that entrap young people in place. Unlike those children who migrate to city schools,
township school children are stuck in the township and the schools play a deficit role, one
of lack, in this reproduction process. It is what these schools are not doing that defines
their subjectivity as poor performing schools that are unable to make the discourse of the
city beyond the township available to their students. Township students do not have the
urban imagination and requisite literacies to access the city’s educational, occupational
and leisure spaces, having developed limited repertories in the place of the township and
its schools.

An integral part of the requisite literacies of those youth who have the urban
imagination to access the city’s educational spaces is the development of a set of
literacies that ensure safe navigations into, through and around the city. Aspirant
learners must develop the ability to read and navigate their ever-changing social and
spatial environments in specific ways with agility and flexibility. Cahill (2000: 251)
writes of young people’s ‘highly developed understanding of environmental protocol’
and their ability to ‘read the environment in specific ways that are at once personal
and social’. This ‘street literacy’ is a set of ‘environmental competencies’ that equip
young people with strategies to safely navigate their environment (Cahill 2000: 251).
Johannesburg youth navigate their multiple environments and spatialities with
dexterity, accumulating social, emotional and cultural capital required for the active
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maintenance of their aspirations. In navigating their environments Johannesburg
youth employ varied modalities of mobility: private car, private transport, public
buses, collective taxis, trains and walking. Access to these modalities of mobility is
dictated by a youth’s access to social and financial capital, resulting in a hierarchy of
mobility modalities that situates private car and private transport, available to only
those who possess the required capital, above the modes of public buses and trains,
available to youth of more modest means. Gough (2008) notes that lower-income youth
have lower rates of mobility than their middle-income peers, who have access to cars or
public transportation and thus have higher rights of mobility. Considerable amounts
of income are spent on transportation, with poor people spending greater percentages
of their limited income on transportation costs. The youth attending Township,
Special and Christian Schools have similar constraints on their mobility. Youth
attending Township School are, for the most part, poorer than those attending Special
School and Christian School. None of the learners interviewed at Township School
commute by private car or private taxi. None mentioned that their families owned cars
or had regular access to networks of car owners. While Special School and Christian
School learners speak of family members sponsoring their school fees and transport
costs, the young people at Township School make little reference to extended,
beneficial social and familial networks. In fact, many Township learners struggle to
pay the R120 school fee. Township School learners walk, take public taxis or use a
combination of the two to get to and from school. At Township School learners,
teachers and administrators engage in a discourse that collapses spatial mobility with
social and economic mobilities.

Private cars
The mobility modality of the private car ensures that learners who have access to such
means have very little exposure to public spaces during their commute. Learners who
use private cars move from the private space of the home through the public space of
Johannesburg’s streets to, in the case of Christian School and Special School, the
private space of the school. For learners attending Christian School and Special
School, the schools are protected, private spaces. Special School’s grounds are large
and set back. A perimeter fence provides a physical barrier between the school and the
well-kept, well-protected working and middle-class inner suburban enclave of
single-family homes where private security cars patrol. Christian School sits in a
significantly more densely populated working class community of both single-family
and multi-family units closer in to the city centre. While the streets around Christian
School are considered highly insecure with pick-pocketing, robbery and assaults as
common occurrences, the school has made great efforts to make the building, a
converted multi-family residential home, secure. With a perimeter fence and a
controlled front entrance, learners, teachers and visitors must be buzzed in by the
front office staff to gain access to the private space of the school.
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Like Special School and Christian School, Township School has a perimeter fence
demarcating the school grounds from its surrounding community, but Township
School’s fence is ineffectual in keeping non-learners from entering the grounds and
learners from leaving the grounds. Despite the school’s attempts at security, installing
and reinforcing the cement fence and inviting a church community to take up
residence in an unused building in exchange for its members serving as security
guards monitoring unauthorised access to the school grounds, Township School is and
historically has been a very public space. Like many other schools in townships in
cities all over the country, Township School served as a site of organisation for
resistance to apartheid. Unlike Special School and Christian School, Township School
has always been a public space, a community space.
In navigating the insecure and uncertain public space of city streets, youth who
commute to Christian School and Special School by private car have an added layer of
protection in parents or relatives. Two of the learners interviewed at Special School,
Vanessa, a Grade 10 white learner and Layla, a Grade 11 Indian learner, commute by
car. Vanessa and her sister make the ten or fifteen-minute driving commute with their
father, a ‘self-employed’ man who has been unable to work because of chronic health
issues. Vanessa’s mother works in retail in a city mall. Vanessa feels safe in the community in which she lives. which she attributes to electric fencing, barking dogs and
the gates protecting her complex. While Vanessa and her sister have not experienced
fear and anxiety in their commutes, Vanessa speaks of friends and classmates who
experience insecurity and uncertainty in their daily commutes through the public
spaces of the city’s streets. Vanessa speaks of one female friend and classmate who had
been regularly harassed by a man waiting for her at the bus stop where she got off to
continue her commute to school by foot. Vanessa also speaks of friends who are robbed
of their book bags and cell phones. Vanessa’s commute by car allows her to avoid public
spaces, with the added protection of an adult guardian, her father, whom Vanessa
characterises as ‘very protective’.
Like Vanessa, Layla navigates the city by private car. Layla’s commute is just five
minutes. In the morning, on his way to the shop he tends, Layla’s father drops off
Layla and her classmate. In the afternoon, Layla is dropped off with her homemaker
mother by the parent of the classmate who rides with her in the morning. This ‘lift
club’ limits Layla’s exposure to insecurity. While Layla could easily walk the short
distance from home to school, Layla finds the areas along her commute insecure. Layla
comments:
A lot of people does nothing. So they sit in the streets and they just scare you. They may
not do anything, but they are just there. Just the fact that they are there.

For Layla, her family’s access to private cars ensures that she need not be exposed to
the anxiety caused by people she may encounter in public spaces ‘who do nothing’ and
‘just scare you’.
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Like Layla, Christian School Grade 11 learner, Khanyisile, is dropped off at school in
the mornings by a family member. But unlike Layla, Khanyisile is not ferried home by
a private car in the afternoons. Khanyisile makes the 30 minute walk home to her
sister’s house in a middle-class inner suburb accompanied by four of her friends who
board at the school. Khanyisile seems quite typical of many of the black learners
interviewed at Christian School in that her extended family network is called upon to
assist her with her social mobility. Two years prior to attending Christian School,
Khanyisile lived with her mother and brother in a township community and attended
a large township school she describes as violent. Khanyisile’s older sister, not happy
with Khanyisile’s schooling experience in the township, learned of Christian School
from a newspaper. After Khanyisile and her sister both checked out the school,
Khanyisile left the township home of her mother and brother and moved in with her
sister, whose residence makes for an easier commute to the school. Khanyisile’s
mother’s cousin, whom Khanyisile refers to as her ‘aunt’, pays for Khanyisile’s
subsidised school fees, as her mother cannot afford to do so.
For many Christian School learners, who leave township schools to cultivate their
aspirations, accessing schooling opportunities is an effort taken on by large family
networks. Sending a child to school outside the township requires a pooling of family
resources. Learners stay with siblings, cousins, aunts and uncles with jobs and access
to financial capital and receive school fees and other financial support from other
family members. Poor and working-class black learners negotiate extended family
networks for financial support to navigate the township–city axis for schooling
opportunities and then call on their street literacies to navigate the spatiality of
insecure public space. Khanyisile speaks of feeling unsafe in the neighbourhood
immediately surrounding the school, especially the commercial streets, where men
‘with big bodies’ give ‘threatening looks’ and offer to purchase her cell phones and
escort her home. In response, Khanyisile employs the street-literate method of an
escort of a group of friends to safely navigate her way through the insecure public
space of the streets to her private fenced-in home.

Private transport
Private transport, also called private taxis, is the preferred mode of transport among
black learners of some means living in townships. With private transport, parents
enter into agreements with owners and/or drivers of mini-buses. Seating eight to
twelve people, these minibuses are taken off public routes to ferry learners privately
from their township homes across the township–city axis to schools in town. More
public than private cars and more private than public taxis, private transport offers
parents and learners some level of insulation from the insecurity of navigating the
insecure streets. Private transport comes to the homes of learners and drops learners
off in front of their schools. While public transport limits learners’ exposure to the
insecurity of the streets, the vehicles themselves can be insecure. A vehicle’s upkeep
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and the safety record of the driver may expose learners to some fear and anxiety.
Zwanga, a Grade 11 Special School learner, takes private transport for his two-hour
commute from the home he shares with his father, a school principal, and brother in a
middle-class neighbourhood on the outskirts of a large township to school. On the
morning Zwanga and I sat down to talk, Zwanga’s private transport was nearly
involved in a collision. Unperturbed, Zwanga remarks that he is quite accustomed to
near accidents. As private transport offers learners door-to-door service, exposure to
insecure public spaces is limited, thus offering learners who can afford it one of the
safest modes of transport.

Public buses
Most Johannesburg residents regard public buses as a very safe and secure modality
of mobility. Yet few learners commute to school by bus. Johannesburg’s public buses
serve a limited geographic region, the city centre and inner suburbs. Only learners
who live in the city centre and inner suburbs have the option to commute to school by
bus. Since public buses do not have routes along the city–township axis, buses are not
a viable modality of mobility for most township dwellers. None of the learners
interviewed at Christian School commute by bus. Only two learners interviewed at
Special School, Noxolo, a Grade 11 black female learner, and Evan, a Grade 11
‘coloured’ male learner, live in communities serviceable by buses. Evan takes two
buses to make the one-hour commute from his inner-suburban home where he lives
with his siblings, shop-assistant mother and policeman stepfather. Evan doesn’t mind
the long commute as he uses the time to complete homework assignments.
Like Evan, Noxolo takes two buses to get make her 90-minute commute from the home
she shares with her mother in an inner suburb to Special School, a commute that
would take 15 minutes if she had access to a private car. Noxolo’s commute is divided
into two. The first leg of the commute takes 45 minutes from her home to the transit
hub of Gandhi Square, where she waits 15 minutes to take the second bus for the last
15 minutes of her commute. For many youth accessing schooling opportunities in the
city, Gandhi Square is a place to meet and socialise, where, according to Noxolo:
You see characters. You see different people there. You meet crazy people. Everything
happens. Then you get the notorious people for smoking, for drugs … A certain school is
going to come in a big crew every day and they are going to stand in front of certain bus
stop. It’s always them there … you create this little crew … groups of different schools,
little meetings and you chat about everything.

Noxolo joins the group of 30 Grade 11 classmates, whom she distinguishes from the
groups of Grade 9, 10 and 12 Special School learners, as they wait at Gandhi Square
for the 6:45 bus to school. In the public space of Gandhi Square, socialising,
networking and identity work takes place. School uniforms become markers of
identity. Learners wearing the uniform of Special School are regarded as boffin, which
Noxolo translates as nerdy. Special School learners are considered by their peers to be
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reserved and less inclined to socialise with learners from other schools. School
uniforms become the outward expression of youth’s subjectivities. The blazers and
jerseys worn by Special School learners distinguish them from their peers. At Gandhi
Square Special School uniforms signal to the other aspirant youth on their way to their
city schools that those wearing Special School uniforms are especially aspirational. In
the township, the Special School uniform marks the learner wearing the uniform as
aspirant. It serves to distinguish them from their anti-aspirant peers. Special School’s
vice-principal, Mrs Van de Plank, illustrates:
Just yesterday I said to [one girl], ‘It’s so hot. Why do you wear jerseys?’ So she said,
‘Ma’am, you wouldn’t understand. This is like an unwritten rule. If you go to a Model C
school, you never just wear a shirt and a tie. You have to wear either a blazer or a jersey.’
It’s like a status symbol, you see? So ... there’s quite a lot of rivalry between the children
who actually go to school in the townships and those who come to school in town.

While Gandhi Square is a social space for youth, it is also a highly insecure public
space where drug use and assaults are common occurrences. The grade-specific groups
of Special School learners create private protective spaces that serve to insulate
Special School learners from the fear, anxiety and uncertainty of the transit centre.
But before joining her classmates at the transit centre, Noxolo must navigate the
insecurity of her walk from her home to the bus stop where she gets her first bus. To
mediate Noxolo’s exposure to insecure spaces, Noxolo’s mother escorts Noxolo during
her 15-minute walk from home to the bus stop. Noxolo recalls a particular incident one
morning toward the beginning of the school year when Noxolo’s mother was occupied
and Noxolo, anxious that she would miss her bus, left home without her mother’s
escort. It was winter and at 5:30 in the morning it was still dark. Noxolo recalls:
But that day she was doing something and I was like, ‘No, ma, the bus is going to leave
me.’ So I just left and I walk very fast. And I was walking and when I was walking this
other man passes me. And I’m like whatever. But I’m always thinking he is behind me
with a knife. And he’s like, ‘Where’s your phone? Where’s your phone?’ And I realised that
the way he was asking me … he was asking me as if I was one of these snobbish girls that
don’t know anything. And I looked at him like I don’t have a phone on me. Yet my phone
was in my blazer. That just shows that this person doesn’t go to school. He doesn’t know
the blazer … ’Where’s the money?’ And I’m like, ‘I don’t have money.’ ‘Where’s the chain?’
and I’m like, ‘I don’t wear a chain at school.’ Then he just left me. He told me to walk. And
I just walked and I had to act like I was scared.

By quickly assessing that her assailant was unlikely to be familiar with the anatomy
of a blazer (and school), Noxolo is able to keep the presence of her cellphone, securely
tucked away in her inside pocket, unknown. Noxolo exhibits her street literacy and
successfully navigates herself out of a robbery and potential assault and maintains
possession of her cellphone in the process.

Public taxis
The collective or public taxi is the most common modality of mobility for most of the
youth in this study to get to and from school. Operating on fixed routes, public taxis are
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ubiquitous in the townships. They are the primary means for township residents to
move across townships’ large geographic areas with their many neighbourhoods and
across the township–city axis. Considerably less expensive than private transport,
public taxis present a more affordable option for learners commuting to school.
Learners often take more than one collective taxi to get to and from school and some
learners combine the use of the taxi with use of the public bus. Nomsa, a Grade 11
female learner at Special School, gets to school by both collective taxi and bus. She
leaves the home she shares with her mother, aunt and two of her three siblings at 5:45
and gets to the city by 6:30. By 7:20 she is at school. If she were to drive to school, it
would take her around 30 minutes. As Nomsa explains, she lives ‘deep’ in the township
and taxi drivers must go around almost the entire township before they get on the
highway to the city.
Though public outcry has led to the tightening of restrictions and implementation of
stricter safety regulations, public taxis are still considered very dangerous by the
general public. The age, maintenance and upkeep of public taxis along with the tight
competition among drivers to get as many trips as possible in leading to speeding have
resulted in numerous fatal accidents. Not only does the speed and condition of taxis
impact on the relative safety of its passengers, the taxi industry itself is linked with
violence and criminality (see Hansen 2004). Special School’s Zwanga, who takes
private transport in his commute to and from school, takes public taxis to access his
extensive citywide social network after school and on weekends and comments on the
dangers of public taxis:
The public transport I guess people always complain about the taxi drivers and the way
that they drive in the roads. In some cases it is very reckless and they do drive a little too
fast. But being the youth and everything, we enjoy that … the speed and the loud music.
But come to think of it, like honestly, in a way, it isn’t really safe.

While Zwanga recognises the danger inherent in public taxis, he seems to regard the
taxis as integral to the construction of youth identity.
Township School’s Grade 11 female learner Daisy uses public taxis to make the
45-minute commute from her home with her father, a school cleaner, and her three
siblings in a newer black township community to the older, more established township
community in which Township School is located. Daisy came to live with her father
and began attending Township School in Grade 10 after she left the home she shared
with her mother in a township community on the other side of the Johannesburg
metropolitan area. Daisy labels her commute to school by public taxi as risky. While
she has doubts about the integrity of the drivers (‘We don’t know about [these] taxi
drivers. What do they do before they come and pick us?’), she acknowledges the
convenience of the public taxi in navigating the township to get to school. Daisy simply
needs to walk out of her home’s front gates and is able to get a taxi immediately.
The public taxi is a significant modality of mobility for poor township learners. Public
taxis enable poor township youth to access the township–city axis and ferry aspirant
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learners from the periphery to the centre for schooling, but public taxis also ferry
youth along a township–township axis in which learners move from periphery to
periphery. When comparing her former school in her old township neighbourhood with
her new school, Daisy indicates that her new school is better resourced, if only slightly.
Daisy comments:
In this school we have desks and chairs. But my old school is like broken chairs and a few
tables. So here it’s much better than that side … That school was fine, but the chair is in
the closet. The window’s broken. Just like here. Here is just right. Nicer school than that
side.

Both her former township school and her new township school have similar physical
environments (e.g. broken windows), but Township School has better resources, desks
and chairs. Daisy’s schooling history is not uncommon. Like Daisy, many of her
classmates arrive at Township School in Grade 10 from other neighbourhood schools
as well as schools in more distant townships. A number of other learners come to
Township School after having sat out an entire year or two of schooling. For Township
School teachers, this in-migration of learners coming from more poorly resourced
schools and with interrupted education is a frustrating reality. Township School
teachers speak of learners’ low academic skills, lack of motivation and poor discipline,
as do the learners interviewed. Township School learners are ‘stuck’. For both
Township School teachers and learners, Township School youth are perceived as
anti-aspirant.

Train
Perhaps the most notoriously dangerous modality of mobility across the township–city
axis is the train, the cheapest option to access the city. While none of the learners I
interviewed commuted by train, two Special School teachers, Mr Mojapelo and Mrs
Botha, both spoke of learners who were assaulted during their commute. Mr Mojapelo
spoke of a Grade 12 girl who was mugged by a man with a knife. The learner fainted at
the sight of the knife and when she regained consciousness, her schoolbooks and
cellphone had been taken. Mr Mojapelo advised her to join her male classmates who
were fellow train commuters or avoid using the train altogether. Mrs Botha also
identifies the train as a particularly unsafe mode of transport for her students. She
estimates that over the past few years she has received reports from five of her
learners about being threatened during their commutes by train. The learners report
that the trains are overcrowded, leaving learners to stand with their backpacks
exposed and the contents of the bag easily accessible. Most of the learners have been
robbed of the contents of their book bags. But of greater concern to Mrs Botha are the
reports of children being thrown from the train. Mrs Botha shares:
What they also told me, but it didn’t happen to any of our children that I know of, they
would just push you out of the train. The train doors won’t lock and if there is no space …
I don’t know what the reason is … they would just push you out of the train … while it’s
moving.
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Johannesburg youth who traverse the township–city axis by train risk theft of their
personal belongings as well as anxiety around the thought of being pushed from the
train. The anxiety around the insecurity of the train extends to even those learners
who do not use the train, but must walk past the train station. Special School Grade 12
learner, Akani, commutes by public taxi to school from the home he shares with his
siblings and parents (a teacher and a public utility employee) in a middle-class
township neighbourhood. Akani’s public taxi drops him off near the train station, from
where he makes the rest of his commute by foot. As he passes the train station, he feels
his most vulnerable:
And on my way to school I never feel safe because when I get off the taxi I have to pass by
the station. And by the station is where a whole lot of bad stuff happens to children who
go to school here cause we have had a lot of incidents whereby we, ourselves, have also
been mugged. There were two guys who tried to … they used knives to try and mug us.
And there was another incident when we were in Grade 9. They came and told us that
[they] had guns. If we don’t give them our phones, they would shoot us and stuff like that.
This all happens at the station basically. But I would say now it has stopped, but that’s
what keeps on happening. It stops and then it picks up again. I never normally feel safe
when I am on my way to school.

Akani’s experiences are not uncommon. Most learners navigating the uneven and
unstable terrain of Johannesburg’s public spaces during their daily commutes
experience threats to their well-being.

Walking
With the exception of learners who have the means to access the mobility modalities of
private car and private taxi, all other mobility modalities (public taxi, bus and train)
require some walking and it is during these walks that learners are most exposed to
the insecurity, fear and anxiety of Johannesburg’s public spaces. For most Johannesburg youth, particularly the poor and working class, who traverse the township–city
axis, or a version of this, developing strong competencies in reading the spaces of the
city, especially the highly insecure public spaces, is essential to the development and
maintenance of their aspirational dispositions. Learners, like Tebello, who navigate
public spaces on foot develop strong street literacies. Tebello, an 18-year old learner at
Christian School, boards in one of the school’s three boarding facilities located just a
couple of minutes walking distance from the school. Before coming to Christian School
two years ago, Tebello lived with her mother and younger sibling in an inner suburb
where her mother worked as a domestic and nanny for a North American family. The
employers paid Tebello’s and her younger sibling’s school fees and when the North
American family returned home, Tebello and her family remained in the employer’s
family home. A couple of years later, the family invited Tebello’s mother to join them in
North America to continue her work as nanny and domestic to the family. Tebello and
her brother remained in Johannesburg and Tebello came to Christian School, where
she became a boarder. Though the arrangement did not work out between Tebello’s
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mother and the North American family, Tebello’s mother remains in North America
and supports Tebello and her younger sibling. Tebello relates an experience she had
earlier in the school year when she was returning from the shops to the boarding house
with a couple of her friends, one male and one female. As they were walking back, one
of her friends called her on her cellphone:
She wanted [to come] to the boarding and she wanted to know if I am there. So, I’m like,
‘No, I’m at the street, so call me after five minutes. I’ll be at the boarding house.’ And this
guy was coming and that guy was wearing a uniform, a full uniform. So, I was like okay,
it’s a security guard coming. It doesn’t matter. Huh. Not. Now they dress like security. I
don’t know why, but they do. And he took out a gun and said to me to bring that phone.
And I started to say to him why. And I didn’t see the guy at first and I insisted. I’m like,
‘No, I won’t give you my phone.’ He’s like, ‘No or else I am gonna shoot,’ and he’s like, ‘I’m
gonna shoot you or your friends.’ And I just gave him the phone and I asked him for the
SIM card. He just told me the F-word. He just told me the F-word and he said to me, ‘Next
time when someone says give me your phone, do not hesitate. Give it them cause they will
shoot you.’ And he just walked off.

Here Tebello reads her environment accurately. She demonstrates an acute awareness of herself and her relationship to others and the environment and while Tebello’s
refusal to give up her cellphone may seem ‘spontaneous and intuitive’, she has developed a core of environmental competencies that allow for fluent navigations (Cahill
2000: 253). She determines that her assailant will not harm her and pluckily requests
her SIM card.
Kagiso, a Grade 9 learner at Special School, lives with her grandmother, grandfather
(who works for a construction company) and uncle in a well-established working-class
township neighbourhood. Kagiso is the only child in her grandparents’ household and
has been living with her grandparents all her life. According to Kagiso, her mother is
very busy working long hours in her management position in a government agency.
Kagiso’s mother lives on the other side of Johannesburg. Kagiso’s mother pays
Kagiso’s school fees and her expenses. Daily, Kagiso demonstrates her street literacy
in her 45-minute commute to and from school. Consisting of a walk to the taxi rank in
her neighbourhood, a taxi ride straight to town and a walk from the taxi rank in town
to school, Kagiso’s commute is characterised by feelings of vulnerability:
I become impatient. I just count the minutes until I get to school. Yooo, yoooo, yoooo. I
want to get to school. Cause it’s not safe and it’s quiet. Like where I walk, it’s very quiet. A
person can just come and you scream and nobody can hear you cause everybody is just
minding their own businesses.

Yet Kagiso actively engages her environment and activates strategies to manage risk:
This area is rough. It’s really rough. There’s a lot of violence. There’s a lot of gangsterism.
Theft. You don’t feel free to just walk around. I mean with these bags that we have. No,
it’s not safe. Now, when you walk, you can’t walk alone. Especial[ly] when you’re a girl
cause a lot can just happen to you. You can get raped. You can get kidnapped. Just your
bag can be taken away. So when you’re in a group it’s better.

While all Johannesburg youth navigating public spaces on foot experience insecurity
and anxiety around personal safety, female youth experience public spaces in ways
their male counterparts do not.
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Navigating gendered public spaces
Kagiso touches on the insecurity that all of the black female learners interviewed in all
three schools face. The looming threat of sexual assault and the very real daily psychological violence, accompanied at times by unwanted touching, reverberate throughout
all of the black female learners’ experiences of navigating the public spaces of the city.
Kagiso highlights a strategy that many female youth use to ensure their safety:
walking in large groups. During my interview with Kagiso, Kagiso’s friend called her
cellphone to ask her how much longer she would be. Her friend, waiting to accompany
her back home, was anxious to start their afternoon commute. Kagiso’s schoolmate,
Grade 11 Nomsa, also employs the strategy of walking in groups to ensure her safety.
Nomsa shares:
A lot of people advise you not to … you can’t walk there alone basically, where the taxis
[are] because if you are a girl, you can’t walk up alone. You have to be in a group normally
if you are going to catch a taxi or a bus down there.

In addition to walking in groups, another strategy employed by female learners to
safely navigate the insecure terrain of the city is illustrated by Special School’s Noxolo.
When navigating the township–city axis, Noxolo attempts to avoid attracting attention. She suggests that talking too much makes you ‘more unsafe than you already
are’. She advises:
The best thing is just to keep quiet. Just to walk. If you give them attitude, they will rape
you. Jah. Chances are they will rape you or they’ll mistreat you. Like take your bag or hit
you or anything like that.

As Noxolo walks to and from the bus stop, she attempts to be unobtrusive, almost disappear into her environment. This disappearing strategy may not be the most effective
strategy in ensuring safety, but it certainly indicates that Noxolo is actively engaging
and developing her competencies in reading her environment.
For female learners at Christian School, remaining silent in an attempt to deflect
attention is not a very effective strategy in the public spaces in which they move. In a
group interview Tebello, Anele, Mandisa and Anna speak of older men who hang out in
front of the shops and offer to purchase them items in exchange for sexual favours.
These unwanted propositions are accompanied by remarks and critiques of the girls’
bodies. When the girls attempt to ignore the unwanted comments and atten- tion, the
men often become more aggressive. Anele shares:
When you don’t respond they say, ‘Who says they are going to ask you out?’ You don’t say
anything to them. You’re just walking. When you don’t answer them, it’s a problem. They
say bad comments about you. When you answer them, they take it as a thing … you’re
opening the door for them to come and talk to you and like walk with you.

Despite the girls’ well-developed street literacies, navigating through these spaces of
unwanted sexual advances proves difficult. When the girls ignore the verbal harassment, the attempts become more aggressive and hostile. When greetings are returned,
the men interpret the returned greetings as interest or consent for further harassment
and unwanted attention.
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For the girls at Township School, the escalation from verbal harassment to physical
harassment and assault is commonplace. Daisy shares a story in which a female classmate, Linda, is physically harassed on their commute home from school. As Daisy is
walking with another friend past the shops to the taxi stop, she sees Linda being called
by a man who appears to be a stranger on the street. Daisy and her friend speed up
their paces and call to Linda to join them. By the time the two girls reach Linda, the
man had already reached their schoolmate and is ‘holding her roughly’. Nonofo and
Bontle, both of whom walk from a nearby neighbourhood to school, also identify the
shops near the school as particularly vulnerable space for verbal harassment to
escalate to physical violence. Like their peers at Christian School, Nonofo and Bontle
walk in a group (a third female classmate joins them for part of their commute) and
attempt to ignore the verbal harassment. And like their peers at Christian School,
their silence is returned with more aggressive insults and verbal assaults. But unlike
for the girls at Christian School, Nonofo and Bontle have been followed and physically
assaulted. Nonofo shares:
And they touch us. When you say, ‘No, don’t touch me’, they say, ‘You think you’re smart
because you are attending school. I’m also clever. It’s just because my mom didn’t have
money.’ Stuff like that. But ignoring them is the best way to solve things. And sometimes
they are so rude, they even slap you.

Bontle speaks of similar experiences:
When I’m walking on the street boys call me. When I ignore them they say you think you
are smart. You think that you are something that is a gift to your parents. And I don’t
return the answer back. I shut my mouth and go. Whatever. But sometimes when you
ignore them, they run after you. And they push you and say whatever they like cause you
are alone … Sometimes they stop. Sometimes they follow until you enter that junction
where you are staying at.

For Township School girls, the public spaces they navigate appear to be more insecure
than the public spaces Special School and Christian School girls navigate. For Township School girls, their physical well-being is constantly at risk.

Conclusion
The socio-spatial segregation and wealth polarisation of Johannesburg’s political
economy make for differentiated engagement of public space. Johannesburg youth’s
modalities of mobility inform the ways in which youth move through the city’s public
spaces to access the private spaces of Special School and Christian School. Youth,
whose access to financial and social capital allow them to navigate the insecure public
spaces of Johannesburg streets in private car or private transport, can cultivate their
aspirational dispositions far more easily than their less affluent peers. Learners who
use buses, public taxis or trains or who walk spend more time in insecure public
spaces, therefore experiencing higher levels of fear, uncertainty and anxiety in their
commutes. In navigating the highly insecure spaces of the city, poor and working class
learners artfully negotiate the spaces of extended family networks for financial assis-

Modalities of mobility

63

tance and the insecure public spaces of the township–city axis. In so doing learners
develop a robust set of environmental competencies that are used to safely navigate
their way to and from school and ensure future physical and social mobility in the city.
For youth attending school in the township, their physical and social mobilities are
more restricted. For poor black township learners, the move from the periphery of the
township to the centre of the city is far more challenging.
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Fresh grounds: African migrants in a
South African primary school
Crispin Hemson
Durban University of Technology

Abstract
In a primary school in Durban, South Africa, young migrants from war-torn
countries in central Africa display a strong sense of agency and hope. This is despite
the extreme nature of social dislocation they have faced, including in some cases
trauma related to why and how they left, xenophobia directed towards African
foreigners, poverty, language barriers and lack of communication between parents
and the school. This case study foregrounds the experience of xenophobia in
addressing the questions of how the migrants speak of their experience and how
they respond within the school. It draws on ethnographic accounts of young
migrants in Grades 6 and 7 and reports from school managers and teachers. It finds
that the migrants do not internalise the negative stereotypes against African
foreigners. Instead they display a cosmopolitan identity around the opportunities
and resources available and set high aspirations for their success. It is argued that
their response can be understood as a form of resistance; instead of assimilation
they pursue and celebrate qualities that contradict the negativity of the
xenophobia. By doing this, they form a valuable resource for South African
education. This work has implications for our understanding of the forms resistance
can take.
Key words: African migrants, xenophobia, internalisation, cosmopolitan,
resistance, aspirations

In recent years, changes in migration patterns to South Africa have led to the entry of
young migrants from countries in central and south-eastern Africa. Little attention
has been given to the ways in which such migrants navigate their schooling within
South Africa in a context of xenophobia. This article aims to address this gap in the
literature through a case study of young migrants in a primary school in the coastal
city of Durban, KwaZulu-Natal. The research questions are: How do these migrants
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respond to their experiences as migrants and what kind of identity do they form within
the school?
The article reviews migration into the country, the prevalence of xenophobia, and the
responses of migrants within education. The term ‘African migrant’ is used here as
elsewhere in the Southern African literature (Landau 2006a: 228; Nyamnjoh 2010) to
indicate a broad category of refugees, asylum seekers and immigrants, who have in
common that they are foreign and from elsewhere in Africa, whether or not they have
applied for citizenship and whether or not they are legally in the country (see Note 1 at
end).
The article explores the migrants’ experiences and identities through a qualitative
case study, drawing on interviews with managers of the school, and individual and
focus group interviews with groups of migrant children in Grades 6 and 7. The article
argues that in response to the experience of traumatic conditions and constant discrimination, the migrants in the study have developed an identity around cosmopolitanism and high aspirations, and that this creates a sense of enhanced possibility
within education. It characterises the response as a form of resistance. In this
analysis, the article draws on social justice education, which seeks ‘clear ways to
define and analyse oppression so that we can understand how it operates at various
individual, cultural and institutional levels’ (Bell 1997: 2). As with other theories
within the broad tradition of critical pedagogy (Darder, Baltodano & Torres 2003),
social justice education aims to reveal and to challenge inequality in schools, and to
support the full inclusion and active participation of marginalised groups.
The framework focuses on the systematic practices and stereotypes that serve to
entrench the domination of one group over others (Hardiman & Jackson 1997), not
least within education.
One response is that of internalisation, a concept developed by Fanon (1967), Biko
(1987) and Freire (2000). It refers to the ways in which the oppressed come to accept
the oppression, and adopt a negative self-image of themselves, ‘the oppressed playing
host to the oppressor’ (Hardiman & Jackson 1997: 17). Internalisation includes the
loss of confidence and settling for low expectations; it may also involve enacting on
those similar to themselves the oppression that they have experienced. An alternative
form that agency can take is resistance (McLaren 2003: 90-93). Such resistance takes
many forms, not all of them effective in challenging oppression (Hollander &
Einwohner 2004: 549; Yosso 2005: 81). None the less, resistance may lead to the
development of a positive sense of both the self and the other (Hardiman & Jackson,
1997: 28). This article frames the experience of young migrants in Durban within the
latter approach.
The article begins by examining the literature on migration patterns to South Africa,
xenophobia and responses of children to migration, and moves to a discussion of the
methodology and findings.
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Migration to South Africa
The long period of white supremacy rule in South Africa culminated in the Afrikaner
nationalist system of apartheid from 1948 to 1990. In that period, the racialised
system of control admitted African people, mainly men, from countries such as
Lesotho, Mozambique and Malawi to enter South Africa as labour migrants to work on
farms or mines. They had no rights of residence, and departed after the expiry of
contracts (Crush & McDonald 2001). In contrast, skilled white people were recruited
from Europe and from countries such as Kenya, Zimbabwe and Mozambique (Peberdy
1999).
Relatively few African migrants have formal status, with roughly 5 000 recorded as
immigrants in 2003 (Statistics South Africa, 2005). Good information on the total
number of African migrants is difficult to establish, as Landau (2006a: 225) explains:
… the region’s dynamic communities and extended, highly porous borders make it all but
impossible to track movements across them with any consistent accuracy. Moreover,
those traversing these borders often have compelling reasons for remaining
bureaucratically invisible (for example, to avoid deportation, harassment or
discrimination).

Despite public assertions by politicians and officials of there being ‘millions’ of illegal
migrants, analysis indicates that the total foreign population is between 1.6 and 2
million, or 3–4% of the total population (Polzer 2010). The unauthorised migrants
include continued labour migrancy from countries such as Mozambique and Malawi
(Adepujo 2005), which follows earlier patterns of migrancy.
However, new forms of unauthorised migrancy have developed over time. One group
has been spurred by political repression and economic collapse in Zimbabwe. Another
came as a result of conflict in central African countries, such as the Democratic
Republic of Congo, Rwanda (where about 600 000 Tutsis and moderate Hutu were
killed) and Burundi (Manahal 2000). Considerable numbers of people, mainly from
urban areas (Adepujo 2005: 41), moved across territories, including to South Africa.
These wars led to a sharp increase in migration to South Africa; there were an
estimated 250 000 Francophone Africans in South Africa by 2004 (Lekogo 2006). The
majority of respondents in this study fall into this grouping.
The literature on migrant children in South African schools is tiny. Only one study
(Palmary 2009) provides an overview of child migration to South Africa. While
Palmary notes the dearth of information on this, she also indicates that ‘the research
on child migrants indicates very poor implementation of the legal and policy
framework and significant abuses of migrant children’s rights’ (Palmary 2009: 3).
The most frequently cited reason for migration amongst migrants with children is war
and conflict, closely followed by economic factors (Palmary 2009: 34). Differences in
the patterns of migration relate to such issues as where families settle, the gender of
migrants, whether children are unaccompanied or not, and so on. A second study, on
unaccompanied minors (Save the Children UK 2007), indicates that the most vul-
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nerable children are those from neighbouring countries who move not far across the
borders, and who are very unlikely to be in school, partly at least because of the lack of
services available to them, such as social workers. This suggests the need to contextualise child migration carefully.
Generally, the research focuses on children’s experiences of war, conflict and
migration rather than on their educational experiences. The Palmary study does not
extend into educational issues, while Clacherty’s work (2006) reports on her
educational interventions with child migrants who are not at school. There appear to
be no published masters or doctoral dissertations on migrants in school.
Despite the lack of literature on foreign migrants in South African schools, there is
ample literature on the ways in which racism has continued within schools, as well as
on major shifts (Vally & Dalamba 1999; Soudien 2004; Nkomo, McKinney & Chisholm
2004; Chisholm 2008a; Nkomo & Vandeyar 2009). Previously white, Indian and
coloured schools have admitted African pupils, though often on terms of assimilation
(Soudien 2004). Race continues its role, though in forms different from those of the
apartheid years. As Chisholm points out, urban schools ‘are remaking the nation, still
along lines heavily inflected by race, yet differently, in a way that permits co-operation
and conflict, harmony and violence, cultural chauvinism as well as cosmopolitan
nationalism … In this instance … migrants appear to be the new “other”’ (Chisholm
2008b: 260). Such othering of migrants is set against the official policies of inclusion,
manifested in schools in history textbooks and school policies, for example (Chisholm
2008b).

Xenophobia
South African constitutional, legal and policy changes make specific provisions for
safeguarding the rights of refugees. The new South African Constitution ‘enshrines
the rights of all people in our country’ (Republic of South Africa 1996). Most rights,
such as the right not to be detained without trial or to be subjected to violence, and the
right to join labour unions, apply equally to citizens and non-citizens, while specific
clauses address the rights that are held only by citizens, such as the right to vote. A
section also specifically addresses the rights of children. The Refugee Act (Republic of
South Africa 1998) brought South Africa in line with international conventions, and
states that a refugee ‘enjoys full legal protection, which includes the rights set out in
Chapter 2 of the Constitution and the right to remain in the Republic in accordance
with the provisions of this Act.’ A new Immigration Act of 2002 replaced apartheid
legislation (Crush 2001; Crush & McDonald 2001) and South Africa became a
signatory to conventions on the rights of refugees. There were amnesties for different
categories of African foreigners; over 350 000 who were in the country illegally or who
had no rights to stay were given rights to permanent residence or citizenship. It was
now possible for African foreigners to consider the possibility of settling (Posel 2004),
thus enabling parents to come with their children.
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Despite this, the established pattern of authoritarian handling of African migrants
documented in the 1990s has continued into the 2000s; state institutions, such as the
police and the Department of Home Affairs, the department responsible for handling
migrants, have continuously acted in contradiction of the legal and policy framework
(Peberdy 2001; Landau 2006a; International Federation for Human Rights 2008).
They also demonstrate xenophobic practices: ‘…police officers and officials from the
Department of Home Affairs are given such excessive powers over extremely vulnerable people that the bribery, extortion and corruption become not only possible but
regular practices’ (Neocosmos 2008: 589).
Official discrimination is consistent with a prevalent hostility towards African
foreigners. The term amakwerekwere, isiZulu in origin but in common discourse across
South Africa, refers to African foreigners in terms similar to the term barbari in
ancient Greek, i.e. people whose language is strange and unintelligible (Nyamnjoh
2010: 65). Hostility erupted into physical attacks that spread through the country in
May 2008. Researchers generally concur that African foreigners occupy the lowest
social and economic positions, and are subject to pervasive prejudice and exclusion
(Harris 2002; Warner & Finchilescu 2003; Landau 2006a; Nyamnjoh 2010).
Nyamnjoh, for example, writes that ‘the hierarchy of humanity inherited from apartheid South Africa is replayed, with white South Africans at the helm as superiors,
black South Africans in the middle as superior inferiors, and Makwerekwere as the
inferior scum of humanity’ (Nyamnjoh 2010:66). Here Nyamnjoh locates xenophobia
as intrinsic to racial oppression, as an inherent part of the racial hierarchy.
The racial system in South Africa from colonial times subordinated all Africans, but
did so differentially, and systematically promoted ethnic divisions amongst Africans,
for example through the creation of ‘homelands’ based on which ethnic group was
meant to be where (MacDonald 2006:66). It is argued here that xenophobia draws on
the same patterns. In the 2008 violence at least 41 African foreigners and 21 local
African people died, but no other foreigners and no one from the other population
groups in South Africa (Misago et al. 2010). This xenophobia applies unequally to
white and African foreigners (Nyamnjoh 2010: 66). I personally witnessed this when I
(a teacher in higher education) introduced a panel of foreign staff members to a large
first-year class. As panel members were introduced, there was loud cheering and
clapping for each white foreigner; there was silence for African foreigners.
The stereotypes expressed against African foreigners in South Africa include such
comments as ‘they have come here to take the locals’ women’, or ‘they are here to take
our jobs’, ‘they are drug dealers’, ‘they are involved in crime’ and so on (Newham 2003;
Misago et al. 2010). A frequent attitude is that they are a threat, that they are a drain
on the state and that they are given preferential treatment by government officials
(Landau 2006a; Misago et al. 2010). In reality African migrants tend to place little
strain on state resources, in part because many open small businesses that create new
work opportunities (Landau 2006a). While the violence in 2008 drew on specific local
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factors in addition to these stereotypes, they played a key role in underpinning participation in and acceptance of the violent attacks (Misago et al. 2010).
Without exploring causes of the xenophobia in depth, it is perhaps useful to note various explanations for the causes of xenophobia, which are not all mutually exclusive. A
popular one is that xenophobia arises in the context of competition for resources
among poor South Africans; Polzer (2008) provides evidence to challenge this notion.
Another highlights the role of nationalism in fuelling xenophobia. Neocosmos (2008)
writes of a ‘politics of fear’ inherent in State and popular discourses of xenophobia.
These are based on a sense of South African exceptionalism and citizenship based on
indigeneity. He quotes Fanon (1990), writing in 1961, as describing in specific forms
the process through which African nationalism leads to attacks on ‘non-national
Africans’. The legacy of a system that historically marked African people by skin
colour, that asserted their lack of right to be in white South Africa, and that
characterised them as violent people and unworthy is that the same attitudes are
directed against a new ‘other’ (Misago et al. 2010); one may for example hear a
youngster mocking a fellow South African who is darker than most local people as
ikwerekwere. A third explanation is structural (Cole 2009); it links the role of labour
migrancy in serving capitalist interests to a xenophobic ideology in that xenophobia
ensures the marginalisation of foreign workers, who are thus persuaded to accept
lower wages.
An acknowledgement of the extent of xenophobia against African foreigners also needs
to be balanced against a recognition of the opposition to xenophobia within South
Africa and availability of such discourses to migrants. Constitutional protections, as
pointed out, do exist. And while Sharp (2008) and Neocosmos (2008) identify exclusionary practices, they also report countervailing inclusionary practices that protect
the rights of African migrants. During the 2008 attacks individuals and groups intervened to forestall the violence (Misago et al 2010); such intervention drew largely on
the inclusive ethic of the anti-apartheid struggle (Dlamini 2009).
These approaches to understanding xenophobia do not however explore its reception
and responses among those against whom it is targeted. A further explanation would
draw on the concept of internalisation as used in this article. This is explored below.

Migrant children and their responses within education
Much of the international research on migrants in schools has focused on achievement
patterns. There is ample evidence internationally that many migrant groups aspire to
achieve well in schools (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco 2002: 1-2). The failure of some
migrant groups to achieve is often attributed to discrimination.
A suggestive argument is that by Ogbu (1990) and Gibson and Ogbu (1991), who
distinguish between achievement patterns of ‘voluntary migrants’, such as those who
seek to move for better economic opportunities, and ‘caste-like’ migrants, who move
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under conditions of coercion, such as slavery (e.g. African-Americans in the USA).
Ogbu’s thesis is that the latter group internalise a negative view of their chances
within education, while voluntary migrants see it as the route to success and respond
accordingly. As Fass puts it, ‘… [those who] expect to be discriminated against … do
not benefit from the migration’ (Fass 2005: 945).
Spencer and Harpalani (2008) reject this thesis for African-Americans, arguing that
racism in schools is a more direct factor in explaining under-achievement. Gillborn
(1997), in Britain, similarly argues that racism provides a better explanation of
differences in the achievement of migrant groups. Portes and MacLeod (1996), examining the role of parents of second-generation migrants, highlight the relationships
between socio-economic status, education and discrimination. They argue that ‘… a
favourable governmental and societal reception leads to faster socioeconomic mobility,
a more positive self-image, and better integrated immigrant communities’ (Portes &
MacLeod 1996: 257) and conclude that ‘… inequalities in the objective situations and
subjective outlooks of parents converged with the observed academic performance of
children, indicating that both class and ethnic privilege are transmitted from one
generation to the next’ (Portes & MacLeod 1996: 271).
In different terms, internalising a negative set of expectations, linked with the
experience of discrimination, is likely to lead to poor achievement by migrants.
Generally, this literature would predict that first-generation migrant children who do
not know the major local language and who experience acute xenophobia are likely to
underperform, as will the next generation. However, there is no one pattern that
applies, and it is important to bear in mind that ‘... children’s integration and performance will vary according to where they move from, where they move to, why they
move, and how old they are’ (Fass 2005: 944).
In order to probe these issues, a qualitative case study, focusing on a specific group
within a school, was undertaken. The use of interviews and focus group interviews
with the young migrants was motivated by the need to capture the texture of their
language, about themselves, their situation, and the others with whom they interact
(details of participants are given below).
Introductory interviews with the principal and deputy principal were held to gain an
understanding of their perceptions of the migrants and their relationship to the
school. In addition, the teachers of the relevant grades were asked to write a short
report on their perception of the migrants in their classes. These data were supplemented by the analysis of results, and observation by the researcher.
The fieldwork was conducted in 2007/2008, with one interview in 2010. The school was
selected on the basis that it was known to have a high proportion of migrant children.
Permission was willingly given for access to the learners within the constraints of the
timetable.
The school is a primary school near the beachfront of Durban, a major port and tourist
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destination on the east coast of South Africa. Legally, under apartheid, it admitted
only white children and had only white teaching staff. At that time (as now) the
medium of instruction was English; in earlier years, it would have been much better
resourced than schools for other racial groups. However, even during the apartheid
period, most children were working-class, and according to the principal, academic
achievement had not been the school’s strong point.
With the end of apartheid, pupil numbers grew while the racial composition changed
radically, with all but the poorest of white children moving to other schools. Large
numbers of African children of limited income have entered the school, many of whom
travel from elsewhere in the city.
The school is neat and clean, though unprepossessing. The impression given is of a
well-run school in which there have been no renovations in recent years. During school
breaks, or at the end of the school day, children play sport or simply move freely on the
sports ground. Apart from the one employee who patrols the gate, there is no obvious
emphasis on security. While the school is professionally run, it has few of the resources
that are evident in those formerly white schools that enjoy higher status.
The school is located in an area that was long seen as deprived, though in recent years
there has been a rapid increase in the values of properties close to the beaches, and the
construction of upmarket apartments. Just one block behind these apartments are
some buildings in very poor states of repair. Because of the low cost of some of these
apartments, the area attracts new, low-income arrivals. The area has the local
reputation of being a haven for prostitution and drug dealing, in which Nigerians are
reportedly heavily involved (Leggett 2002; see also Health Systems Trust 2005). The
principal reported that the parents of some migrants have moved their families to a
suburb not far from the city centre, but continue to locate children in the school, in her
view because they value the education the school provides their children.
The school has a relatively high proportion of African migrant children – roughly 15%.
Of the 1 420 learners at the time of the study, 64% were local African children, 16%
white and 4% Indian. ‘Local’ African children include those who come from the
Eastern Cape Province and were perceived by the principal as struggling academically. As in many formerly white schools that were desegregated, the racial composition of staff differs markedly from the racial composition of learners. Of the staff of
43 teachers, about 16% are African, 24% white, 8% coloured, and 51% Indian.
Parents of some migrants at the school can be found amongst the car guards or street
hawkers along the Durban beachfront or in the central city. Casual conversation with
car guards often reveals that some with limited English may nonetheless have
considerable educational qualifications – engineer, agronomist, and so on. The
employment equity legislation in South Africa, designed to undo the privileges
brought to white South Africans by apartheid, nonetheless prefers all South African
citizens, white or black, to foreign citizens. Given high unemployment, 25,3% in early
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2010 (Statistics SA 2010), this makes employment beyond the informal sector very
difficult for migrants. Those with middle class backgrounds are now exposed to the
vulnerabilities of the poor.
The principal reported that migrant parents seldom interact directly with the school.
Her attempts to encourage one parent to stand for election to the school governing
body failed. She stated that ‘they don’t feel they have the right to be involved’, ascribing this to the feeling that they have not been in the country long enough to know
how things run, and that they work very long hours.
The school has developed rules for the handling of issues of xenophobia, including
potential expulsion for the use of pejorative terms about migrants. Charities that
support refugees have worked closely with the school, and there are specific interventions to promote a fully inclusive approach, such as classes in English for parents.
The school fees (about $340) of many migrants are paid by a support agency, and in
addition many qualify legally for state fee remission on the grounds of poverty.
Grades 6 and 7, the two highest grades in the school, were selected for the study
because of the greater proficiency in English at this level, and potential for easier communication between researcher and researched. Most migrant children in the school
have no English when they arrive. In 2008, of the 271 pupils in these grades, 48 were
identified by the principal as migrants.
The parents of each participating child signed consent forms; the anonymity of
respondents and the school was preserved. The intention had been to interview
parents, and children were asked to take consent forms home. Some said directly that
their parents would not agree to this, because they would fear I would report them to
Home Affairs. They were correct; I received only two responses, each with the simple
word ‘No’.
To establish rapport, a game (‘Standing Ground’) was used, in which all present were
asked to stand if a statement applied to them. This was clearly fun, and the youngsters
responded with alacrity. The activity, recorded on video, also provided some information about the respondents and their attitudes – which were generally a bouncy
confidence.
Selection of respondents depended largely on who was available at the time of
fieldwork. Questionnaires were administered, and focus group and individual interviews conducted. Thirty respondents completed questionnaires that aimed to provide
demographic information.
Focus group interviews involved three groups of seven learners. As (for reasons that
were not clear) more girls than boys arrived at the interviews, it was decided to have
one group of boys and two of girls. Questions were broad, asking what they liked and
did not like about coming from other countries, what they found welcoming or not
welcoming within the school, and so on. Interviews took place with 15 learners in
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Grades 6 and 7, selected by the principal on the basis of balance between genders. The
questions focused in particular on the experience of leaving the home country,
whether they had been at school in the home country, the reasons for leaving, the
current occupation of parents and what the parents say to children about the school,
and their academic progress. In 2010 an interview took place with three boys and five
girls in the same grades, focusing more on issues of language.
Eighteen girls and 12 boys completed the questionnaires. Thirteen were in Grade 7
and 17 in Grade 6. The average age was 13 years. They came mainly from countries
affected by war. Two were born in South Africa of foreign parents, and are thus secondgeneration migrants. Of the rest, 13 were from the Democratic Republic of Congo, six
from Burundi, five from Rwanda, and one each from Zimbabwe, Malawi, Mozambique
and Tanzania. On average, the age at arrival was roughly seven years, and they had
thus been in the country on average five to six years. Few had experience of schooling
in their home country, given that the period before their arrival often involved
movement and disruption.
The average number of people in the household is given as six, but it seems likely that
that was an under-recording, as some respondents did not include themselves when
counting the numbers. The great majority live in apartments and not houses, probably
in over-crowded conditions, making studying difficult. According to the principal,
migrant children’s families often share their apartments with more than one other
family. Despite the disruption of the experience of migrancy, however, most respondents report having both a mother and father in the household, which we know from
other sources would contrast sharply with the experience of many local children.
Suárez-Orozco, Rhodes and Milburn (2009) find amongst migrants that having two or
more adults at home provides greater supervision and discipline.
The linguistic background of the children varies considerably. Many speak French or
an African language in the household, but the majority report that more than one
language is spoken at home. The three most commonly reported African languages are
Swahili, Kirirwanda, and Kirundi. Research in the United States indicates that
English fluency predicts future achievement of migrants well, suggesting that the
children in this study are likely to underachieve (Suárez-Orozco, Rhodes & Milburn
2009). However, it is also clear that English is the language of choice for interaction
within the migrant group, while proficiency in languages is obviously a source of pride,
with one learner claiming eight languages. Against the pejorative term amakwerekwere, which focuses on unintelligibility, the youngsters assert their superior
ability to communicate.
The 15 respondents interviewed were drawn almost, but not completely, from the 30
who completed questionnaires. The interviews provided an opportunity to check
demographic details more deeply, though many respondents do not know what their
parents did in the home country – perhaps parents do not dwell on the past with their
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children. They reveal a pattern of both continuity and discontinuity from the occupations in the home country. A salon worker in the DRC, and her husband, a shoemaker, find similar work in South Africa; a teacher becomes a truck driver, and an
office worker a car guard; an agronomist is unemployed.
The study does not attempt to provide an understanding of all relationships in the
school related to the migrants – for example, there is no access to the perceptions or
experiences of the local children or of migrant parents. Findings cannot be generalised
to other contexts, not least because of the relatively high proportion of migrant
children in this school, and its generally positive orientation towards the migrants.
The article describes the responses of the migrants within a particular context.

Findings
The study was interested in finding out how these young migrants respond to their
experiences as migrants and what kind of identity they form within the school. It was
also interested in the ways the young migrants respond within education to their
situation.
From the outset, it was evident that the respondents presented themselves in lively
and assertive ways. At the initial meeting there were immediate questions as to the
purpose of the research and how the information would be used. A request to record
the initial activities on video was discussed and a decision made to accept this provided it was for research purposes only and not for presentation, even in a conference
setting. Those respondents who spoke in these terms demonstrated an awareness of
research processes more typical of educated adults than of children of their age

Experiences of migration and xenophobia inside and outside the school
How did these young migrants speak and feel about being a migrant? Some had been
very young at the time of migrancy, and did not recall what happened, but reported
what they had been told. Generally, the memory is one of hardship, pain and a desire
for a better life. A Malawian child, who left when he was 2–3, remembers his parents
telling him ‘… that there was war and that our house was burnt down’. A Congolese
child says, ‘I was so young. I heard lots of stories. Stories about wars, and bad
education and that the DRC was a bad environment.’ Another similarly recalls, ‘Just
the fight and shooting, and my parents had to run from side to side, we didn’t know
how we would get to SA. And the raping of people, and they almost killed my father.
Because he was a soldier of Mobutu, they almost killed him, and that is why he came to
South Africa.’ Another child, a Rwandan, was born in Tanzania, to which his family
had fled before moving to South Africa.
Others were somewhat older at the time. One boy reported how he had fled his
primary school in Burundi at age 13 when rebel soldiers arrived to recruit children
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and through a series of chance encounters ended on a truck. The driver left him on the
streets of Johannesburg, where he spent a year before getting support from a refugee
agency, which placed him with a Congolese family in Durban. He had lost all contact
with his family, and did not expect ever to find them.
Where youngsters could report on the experience, most reported it in terms of disruption and most identified armed conflict as their family’s reason for leaving. In some
cases, the respondents were not clear about the reasons for leaving, and in a couple of
cases a general desire for a better life was given as the reason, raising the question as
to how they respond to both the traumatic experiences and the aspirations that informed their flight.
Asked what they did not like within the school, they volunteered, ‘When the children
tease us and call us kwerekweres.’ Teachers too are cited as being xenophobic. One
mentioned an incident in 2005, ‘When a certain person called this girl, called her a
certain name, kwerekwere, and went to tell a certain teacher, who shall remain
anonymous, she went to tell the teacher, and the teacher started laughing instead of
sorting the matter out …’. There is pain in the statement of another child that ‘Most
people in this school disrespect, especially children, they want to play with Zulus, not
refugees’.
However, the school was certainly perceived as an area of relative protection, as the
great bulk of these experiences occurred outside the school: ‘Outside, they say, move,
you kk, you kwerekwere.’ The recall of hostile incidents communicated how the
othering takes place: ‘One of my friends spat, and this group of girls came and said,
“Please don’t throw spit because your spit will be jumping on us, and then we will get
HIV”.’ Two girls laughed at an incident, and one reported: ‘Strange things, the other
time we were walking, both of us, this man came and poured water on us.’ The other
girl: ‘I went home wet.’ They reported their exposure to stereotypes – ‘They are jealous
because they say we are taking their jobs’ – and claim that South Africans are ‘racist’
because they ’look down on us’.
In these accounts there is a sense both of the common experience of discrimination and
of cheerful resistance. However, there was direct anger in relation to their uncertain
legal status and their experience of the Department of Home Affairs. The accusations
were specific and articulate: ‘They don’t give us what we want, like the IDs, they never
give us ... They always take bribes because it takes a long time to get the right
documents.’ One gave an account of a specific meeting: ‘When we went to the City Hall
to meet the Minister of Home Affairs on 1st March, and why we aren’t getting the IDs
and stuff, the Minister said that if you are here for more than five years, you are
considered a South African, no matter what anyone says. How come some of us were
here 10–12 years, when you go to Home Affairs, when you ask for a South African ID
they won’t give it to you, they say come again, they give you excuses?’
These accounts are more about getting the ‘right documents’ to enable them to stay
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without problem than about South African citizenship – consistent with the findings of
Landau (2006b) that African migrants in Johannesburg are seeking opportunities, but
not to be rooted in the new environment.

Migrant identity
The remarkable finding of this research is the positive identity that migrant children
in this context appear to be developing, despite their experience of xenophobia both inside and outside the school. This identity is one which clearly distinguishes them from
local South Africans and which elevates themselves in relation to South Africans
through the adoption of an oppositional, broader, more cosmopolitan identity. Another
important feature of this identity is the relatively strong orientation to learning and
educational achievement. And indeed the school, once noted for its mediocre academic
achievement, is now extraordinary for its high achievement.
The respondents spoke of themselves as a group (‘we’, ‘us’), clearly distinguished from
other children: ‘I think it is because we are more committed than they are, and have a
vision and some of them don’t.’ When asked what makes them feel not welcome in the
school, one responded: ‘When the children tease us and call us kwerekweres.’
Potentially the research process itself may construct respondents as a group, but there
is consistent evidence of a degree of commonality. In one meeting a boy sat silently,
and I was told that he had not yet learnt enough English to participate; there was a
sense of the others taking responsibility for assisting him. In addition, at each meeting
there was lively interaction amongst the youngsters, questioning and challenging (e.g.
a debate on the meanings of ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’).
While many came from situations of violent conflict where their families may have
been on opposing sides, if such divisions continued to be relevant amongst the migrants, they were not articulated or visible. Similarly, Triulzi (2007) gives an account of
a railway building occupied by African migrants in Rome, in which migrants from
conflict-ridden countries find acceptance, whatever their roles in those conflicts.
In response to a focus group question: If I were to ask you, what nationality are you,
what would you say? there was no clear-cut response. Some indicated that they were
South African, others that they were not. In one group, a girl said, ‘I am proud not to be
from South Africa’. When one boy referred to ‘our country’ and he was asked which one
he referred to, he said, ‘By my country I mean … [long pause] Congo.’
Landau (2006b: 138) refers to ‘an idiom of transience and superiority that defines the
migrants as much by what they are (migrants) as by what they are not (South
Africans).’ This lack of rootedness was first evident in the initial game, when
youngsters were asked to stand up if they had been to various parts of the world; a
significant proportion claimed to have visited countries in Europe or the United
States. The interviews though revealed no such visits; it seemed it had become a
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competition to pretend to have been in places they would have liked to have been in. In
the questionnaires, asked where they expected to be in ten years’ time, not one gave
the country of origin. Unlike the adult migrants in Landau’s Johannesburg study
(2006b), there is little sense of connection to their home countries. There appears to be
a sense of rootedness in a cosmopolitan, local identity.
While poverty will make travel overseas unlikely – unless a youngster gains a
scholarship to study abroad, which is possible – it is striking how a cosmopolitan,
non-nationalist identity is articulated that contradicts the notion of indigeneity. Such
cosmopolitanism can be read in these terms in two ways, one as an internalised shame
over African identity, the other, more positively, as a rejection of attitudes that judge
you by a narrow national identity.
At the last focus group interview, the respondents resisted attempts at classification,
and articulated an identity that they would share with others – possibly reflecting the
inclusivity that the school prides itself on, an inclusivity that echoes the South African
Constitution:
How should I speak about you?
What do you mean?
Should I call you South Africans?
No. [in chorus]
Are you migrants?
No.
Are you refugees?
NO!
It is how you see us. We are people. This is everyone’s planet.

This seems a rejection of both South African and migrant identity, but is more complex; in subsequent discussion, they agreed that they are indeed migrants and refugees; the issue was how they wished to be spoken of. Against the negative ascriptions
of African foreigners they claim their value as human beings. This is potentially an
area where the inclusive ethic of the school and national curriculum may play a role
(Chisholm 2008b).

Responses within education
An examination of the academic results of migrants compared with non-migrants in
seven classes in Grades 6 to 8 shows that whereas migrants generally outperform local
children in all grades, they significantly outperform them in two out of the seven
classes (see table overleaf). Far from being constrained by unhappy experiences and
outsider status, it seems that the migrants draw on them to achieve academically as
well as to develop a perspective and thoughtfulness: ‘You get to know two different
things, in- stead of just living in one place, seeing the same thing all the time’, and ‘You
learn more about the country you are going to or are in.’
This speaks to more than dogged determination to achieve or the carrying out of
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parental injunctions; there is a suggestion that they see their migrancy as a resource,
the opportunity of being in a role that turns marginality to advantage. Fass (2005:
945) writes that ‘the experience of migration through its very dislocations and the contrasts it encourages, one might argue, has its privileges.’
Against the stereotypes of dependent foreigners who do nothing for themselves, the
migrants assert their commitment to learning, and their positive sense of the school.
The principal quoted one Burundian from a particularly poor family: ‘I am like a
sponge and I want to learn everything you know.’ He had through scholarships
achieved admission to a prestigious university and graduated well. Similarly, the
respondents spoke frequently about a determination to achieve academically, supported by their parents, many of whom insisted on specific careers: ‘They [the parents]
tell us that we must go to school every day and stay until Grade 12. Listen to teachers
and try to understand what the teachers say. Learn English so that you can be
valuable in the world,’ and ‘I must keep on studying maths and physics. They want me
to become a CA [chartered accountant] or engineer.’ This is not without tension: ‘They
want me to go to university and become a doctor or a lawyer, which I don’t want to
become, I just want to vomit. I just want to become a singer, I can sing. To become an
international singer.’
The youngsters speak of their focus on work: ‘Migrants tend to do better. They try
hard.’ ‘I come to school to learn, not to play, when they [parents] were young like us
Analysis of academic results of migrant and non-migrants, by grade and class
Grade

Status

6a

Migrants
Non-migrants
Migrants

6

592

Non-migrants

34

512

Migrants

8

624

Non-migrants

32

585

Migrants

4

677

Non-migrants

38

609

Migrants

7

653

Non-migrants

29

539

6b

6c

6d

7a

7b

7c

Numbers

Mean score

Statistical
significance at
0,05 level of
significance

8

684

Significant

33

553

Migrants

7

548

Non-migrants

29

541

Migrants

8

622

Non-migrants

28

595

Not significant

Not significant

Not significant

Significant

Not significant

Not significant
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they didn’t have the opportunity to learn, I must focus on the teacher and the lesson,
study, work hard so I can achieve in life, and have success.’ Teachers are seen mainly
in positive terms: ‘They are so beautiful. Understanding, accommodating, caring, you
know what, all those words.’ On a couple of occasions a youngster would ask if they
could now return to class, as if anxious not to miss anything.
In the Standing Ground game some questions focused on careers; the jobs to which the
youngsters responded with greatest enthusiasm were those of doctor and (especially)
business person. In contrast, not one aspired to becoming a police officer or teacher.
The recording shows them cringing when asked if any planned to become a teacher –
this might be no more than a youthful display of scepticism towards education, or a
rejection of paid employment. In a society where the stereotype is that migrants take
jobs, the migrants put forward a view of themselves as independent professionals,
potentially in fact job creators.
The sense of achievement permeates the language of the migrants, and seems central
to their common identity. The principal stated that the academic standard of the
school has risen with the migrant children, and ascribes this to their determination
and hard work. Some academic and sports scholarships are offered to successful
students by more prestigious schools; the great majority of these are won by migrants.
At one meeting with learners, the researcher had just been given some of the academic
results. When the learners present became aware of this, there were intense attempts
to get him to reveal the information. One respondent, aged 12, said, ‘We do better than
them [South Africans], and it could be that we went to more strict schools in the
countries that we came from. Or that our parents are strict with us about learning.’
Another learner concurred about the attitude of parents, and added: ‘When we came
here we saw that the South African children are not serious about learning.’ The
youngsters seemed determined to emphasise both their success and their ability to
hypothesise the reasons for it. There is also an implied rejection of the identity of
South African children.
Many respondents made references to their success, speaking of ‘85% in all subjects’ or
‘I think I am doing very well. My marks are 79%. So I am doing well.’ Evidence comes
from school reports and from comments by teachers: ‘I do quite well, because the
teachers tell me so. Better than other SA children.’; ‘My report card shows it. I want to
do well, that is why.’; and ‘Very well. Because I have never failed. Better than other
children.’ There is independent evidence of this success, though it does not apply to all
migrants – see the table on the previous page.
The emphasis on achievement was not limited to formal studies. One teacher
commented on their enthusiastic participation in sport and other extramural
activities, while one respondent spoke with pride of his role in interpreting between
migrant newcomers and teachers.
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Conclusion
This article has provided evidence of the development of a strong, positive, cosmopolitan, achievement-oriented sense of identity among young migrants who came with
their families from war-torn African countries to settle in Durban.
The literature tends to suggest negative outcomes for a migrant group faced with
poverty, social exclusion and language barriers. That the group in this study is
characterised instead by confidence, high aspirations and claims of achievement
suggests a significant role for agency. Clearly most parents insist on study and
achievement; other aspects, such as the confidence, assertiveness and the emphasis on
English as the common language, may not derive from parents.
Migrant groups which succeed draw on various forms of cultural capital as support
(Yosso 2005; Devine 2009). What is distinctive about this group is the sharp
dislocation between the negativity of the discrimination and the insistently positive
characteristics that the migrants display.
The concept of resistance within education (Willis 1997, McLaren 2003) typically
suggests ways in which researchers come to see in the hostility or passivity of youth
the seeds, generally wasted, of some challenge to the prevailing authority. As McLaren
points out, ‘Students reject the culture of classroom learning because, for the most
part, it is delibidinalised (eros-denying) and is infused with a cultural capital to which
subordinate groups have little legitimate access’ (McLaren 2003: 91).
Such a description does not fit this group, who, faced with the possibility of reacting to
any exclusion within the school, instead cheerfully and confidently claim all the
benefits it offers. It is thus argued that their responses need to be understood as a form
of resistance, not to the school, whose resources they wish to appropriate, but to the
negative definitions of themselves set out by the xenophobia.
Describing this as resistance raises issues addressed by Hollander and Einwohner
(2004), who identify a key difference amongst scholars of resistance over whether it is
transformative or not, and what the content of this transformative resistance is. The
evidence from this article suggests that developing a vision of a society that is hopeful
and inclusive when such a vision is being denied is a form of resistance, whether it
takes the form of visible confrontation or not. Similarly, Solorzano and Yosso (2002)
argue for the recognition of what they term ‘counter story-telling’ as a form of
resistance to racism, and Yosso (2005) includes within what she terms ‘resistant
capital’ the development of positive values of the self.
While Hollander and Einwohner (2004: 544) categorise types of resistance according
to whether there is ‘recognition by targets’ or not, their definition of ‘target’ (ibid.: 536)
includes social structures, which cannot recognise anything. Some forms of resistance,
such as Gandhian satyagraha, make strong distinctions between the injustice being
resisted and the people implicated in it; the ‘target’ is the injustice, not the person
(Terchek 1998).
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Such resistance takes work, both the commitment to study that many speak of, but
also the work of developing the articulate engagement with each other – for most, in a
foreign language – through which resources can be shared. That it is cheerful and
confident does not negate its capacity for challenging the oppressive relationships.
Whether such resistance can be sustained beyond the school in this form, and whether
instead the migrants come to internalise the negativity about themselves as they near
adulthood, and direct their energies towards resentment and hostility, remains to be
seen.
In conclusion, migrancy opens a window within which there is a heightened possibility
for agency. An incoming group, of different national and ethnic identities, might work
to assimilate itself into South African society. They do not take that path, perhaps
because they do not want inclusion (Landau 2006b) or because society rejects them;
nor do they aspire to return to the home countries. Although they articulate an
identity that is at once cosmopolitan and inclusive, with time, unless they move to
other countries, they will need to find some place in South African society.
At present, though, their presence demonstrates and celebrates positive qualities that
contradict the negative characterisation of foreigners. It is argued that these young
migrants are a hopeful resource within South African education.

Note: Where necessary, and to provide an insight into the structural relationships, use is made
of the South African racial terms of ‘African’ (black people of African descent), ‘Indian’ (South
Africans of Indian descent), ‘coloured’ (black people of mixed descent), and ‘white’ (those of
European descent). This is not intended to signal any endorsement of the validity of these
categories as anything but social constructs. To distinguish foreign Africans from South African
‘Africans’, the term ‘local’ is used for the latter (though the latter include South Africans who
have a history of migrancy within the country).
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Abstract
When South Africans think about Ruth First or her husband, Joe Slovo, the
knowledge is always connected to the struggle against apartheid. Ruth is too often
remembered because she was assassinated by the apartheid regime. Scholars and
comrades, of course, have a broader and more complex view of their lives. She was a
journalist and editor of the Johannesburg office of the many reincarnations of The
Guardian between 1946 and her forced exile in 1964. She had more ideological
breadth than her South African Communist Party comrades and was viewed by
some as a ‘new leftist’ in the mid-sixties. She published numerous books and was
the Director of Research of the Centro de Estudios Africanos (CEA) at Eduardo
Mondlane University in Maputo when she was killed by a letter bomb at the hands
of the South African government in 1982. But Ruth First was also an educator – a
teacher and scholar who had a great effect on colleagues, comrades and students.
While this part of Ruth’s life and work is seldom discussed, there is irony in that her
posthumous honours are from educational institutions. This article attempts to
chronologically describe and analyse Ruth First’s work as a teacher and mentor – a
mission that was always grounded in the struggle against apartheid and social
justice throughout the world. Both her formal and informal teaching experiences
are the stuff of this article.
Key words: revolutionary, ‘new left’, socialist, teacher, mentor, Ruth First

When South Africans think about Ruth First or her husband, Joe Slovo, it is usually to
identify them with the struggle against apartheid. While Joe is most often remembered as one of the Communist leaders of the armed struggle, or for his promotion of
the ‘sunset clauses’ in the negotiations between the African National Congress (ANC)
and the National Party that culminated in the end of apartheid, Ruth is too often
remembered as a victim of the Struggle because she was assassinated by the apartheid
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regime. Scholars and comrades, of course, have a broader and more complex view of
their lives. Joe was a lawyer and then one of the leaders of Umkhonto we Sizwe, the
armed wing of the ANC, in Angola, Zambia and Mozambique. He also became the
Minister of Housing in Nelson Mandela’s cabinet before dying from cancer in 1995.
Ruth was a journalist and editor of the Johannesburg office of the many reincarnations of The Guardian between 1946 and her forced exile in 1964. She had more
ideological breadth than many of her Communist Party of South African (CPSA)
comrades and was viewed by some as a ‘new leftist’ in the mid-sixties. She published
numerous books and was the Director of Research of the Centre of African Studies
(CEA) at Eduardo Mondlane University in Maputo when she was killed by a letter
bomb at the hands of agents of the South African government in 1982. But Ruth First
was also an educator – a teacher and mentor who had a great impact on colleagues,
comrades and students. While this part of Ruth’s life and work has seldom been discussed, its significance has been demonstrated by the award of numerous posthumous
honours from educational institutions. First’s role as a writer and scholar has received
considerable attention, but this article will concentrate on her role as a teacher and
mentor. It is important to note, however, that Ruth’s teaching and writing were
always grounded in the struggle against apartheid and social justice throughout
Africa.

High school and youth politics
Ruth First was born in Johannesburg in 1925. At a very young age, her mother, Tilly
First, introduced her to books and emphasised the importance of socialist politics.
Even as a high school student, it appears that Ruth First took on the role of teacher to
her fellow students. Myrtle Berman, a lifelong friend, who was one of the founders of
the Armed Resistance Movement (ARM) in the late fifties, remembers Ruth being well
ahead of their classmates in her knowledge of politics, particularly focusing on the
Soviet Union, and the nature of oppression and racism in South Africa. According to
Berman, Ruth First did not hesitate in instructing her peers as a student at Jeppe
Girls High School. When Ruth was 14 years old she joined the Junior Left Book Club, a
group that met weekly to discuss political books they had all read, sing socialist songs
and report to the group on research they were assigned to do on issues of racism and
oppression in South Africa and throughout the world (Berman 2010). Ruth read and
discussed politics in South Africa and the Soviet Union with her parents, was quite
vocal at Junior Left Book Club meetings and easily won debates with her comrades.
One other event that occurred at the end of Ruth First’s high school years foreshadows
her becoming both an informal and formal educator later in life. At this young age,
Ruth gave a speech on the steps of the Johannesburg City Hall, where her parents had
taken her to political meetings from the time of her childhood. Her brother described
listening to her speech. ‘What made a great impression on me was the first time I ever
heard her speak on the steps of the city hall in Johannesburg. And she was young, she
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was a brilliant orator’ (First 2011). According to her close adult friend, the late Ros De
Lanerolle, when Ruth told of these events some 30 years after the event, her memories
were not of an extraordinary accomplishment, but rather of her mother’s criticism (De
Lanerolle ND). What is clear, however, is that the political world that she was
introduced to by her parents became the foundation of her political activism, journalism and teaching, all strands of a holistic mission, throughout her adult life.

Witwatersrand University, politics and coming of age
Ruth First majored in Social Studies and received a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1946.
She spent five years at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), yet her formal
education was secondary to both her political and social awakening. She was heavily
involved in leftist political work – both at the University and in the community. She
attended political meetings, the Left Book Club and the weekly orations at the
Johannesburg City Hall, where she gave her commencement address. Ruth spent time
at Salmon’s Bookshop, Peoples’ Bookshop and Vanguard Bookshop, where she could
find Left Book Club books as well as socialist publications. Ruth debated with comrades at Florian’s Cafe, a Johannesburg coffee shop that was opened during her Wits
years by German Jewish immigrants. She was a constant visitor at 13 Kholvad House
on Market Street, the meeting place for young leftist activists between 1943 and 1946.
It is here that she debated with comrades like Ismail Meer, Joe Slovo, JN Singh,
Michael Scott, Yusuf Cachalia, George Bizos, Bram Fischer, Tony O’Dowd, and Harold
Wolpe. While the discussions were informal, Ruth is remembered as a comrade who
questioned commonplaces and challenged her comrades. This was informal teaching,
but she nevertheless played a significant role in educating her colleagues.
While still a student at Wits, Ruth First participated in two more formal teaching
experiences. Along with Berman and long-time comrade Rusty Bernstein, she taught
literacy classes to black South Africans at one of the CPSA night schools. Her second
pedagogical experience at the time came as she travelled through Europe just before
her final year of undergraduate studies. Travelling with Harold Wolpe, she went to
London for the World Federation of Democratic Youth conference. She continued on to
Prague for a meeting of the International Union of Students and then to France, Hungary and Yugoslavia, speaking to local groups about South Africa and learning about
revolutionary movements in Europe. Ruth notes this experience in 117 Days (First
1965), and she wrote a descriptive and detailed, but not reflective, article at the time in
The Passive Resister.

The Guardian, politics, and mentoring young journalists
After she completed her studies at the University of Witwatersrand, Ruth First took a
position at the Social Welfare Department of the Johannesburg City Council. She was
hired as a researcher and her job was to document city life for a commemorative
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celebration of the 50th Jubilee of Johannesburg. When the African miner’s strike
approached in August 1946, Ruth quit her job, telling her supervisor that she wished
to do ‘political work.’ Ruth First was elected to the Johannesburg District of the CPSA
in 1946. Years later she spoke with John Heilpern about how she had joined the Party.
I became a communist because it was the only organisation known to me in South Africa
that advocated meaningful changes. And because it wasn’t just a policy, but something
positive. They wanted to do something. They were immersed in the struggle for equality.
They were committed. (Heilpern 1967: NP)

Ruth began her work at The Guardian at the end of 1946 as the manager of the Johannesburg bureau. According to James Zug, Ruth was responsible for adding the
representation of black voices and articles on black issues at the paper (Zug 2007: 90,
91). She wrote weekly editorials as well as ‘muck-raking‘ articles, sometimes as many
as 16 a week. She was also a mentor to the young African journalists who joined the
paper in the 17 years she devoted to The Guardian. In the fifties, the list of young
writers included Alfred Hutchinson, Joe Gqabi and Willie Kgostile. She pushed
Hutchinson very hard and he credited her with providing him with the craft to write
the story of his escape from the apartheid regime, Road to Ghana. Gquabi, who, like
Ruth, was assassinated by the apartheid government, was nurtured by Ruth in his
work as a writer and photographer. Kgostile spoke about Ruth First.
In fact I found that Ruth used to encourage me a lot. She would say, ‘Look, I’m going to
talk to you about such-and-such, and I need you to point out some of the problems which
you see out of what I’m saying. If you disagree with me, don’t be shy – speak.’ She was one
of the white people who really made me feel that she wants me to know as much as she
does. (Zug 2007: 309)

Teaching and mentoring were integral to Ruth’s role as an editor. In general, one
might say that she was The Guardian. One example of Ruth First as a mentor, at this
time, comes from her comrade, Albie Sachs, who was her junior in the political
movement in 1954. Sachs accompanied Ruth to Bejing for an organising meeting of the
World Federation of Democratic Youth. Both First and Sachs were to speak at the
meeting, and he recalls Ruth carefully reading and critiquing his paper before he
presented it to the conference (Sachs 2011). A second life-long comrade, Ronnie
Kasrils, also spoke of Ruth First as his mentor. Kasrils recalled Ruth’s generosity even
before they became comrades. At the suggestion of Party stalwart Rowley Arenstein,
the young Kasrils sent Ruth a political poem he had written. Ruth responded
positively and provided him with a reference to the Daily Worker in London (Kasrils
2011).
In 1963 there were two banning orders: one restricting Ruth First to Johannesburg,
and the second preventing her from attending any political or social gatherings. In
spite of her new constraints, Ruth visited Rivonia almost daily, sometimes for strategy
meetings, but also in a mentorship role to work with Govan Mbeki to edit his
manuscript on peasantry in South Africa that he had written on toilet paper while in
detention. The manuscript was to become The Peasant Revolt after it was smuggled
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out of the country to be published in 1964 as part of the Penguin Africa Library. On 3
June 1963 Joe Slovo left South Africa on a mission to promote the armed struggle
against apartheid in other African nations. He would not return until 1990. With Joe
Slovo away, all ‘normalcy’ collapsed when Ruth First was apprehended on 9 August
1963 under a 90-day detention order. She was arrested at the Cullen Library at the
University of the Witwatersrand and taken into custody, just 29 days after her comrades were detained in the raid at Lilliesleaf, leading to the Rivonia Trial: she was
expecting the arrest. Ruth chronicled her incarceration and its aftermath in her book
117 Days (First 1965).
When Ruth was released in late November, Joe and her father Julius were living in
London. Joe wanted Ruth and their daughters to join him as soon as possible.
Although she knew that she had to leave South Africa, she did not want to be viewed as
having deserted the cause. She did apply for a passport but was turned down by the
South African government. Instead, she was offered an exit permit that arrived on 9
March 1964, informing her that she was approved ‘to leave the Republic of South
Africa permanently’. Ruth was followed from her home by Special Branch officers as
she was driven to Jan Smuts International Airport to leave South Africa.

Exile in London in the sixties – writing, speaking, and studying politics
When Ruth First initially arrived in London she clearly believed that the struggle
against apartheid was lost. In addition, she was worried about how she and Joe would
support their family. Her anxieties were political, professional and personal.
Encouraged by friends like Ronald Segal as well as Joe, she remained committed to
social justice as both a writer and a speaker. She had published South West Africa in
1963, and she dived into writing 117 Days, her prison memoir, which she completed in
the quiet of Cecil Williams’ London flat. As she was working to finish writing 117 Days,
Ruth was also helping to edit Govan Mbeki’s book, The Peasants’ Revolt, as well as a
collection of Nelson Mandela’s writings and speeches, No Easy Walk to Freedom.
Mbeki’s book was published in 1964 and No Easy Walk to Freedom, like 117 Days,
came out in 1965. At the time of publication both Mandela and Mbeki were beginning
their decades of imprisonment on Robben Island, and Ruth would never see them
again. All three books were banned in South Africa.
Writing in 1964, Ruth began the preface of The Peasants’ Revolt with the following
sentence: ‘This book has had a painful birth.’ She recounts Mbeki writing while on the
run from authorities as well as during a pre-Rivonia sentence in prison. The prison
writing had been done with pencil stubs on toilet paper. At this time she was also
working on policy papers with Oliver Tambo that he presented to other African
leaders. Ruth First began her association with the United Nations as well as Amnesty
International in 1964. Initially, this work centred on prison conditions in South Africa.
Reflecting the same degree of persistence seen in her journalistic work in South Africa,
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Ruth’s determined campaign led to the appointment of a United Nations Special
Investigative Commission.
Ruth worked relentlessly during her first years in London. She worried about money,
unconvinced that she could earn a living as a journalist and writer. She applied for an
academic fellowship at the University of Manchester, but was informed by Peter
Worsley, considered in the United Kingdom as one of the founders of the New Left,
that they felt that they needed to continue to support her comrade, Jack Simon, who
was already in the position. Thinking that an academic career might facilitate her
political, economic and personal aspirations, Ruth enrolled in graduate studies at the
London School of Economics (LSE) in 1966. She also began a long list of book projects.
Similar to her work for The Guardian in South Africa, Ruth’s writing was political,
sociological and also ideological. At LSE she met scholars from across the world, and
was clearly influenced by the burgeoning New Left, an ideological perspective that
was often not welcome amongst her comrades in the CPSA.
Her ideas were respected by New Left stalwarts such as Tarik Ali, and she had the
honour of studying with Belgian-born Ralph Milliband, a one-time student of Harold
Laski and one of the leading anti-Stalinist theoreticians of New Left politics. Ruth
took Milliband’s courses at LSE, and they spent time in each other’s homes, where the
conversations were usually political. Milliband admired Ruth First.
She was the least ‘utopian’ of revolutionaries; but she was not in the least ‘disillusioned’;
she never gave the slightest hint of doubt about the justice of her cause or about the
urgent need to strive for its advancement. She deplored the shortcomings, stupidities
and crimes of her own side. But this never dimmed her sense that there was a struggle to
be fought against the monstrous tyranny that is South Africa ... Beyond all
disappointments and setbacks, it was [the] sense of the reality of oppression which
moved her. (Williams 1982: NP)

Ruth First found new excitement in her life at this time as the people she met, both at
the London School of Economics and generally, expanded her world outside of the
boundaries of the SACP. One of her friends at LSE at the time was a young man
named Danny Schechter. Schechter returned to the United States in the late sixties
and launched a news organisation called the African Research Group. He and Ruth
often corresponded, helping each other with information on what was happening on
the continent. They also collaborated from afar on research on the CIA. Schechter’s
first memories of Ruth First are instructive.
At LSE in my class I saw this really attractive woman who was clearly older,
professional, not sort of the student culture, and when she spoke and asked questions she
was extremely compelling, very brilliant. Ruth was also interested and intrigued by the
American New Left. So here’s this woman who is very intimidating to me initially – didn’t
take any shit. (Schechter 2010)

Schechter provides an insightful analysis of Ruth First’s time in England, saying ‘she
was not playing the revolution; she was making the revolution, or trying to’ (Schechter
2010).
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Being in and out of London became a pattern until Ruth took an academic position at
the University of Manchester in 1972. Joe’s time included working in the Goodge
Street office of the ANC and travelling to the German Democratic Republic, the Soviet
Union, Angola, Zambia and Tanzania. Ruth’s travel included multiple research trips
to Kenya, Tanzania, Nigeria, Ghana, Sierra Leone, Sudan, Ethiopia and Libya by the
end of the decade. While Ruth had numerous projects, much of her work in Africa at
the time was researching for her future book, The Barrel of a Gun (First 1970). She
was besieged by speaking and writing requests, and continued to do research reports
for the United Nations. In 1972 she was awarded the Manchester Fellowship that had
earlier eluded her. She had made an ideological shift in her writing on Africa, moving
from the SACP theoretical conscript of ‘colonialism of a special kind’ and traditional
Marxist analysis to more of a C Wright Mills, New Left Power Elite view, stressing the
importance of socialism in the context of class and race oppression. Gavin Williams
analysed this shift many years later in a lecture at Rhodes University.
Ruth did not engage with the dialectical controversies of the 1970s, when intellectuals
were concerned to elaborate definitive versions of Marxist theories. Ruth made use of
and, at Durham University, taught theories of development and underdevelopment not
for their own sakes but to explain historical events and institutional structures.
(Williams 2010: NP)

This point of view energised Ruth’s journalism, reports, books and eventually her
teaching. She had breadth that made her very attractive to faculty and students at
Manchester. It was during her year at Manchester that she began a collegial/political
relationship with Gavin Williams, a South African-born sociologist who at the time
was on the faculty of Durham University. He would later teach at Oxford, and after
reading Ruth’s work and meeting her at both academic conferences and political
meetings, he encouraged her to apply for an open position in the Sociology Department
at Durham. Ruth was initially reticent, as she did not have a PhD. The head of the
department, Phillip Abrams, however, was very positive about Ruth’s applying for the
position, as he recognised the value of her work. Williams wrote a recommendation, as
did Thomas Hodgkin, Ronald Segal, Sir Robert Birkey, Peter Worsley and a number of
Manchester professors. Williams’ letter of support read
Last term she gave a lecture at Durham on the military in underdeveloped countries
which in my view was a model of clarity of exposition of complex and unfamiliar material
to my undergraduates. Tony Barnett prescribed The Barrel of a Gun as one of the key
books in the course on sociology of developing societies, which is of course the one we
would be wanting her to teach if she were appointed. (Williams 1973: NP)

Becoming an academic
Ruth was appointed to the position and lectured at Durham University from 1973 to
1978. She taught numerous courses, including the Sociology of Developing Societies,
during her first year. The syllabus was rather typical of the new orthodoxy of the time,
which relied heavily upon Dependency Theory, but according to Williams Ruth’s
experiences as an activist and journalist brought both breadth and depth to the course
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(Williams 2011). During her second year, she helped develop a team-taught course on
Sociology of Industrial Development. Students studied industrialisation during their
second year and development in the third year. While colleagues collaborated on the
course, Ruth was mostly responsible for the development section. She also taught
Political Sociology, Third World Social Movements, and Sociology and Gender during
her years at the University. The Sociology of Gender course is interesting in that Ruth
has been credited with pioneering the course as part of a shift to feminist scholarship.
The most noticeable sign of that shift came some years later, with the publishing of her
book on Olive Schreiner. The course took the form of a student-initiated seminar, with
Ruth being the most logical instructor. In addition to her appointment at Durham,
Ruth developed a course for young people who wanted to be writers, using the expertise that she had developed in her own attempts to have her writing published. The
curriculum included topics such as ‘internal structure’ and ‘administration of publishers’, ‘creative role of editors and agents, contracts, subsidiary rights, production,
marketing’, and more.
Ruth First never promoted herself as a fashionable academic. Gavin Williams related
this characteristic to her intensity and powerful work ethic.
She certainly never had a sort of fan club in a way that some star academics do. You
know, a group of people who associate themselves very closely with an academic star. It
was a very small department. I think she was too acerbic for that to be feasible. But also it
wasn’t her style. She was getting on with things – doing things. She had no interest in
having that sort of set of followers. It just didn’t fit. (Williams 2011)

However, she did have a powerful effect on some students, both formal university
students and others whom she mentored just as she had during her time at The
Guardian. She was able to hire some of her students from England when she left
Durham to work at Eduardo Mondlane University in Maputo. Included in that group
were Judith Head, who was subsequently a member of the Sociology Department at
the University of Cape Town, and Chris Gerry, who teaches at the University College
of Swansea. Gerry recalled being Ruth’s student at Durham:
As a young research student, I was introduced to her at Durham University and she
played a very important role in sorting out some of the inevitable clumsiness and errors
in the first academic article I submitted for publication. The legacy Ruth leaves in the
university and outside is bigger than the sum of all its parts – bigger than Ruth herself,
because she caused so much to develop in others and demanded as much from those
around her as she did from herself. (Gerry 1982: 3)

Ruth also continued to mentor young journalists. Michael Wolfers, who recorded her
last public talks for Radio Mozambique, recalled asking Ruth to read his work when he
was a young writer.
I took the manuscript to Ruth and she found time to read it and to give me pages of
trenchant comment and criticism. Her notes were a mix of line by line commentary and
introduction to areas of theory and understanding that were entirely new to me. I
reworked and rewrote the material and was saved from much slackness of thought
through Ruth’s incisiveness. (Wolfers ND)
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While Ruth First became very much a part of Britain’s academic world in the midseventies, it is important to emphasise the fact that she never left the world of progressive politics. Often her life as an academic and revolutionary were wed. In
collaboration with Williams, Lionel Cliff, John Saul, Chris Allen, Robin Cohen and
Peter Lawrence, she launched the Review of African Political Economy, an academic
journal that was committed to a radical analysis of race, class and oppression in
Africa. She also attended both African National Congress meetings and those of the
Anti-Apartheid Movement, and she encouraged young comrades who did not necessarily follow the ANC or the SACP party lines to become involved in the movement
(Legassick 2011). At meetings she did not hesitate to engage in radical and controversial debate. For example, Gavin Williams recalls a meeting of the Anti-Apartheid
Movement where she was attacked after criticising the movement’s support of ZAPU
in Rhodesia.
I sat next to Ruth, on her right-hand side, at the meeting. Thabo Mbkei then came up to
sit on my right-hand side. He had no love for me. His purpose was presumably to keep an
eye on Ruth. Afterwards, at her house over drinks, she said that Thabo was the sort of
person who, come the revolution, would put you up against a wall and shoot you.
(Williams 2011)

On a lighter note, Williams also remembers Ruth complaining about the South African
academic mafia during a meeting of the British Historical Association. He quickly
reminded her that she was a member. But most importantly, as both an academic and
a revolutionary, Ruth First wanted people to challenge commonplaces, especially
those of her own political camp. Rica Hodgson recalled being with Ruth at a meeting of
ANC women in London.
Ruth was not one of the speakers that day, she was on the floor. The chairperson said: ‘In
the Soviet Union 75% of the doctors are women.’ Everybody cheered and clapped, you see.
Ruth said: ‘Excuse me madam chair, have you ever seen a woman up in the presidium
with all those double breasted suits.’ She wasn’t letting them get away with anything.
(Hodgson 2011)

A Semester at the University of Dar es Salaam
While Ruth First was engaged in academics and politics during her time at Durham
University, she continually questioned why she personally, and the ANC
institutionally, were not doing more to get home and continue the struggle. She took a
leave of absence from Durham in 1975, spending one semester on the faculty of the
University of Dar es Salaam, at the time one of the most vibrant institutions of higher
education on the African continent. Phillip Abrams worked on the logistics of the
exchange and while he questioned whether it was timely for Ruth academically, he
was certain that it was important for Durham to establish relationships with
universities in Africa (Harlow 2009: NP). It also appears that he knew that it was
important for Ruth, personally and politically. Although Ruth spent only a semester in
Dar es Salaam, her time coincided with lectures and teaching by Walter Rodney,
Terence Ranger, Mahmood Mamdani, Archie Mafeje and John Saul (Harlow 2009:
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NP). She was excited by the conversations and debates with colleagues, but was also
taken aback at how vicious some of the debates became and wrote to Joe on one
occasion ‘but even my stony heart was moved by Ranger’s plight’ (Harlow 2009: NP).
Upon her arrival, the department chair informed her that she would teach the course
he was teaching. She had the weekend to prepare. Ruth was still elated to be back on
African soil. She wrote to Gavin Williams, telling him how exciting it was to be
teaching about issues that were directly relevant to her African students (Williams
2011). Thus, in spite of a great lack of supplies, the ambush of the department chair,
colleagues from the German Democratic Republic with whom Ruth never got along,
she was there to teach and interact with students. The semester was somewhat of a
precursor to what was soon to become her life at Eduardo Mondlane University in
Mozambique. She taught the second-term economics course and the syllabus topics
included theories of underdevelopment, strategies of development, industrialisation,
rural development, rural cooperation in Tanzania, and class and development (Harlow
2009: NP). Ruth’s course notes, located in The Ruth First Papers, capture something of
the flavour of the course. Especially instructive is her concern for student feedback:
Hope you’ll speak up, even dissatisfaction, complaints. Lectures pack too much? Too
thin? Coming over too fast? […] Interruptions (questions) during lectures? You must
judge. Break continuity – danger. Throw me off my balance? On the other hand
sometimes helpful to ask for clarification. And if I can’t give it at the time I promise to go
away and think about it for the following time. As for seminars, these are to be ‘working
sessions’, she emphasises to the students. YOU to do the work.’ (Harlow 2009: NP)

Ruth wrote Joe that she was excited about her students throughout her semester in
Tanzania. She was pleased that the university had appeared to be serious about
enrolling older students and in one early letter she said:
I’m amazed at the level of my students, though I’m sure there are duds and conservatives
among them too … From the looks of it numbers of older people, experienced people have
got in, and their commitment is very earnest, even if only for careers. (Harlow 2009: NP)

First did question her students who were driven by ‘fixed ideological position’ and
wondered out loud whether they were going to use their university credentials to
become bureaucrats above other callings. Yet she was aware that the Tanzanian
students were not uniform, and she shared this perspective in a later letter to Joe.
My course hit a few good high spots – and some low – but they’re hipped to the analysis of
under-development, and it’s really intriguing how they react when they have to apply
their method to Tanzania. This is when the divide comes. The radicals persevere with the
analysis; the nationalists take refuge in statements about exceptions. Or something even
less tangible. (Harlow 2009: NP)

Ruth First left Tanzania at the end of the semester. While there were both highs and
lows during her stay, it might be that she returned to England and her position at
Durham knowing full well that it would only be a short time before she returned to
Africa, which she believed was her academic and political home. In England she
divided her time between London and Durham, continuing her torrid pace of writing,
public speeches and lecturing. She interacted with colleagues and students at Dur-
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ham, worked studiously on the Review of African Economy as well as on forthcoming
books.
In spite of the intensity of her work in the United Kingdom, First was driven to return
to Africa. In March 1976 she wrote to her friend and comrade, Aquino de Braganca,
saying: ‘Beside a revolution, doing a teaching job is mediocre stuff’ (De Braganca &
O’Laughlin 1984: 159). Aquino had published articles by Ruth in Afrique-Asie, and he
responded to her letter after Mozambique was liberated and he had founded the
Centre of African Studies (CEA). Ruth came to the Centre in 1977 to direct a study on
African miners, and she returned the following year, taking an appointment as
Assistant Director and then as Director of Research. Although it took her another year
to formally resign from Durham, she was firmly placed in Mozambique from 1977
onwards. Judy Head, Ruth’s student at Durham, came to work with her at CEA: she
remembers Ruth expressing how important it was to be at home, geographically,
politically and pedagogically (Head 2011). Of course, the three dimensions were, to
Ruth First, actually one. While Ruth was finishing her book on Olive Schreiner with
Ann Scott at the time, she leapt into the work of the Centre. It should also be noted
that not long after her arrival, Maputo became one of the most important points of
entry back into South Africa by the ANC, SACP and Umkhonto we Sizwe. Joe Slovo
led the movement.

Coming home: Eduardo Mondlane University
Aquino de Braganca believed that Ruth First was the perfect person to lead the
research on southern Africa. For Ruth, it was the opportunity to combine research and
teaching with a ‘direct revolutionary force’ (De Braganca & O’Laughlin 1984: 160).
While she was still doing individual writing, it was on collaboration, and especially on
the centre’s course, named The Development Course, that Ruth focused her efforts.
Staff at the CEA, with Ruth as the leader, worked with cadres of worker-students.
Defined succinctly by De Braganca and O’Laughlin, ‘The course was innovative in its
objective – to teach research by doing it’ (De Braganca & O’Laughlin 1984: 161). More
descriptively, students came from different government workplaces, which included a
bank credit manager, a director of a port workers’ school, army officials, people from
the education ministry, and more. Staff members, including Ruth, taught collaboratively, and attended the classes with the students even if they were not formally
teaching, with the goal of ‘constructing new forms of socialist agricultural production,
state farms and cooperatives’ (De Braganca & O’Laughlin 1984: 161). Quickly the
course was expanded to include non-agricultural social production. After addressing
both theory and academic construction of what was happening throughout the
country, the course culminated with a month-long field project where students and
staff went together to live amidst and study various sites of production – farms,
cooperatives, mines, shipping and more. Students were divided into brigades and
usually two members of the CEA staff accompanied them on the field projects.
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Ironically, it was Ruth who initiated the field projects, even though she was totally a
city person. In fact, she claimed that the ‘country gave her a permanent headache’ (De
Braganca & O’Laughlin 1984: 162). But she was committed to the fieldwork because
she believed that it would lead to the transformation of peasant production, first in
Mozambique and then in her native South Africa.
Ruth First herself considered this period at the CEA to have been one of the most
productive and militant in her life, precisely because political struggle was directly
integrated into her everyday work of teaching, research, and writing. She considered her
contribution to the consolidation of the Mozambican Revolution to be a direct involvement in the liberation of South Africa. This was possible because she had a clear political
vision of her objectives and a sharp analysis of the political context within which she
worked. The importance of the Development Course derived for her not only from what it
was in itself, but from where and when it was located – in revolutionary Mozambique
during a period of revolutionary conjuncture in southern Africa. (De Braganca &
O’Laughlin 1984: 162, 163)

Ruth First designed the course around four principles:
• Implementing revolutionary strategy is a matter of method – of using Marxist
method to investigate and analyse the concrete and constantly changing situations
which the revolution confronts and directs
• Promoting a revolutionary context, where the university had to take on new forms
of training that took advantage of the experience of cadres and responded to the
requirements of everyday practice
• The struggle to build socialism as a struggle to transform the organisation of
production
• The struggle for national liberation in South Africa which was strategically of a
piece with the struggle to build socialism in Mozambique
While the Development Course started with theory, the purpose was application, not
memorisation or intellectualisation. When Ruth discussed theory in the course at the
1982 Social Science in Southern Africa Conference that she organised for CEA, she
said, ‘We’re very interested in provoking. If students don’t ask questions then we are
failing’ (Radio Mozambique 1982).
Ruth had endless discussions with her colleagues at the Centre regarding the
curriculum of the course. They were particularly concerned with student participation, i.e. getting their adult students to be fully involved and engaged, even though
all of the students were in full-time jobs. In the end, Ruth and her colleagues wanted
their students to view ‘social investigation as a necessary part of their work’ (De
Braganca & O’Laughlin 1984: 165). Their task, of course, was not always successful.
She addressed some of the difficulties at the Social Science Conference:
The kinds of questions I’m referring to, for instance, are the problems of how we teach
students who have different histories of education, come from widely different range of
structures, the university, ministries, mass organisations and so on. And I think that
whereas we should probably admit that we started off rather romantically about this,
saying it’s so important to crash educational barriers and break this elitist monopoly, we
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shall do it with sheer willpower, in the course of teaching we have come to acknowledge
that there are problems … Now I don’t say we’ve resolved it. We struggle with it. (Radio
Mozambique 1982)

Students and staff went throughout the country, set up camps and learned about and
worked with tea workers, contract harbour workers, small farmers and cotton
workers. Correspondingly, connecting their theoretical training and field work, they
learned about the colonial aspects and exploitation of family agriculture, cheap
contract labour, the petit-bourgeois trader class, and technological exploitation. These
were all issues that were later expanded upon in Ruth’s posthumous book, Black Gold,
a publication that came out of CEA work.
Besides managing the development course and other administrative tasks, Ruth also
served as a mentor to the young researchers who became part of CEA. Bridget
O’Laughlin joined the Centre from a post as an assistant professor at Stanford University. Although quite established as a scholar, and already well-published, she
viewed Ruth as both a teacher and colleague (De Braganca & O’Laughlin 1984).
Jeanne Parneve was still in her twenties when she came to work at CEA, and her
recollections include Ruth‘s aiding her as a researcher and writer while at the same
time nurturing her politically (Parneve 2010). Judy Head smiled as she recalled the
red marks that covered the pages of her dissertation, a document she wrote while on
the staff of the Centre (Head 2011). Finally, Helena Dolny, who would marry Joe Slovo
in 1986, pointedly remembers Ruth First critiquing her writing (Dolny 2010). Of
course, mentorship was not always smooth and there were political debates and issues
that ran concurrently to the examples of mentorship. There were some CEA
researchers who believed that Ruth First was too ideological and somewhat harsh in
her critique of colleagues. This was especially true when the subject was South Africa,
rather than workers in Mozambique. Finally, there were also colleagues who believed
that Ruth was forcing them into projects that did not utilise their expertise. Criticisms
acknowledged, the general spirit that came from the young researchers, as well as
from Aquino de Branganca, was that Ruth First nurtured, sometimes intensely and
other times gently, the work of other researchers at the Centre of African Studies.
John Saul was at Universidad Eduardo Mondlane at the time and he spoke to this very
issue.
Besides, even when one looked back at moments of inter-personal tension one had had
with her it was also with the realisation that such tensions were not arbitrary ones, that
almost invariably something important, intellectually and politically, was at stake. The
seriousness of her engagement, the intensity of her concern, could never be doubted. Nor,
if you were struggling to be as serious yourself, could such moments cast any doubt upon
her personal concerns, her compassion, her continuing solidarity in the next round of
whatever struggle, public or personal, was in train. (Saul 1982)

We have previously referred to Ruth First speaking at the 1982 Social Science
Conference that she hosted with Aquino de Branganca. Ruth organised the conference
and brought in extraordinary scholars of southern Africa from throughout the world.
The conference was to be her last act. Just one day after the meeting adjourned, Ruth
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First was murdered via a letter bomb sent by the South African government. She died
instantly, and her colleagues Aquino de Branganca, Bridget O’ Laughlin and Pallo
Jordan were seriously injured in the attack. Ruth First, of course, was not the only
comrade murdered by the apartheid regime, and she was not the only academic. But
her death was both ironic and unique because many who knew Ruth First and Joe
Slovo imagined that it would be Joe Slovo who would be assassinated. The apartheid
regime killed Ruth First because they knew that ideas are important. They killed
Ruth First because she organised an international conference that questioned the
authority and actions of the South African state. Shortly after Ruth was assassinated,
Joseph Hanlon, a journalist who had interviewed Ruth years earlier, explained that
while most academics would not understand, the murder of Ruth First was a warning
for academics. They should not attend conferences like the one Ruth organised, and
they should not support or practise research or teaching that calls for socialist
transformation (Hanlon 1982). Finally, the South African government killed Ruth
First because she mentored young comrades in connecting ideas and actions with the
goal of democratic socialism in South Africa. Her close friend, colleague and comrade
Gavin Williams summarised it best in his 2010 speech at Rhodes University.
Ruth First has come to be an icon of the revolutionary hero. This is to make too much of
her. It is also to make too little. There is a danger that her real achievements, her bravery
and her integrity, will be hidden behind the mirror. Ruth combined during her life the
practical politics of the movement for liberation with commitments to investigating,
researching and explaining. (Williams 2010: NP)

Conclusion
It would be inappropriate to atomise Ruth First’s life. However, focusing on her work
as an educator portrays a breadth, politically, personally and pedagogically, that is
seldom expressed when Ruth is remembered. It is important to note that there is little
written about Ruth First. What is published often comments on her style and her boldness, and sometimes addresses her thinking outside of the South African Communist
Party. Without contradicting or lessening Ruth’s pledge to the struggle against
apartheid and justice throughout Africa, this small contribution provides a window on
how teaching and mentoring were part of that commitment.
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Abstract
Vocational teaching in South Africa, particularly in public FET colleges (previously
known as ‘technical colleges’), is currently the target of large-scale reforms at policy,
curriculum and social levels. At the policy level, a suite of national vocational
teacher qualifications are being introduced for vocational teachers (or college
lecturers in South Africa). At the curriculum level, university education faculties
will be required to design programmes that meet the needs of vocational teachers,
and at the socio-cultural level national policies suggest constructing a new
professional identity in line with the vocational teacher’s unique role and
responsibility. These reforms in the South African context will precipitate
substantive ‘border crossings’ as vocational teachers move between the worlds of
academia and the workplace, the theoretical and the practical, across familiar and
unfamiliar contexts. This article explores the concept of ‘vocational teacher identity’
in the light of an unstable policy terrain, discourses on the notion of ‘teacher
identity’, policy images of vocational teachers and the literature on the nature of
vocational teachers’ work. Recent case study data on college lecturers suggests that
they have a range of development needs related to their perceived role and identity.
The article makes a case for conceptualising a unique vocational teacher identity
and concludes that successfully constructing such an identity rests on spanning the
divide between the academy and the workplace, and recognition of the duality of
vocational teachers’ roles.
Key words: vocational teachers; vocational teacher education; vocational teacher
identity; FET college lecturers; vocational pedagogy

Introduction
An unfortunate consequence of the relatively low status of technical or vocational
education in South Africa is the dearth of empirical research and robust engagement
Papier, J. (2011) Vocational teacher identity: Spanning the divide between the academy and the workplace.
Southern African Review of Education, 17: 101-119.
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with questions of, for example, vocational teaching and learning, and vocational
teacher/college lecturer identity. In a review of the local research concerned with FET
(further education and training) colleges and the vocational education sector in this
country, Wedekind (2008: 13) notes that ‘… colleges remain a black box as far as the
teaching staff and the students are concerned. This is a major gap in the research.’
Wedekind (ibid.) amply illustrates the paucity of intellectual endeavour in the
vocational education domain in South Africa, particularly among university
academics, and shows that recent scholarship is mostly historical review, policy and
systems-related, with a few contributions on the nature of knowledge and the
curriculum. While this scholarly focus was probably appropriate given successive
systemic and structural reforms instituted in the sector since 1995, there is a need for
qualitative enquiry that attempts to understand the local impacts of the changing
world of vocational education both within and beyond South Africa and that deals with
the myriad sociological questions that could be asked.
Based on a completed case study enquiry, this article is concerned with asking ‘who’
the college lecturers are and ‘what’ they are required to do, as constituent elements of
an emerging identity that can be viewed in the light of extant international literature
on vocational teacher identity. In this case study, aspects of lecturer identity
formation are revealed through their perceptions of their own development needs,
which they express as policy requirements relating to vocational college teaching and
the contexts of vocational teaching more broadly. The article concludes that the work
of vocational teachers spans the divide between the academy and the workplace and
that vocational teacher education ought to take cognisance of the need for vocational
teachers’ pedagogy to ‘face both ways’ (Barnett 2006: 152), embracing a pedagogy
focused on the theoretical as well as the practical.

Context of vocational education in South Africa
Structural reform
An appreciation of the context in which vocational teachers/college lecturers have
been operating for the last 15 years is critical for locating this discussion on identity.
Public FET colleges in South Africa have been evolving since the advent of the first
FET Act in 1998, which transformed the institutional landscape by merging 152
colleges across the country into 50 large, multi-campus colleges. Since then, there
have been far-reaching policy interventions resulting in structural, governance, curriculum and funding changes (see Papier 2009; 2010) in the attempt to undo the racist
legacy of apartheid-based technical college education. Aspects of these systemic
reforms have been well documented by local researchers (see Gewer 2001; Akoojee,
Gewer & McGrath 2005; Badroodien 2003; McGrath 2004; Badroodien and Kallaway
2003/4; Kraak & Press 2008).
Probably a defining policy moment was the formation of the new Department of
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Higher Education and Training (DHET) in 2009 and the subsequent move by the
newly appointed Minister of Higher Education and Training to locate public and
private FET colleges, universities, industry training and adult education within its
domain. This signalled a decisive break with schools offering a traditional general
curriculum that are located under the Department of Basic Education. In line with
these developments, the identity, purposes and functions of FET colleges have been a
topic of intense scrutiny, particularly at a seminal FET Colleges Summit in September
2010 (JET 2010), the outcomes of which are still under discussion. Public statements
from the Ministry of HET have consistently emphasised government’s commitment to
making public FET colleges the flagship institutions of skills development for
out-of-school youth and adults (DHET 2009, 2010, 2011). It is against this backdrop of
wide-ranging reforms that the nascent identity of college lecturers must be
considered.

Scope of vocational offerings in public colleges
It is equally important for a discussion of teacher/lecturer identity to sketch the scope
of teaching that FET college lecturers are engaged in. College offerings comprise
mainly the longstanding National Education programmes (NATED 191), which were
supposed to be phased out when new vocational qualifications, the National Certificates Vocational (NCV), were introduced in 2007. While the NATED programmes had
remained unchanged over many years and were badly in need of modernisation, they
were short-term programmes (trimesters or semesters) that led to qualification as an
artisan in various trades, and enabled learners to be employed while in training. On
the other hand, the new state-funded NCV qualifications are effectively three-year
full-time programmes, are more knowledge-intensive and are termed ‘vocationally
oriented’, meaning that they do not lead directly to employment or artisanship.
Lecturers who had taught on NATED programmes for many years had to be inducted
into the new NCV curricula, and are still grappling with the demands of new teaching,
learning and assessment regimes. Citing demand from industry, colleges sought to
retain the familiar NATED programmes, which the DHET Minister allowed on
condition that employers provided funding and support. In spite of the fact that
NATED programmes were not fully funded by the DHET, many colleges continued to
offer them in addition to the government-funded NCV programmes. Furthermore,
many of the established and larger colleges set up ‘Innovation and Development Units’
to undertake industry-related training funded by the National Skills Fund, employers
or other donors as a new revenue stream. In some colleges foreign qualifications
badged by international quality assurers (e.g. City and Guilds in the UK) are provided
to fee-paying students who can afford these relatively expensive courses.

Vocational teachers and teacher education
In spite of the obvious staff development needs precipitated by curriculum and other
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policy change, FET college lecturers in South Africa, variously referred to as vocational teachers, educators or trainers in the national and international literature, have
been peripheral to mainstream teacher professional education and development. The
reasons for this are:
• the ‘generally low status of FET colleges’ (Young 2006) and public perceptions of
vocational education as inferior to academic education in traditional schools;
• the lack of a specific qualification and career pathway for vocational teaching;
• recruitment of college staff, which privileged industry/field-specific knowledge over
specialist pedagogic knowledge;
• the lack of a coherent system of education and training, resulting in FET college
and vocational teacher education remaining outside the knowledge and experience
of universities and their faculties of education (ibid.) – hence the new draft framework of college lecturer qualifications.
Although policy documents do acknowledge these shortcomings, stating government
intentions to enhance vocational education, in practice there is still some way to go
before a shift in the status quo.
Few universities have taken the initiative to design programmes for the vocational
teaching sector. Consequently there is as yet no specific, nationally recognised set of
qualifications for vocational teachers in South Africa, (Papier 2008). Several reasons
apply: First, in the absence of a registered suite of national qualifications there is no
mechanism that allows programmes designed for college lecturers to attract public
funding. Second, in traditional faculties of education academic capacity is focused on
school teacher training and there is little capacity for or experience in vocational
teacher education. Third, faculties of education realise the low viability of designing
and offering new vocational teacher qualifications because the sector is small in
comparison with school-teaching (around 8 000 college lecturers compared with 500
000 school teachers). A fourth and probably critical factor is that faculties of education
in South Africa have not engaged sufficiently with what vocational teacher education
might be, or what it means to be a vocational teacher.
However, this is set to change. Vocational teaching in South Africa, particularly in
public FET colleges, is currently the target of large-scale reforms at policy, curriculum
and socio-cultural levels. At the policy level, national vocational teacher qualifications
which all college lecturers will be obliged to achieve are being put in place. In terms of
curriculum, university education faculties will be required to design programmes that
meet the needs of vocational teachers. At the socio-cultural level national policies
propose a new professional identity congruent with the vocational teacher’s unique
role and responsibility. This notion of vocational teacher identity lies at the heart of
this article.
The section that follows briefly examines the dominant international discourses on
identity as a backdrop for discussing the unfolding South African teacher development
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agenda that is contributing to teacher identity formation. As stated earlier, the
identity of the vocational teacher has not been the subject of intellectual debate in
South Africa to date.

Discourses on identity
Conceptions of identity formation have evolved over time, from more self-referential
notions like Epstein’s (1978: 101) definition of identity as the ‘process by which the
person seeks to integrate various statuses and roles, as well as diverse experiences,
into a coherent image of self’, to those located in social theory, such as Wenger’s (2000:
239) explanation: ‘Our identities determine with whom we will interact in a knowledge-sharing activity, and our willingness and capacity to engage in boundary interactions’. Wenger’s theory stresses engagement in the world, and that there are
multiple sources of identity and various ways of connecting. Billett (2006: 66) concurs
that ‘individual and social worlds operate in parallel and through negotiation …
continually remaking and reproducing cultural and social practice’. This is echoed by
Beijaard (2006), who holds that identity is developed in interaction with other people
but is expressed by people’s perceptions of who they are and who they want to be.
The understanding of identity in this article is grounded in social construction theory
as further expounded by those who argue that identity is constructed and discursive in
nature, and is subject to on-going cultural and historical reformation (Hall and Du
Gay 1996; Butler 1993; Rosaldo 1993). The production of meaning is a necessary
condition for the functioning of all social practices, hence ‘an individual’s identification
with shared social meanings constitutes identity formation and can be seen as a
process of reality construction through which social actors interpret particular events,
actions or situations … including those practices conducted at work’ (Chappell 1999:
4). This view of identity is not static or reified; rather it holds that identities are
formed at particular moments and in specific spaces, and result from both personal
and social influences. The policy and institutional discourses pertaining to vocational
education and vocational teaching in South Africa are serving to construct a vocational
teacher identity distinct from that of teachers in academic schools.

The notion of teacher identity
Scholarly literature on the notion of ‘teacher identity’, though largely set in the
domain of formal school-teaching, suggests that ‘who teachers are’ (the ‘personal’) and
‘what they do’ (the ‘professional’) informs their identity as educators (Beijaard, Meijer
& Verloop 2004; Jansen 2001; Mattson 2000). Identity formation of vocational
teachers, on the other hand, has not come in for such close scrutiny, particularly in
developing countries like South Africa where policy and systems reform has received
the bulk of attention from policy-makers. Teachers of technical and vocational skills/
knowledge in many developing countries have tended to operate on the fringes of the
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education community, without designated professional teaching qualifications, and
have not enjoyed the same esteem as those who teach in formal schools. In this regard
Thomas (2001: 9) notes: ‘The fact that in common parlance the word “teacher” refers
generically to school teacher unless otherwise stated is possibly indicative of the
inferior status accorded to VET educators’.

‘New vocationalism’ and vocational teacher identity
Chappell (1999) examines the dominant discourses in Australia that have shaped
technical and further education (TAFE) teachers’ identities over time: First that of
skills development, where TAFE teachers were primarily seen as having specialised
trade knowledge rather than specialised pedagogical knowledge. Second, the early
1970s saw a more liberal education discourse speaking to rights of access, equity and
lifelong learning. This brought the world of industrial skills development closer to the
world of education, concerned as it was with personal and social needs. As a consequence, more general academic teachers were infused into the technical education
system. Third, liberal democratic discourses introduced the notion of public service to
vocational education and justified increasing involvement of the state in public
education and training. These discourses have, as Chappell (1999) persuasively
argues, constructed the particular identity of TAFE teachers in Australia as different
from other teachers in the broader education domain. In an era of globalised
discourses and policy borrowing, South Africa has taken a similar development path,
as will be illustrated in the following analysis.
Vocational education policy and systems in South Africa have followed a similar
pathway to that of post-colonial systems in developed countries where ‘new vocationalism’ is advocated (Grubb 1996; Pollard, Purvis & Walford 1988; Ball 1994). South
African policies to transform education and training echo ‘the need for all educational
institutions to contribute to national economic imperatives’ (Chappell 1999: 7) and
also economic rationalism that promotes market-style environments, financial
accountability and entrepreneurialism in the public service. The ‘new vocationalism’
dissolves the discursive boundaries between the organisation of work and the
organisation of education, where the workplace is increasingly regarded as a site of
learning and the education institution as a site of workplace preparation. Vocational
teachers are consequently required to span these two spheres and embrace a dual
identity that combines liberal education and economic enterprise, placing them in a
state of tension between ‘industry expert’ and ‘expert educator’ identities, even though
they are dislocated from both traditional sites – the industrial workplace and the
traditional school.
Vocational teachers in South Africa thus find themselves subject to contradictory,
complex and confusing demands as they struggle to construct an identity aligned to
images espoused in policy.
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Scholarship on the ‘work’ of vocational teachers and identity formation
The literature notes that vocational teachers’ work internationally has been shifting,
diversifying, expanding and intensifying. Our case study research suggests that
similar changes are occurring in South Africa, imposing new pressures and
competence requirements on college lecturers. Vocational colleges offer a range of
programmes, from those regarded as ‘occupational’ and more closely related to
employment, which are often taken by students already employed, to broader, ‘vocationally oriented’ programmes for the pre- and unemployed. Though the merits of such
a distinction are debatable, the discourse in South African vocational curricula has
tended to be along these lines. While colleges are being called upon to respond to the
practical needs of industry and business, make learners employable and train for a
growing economy, simultaneously new national curricula (the NCV programmes
instituted in 2007) are making challenging cognitive demands on students and
lecturers, emphasising high-level knowledge and skills required. In our case study,
lecturers themselves afford insights into how their working lives are changing in the
South African context and into the kind of preparation they feel these changes
demand.
Robertson (2009) confirms that in recent years discussions on vocational teacher
identity have begun to emerge (Haycock & Kelly 2009; Tyler 2009; Chappell 1995) that
support the view that vocational teacher identity is multi-layered and dynamic,
shaped by personal beliefs and often contradictory environmental external factors
(political, social, economic). He posits that vocational teacher identity is personal,
unstable, evolving and shaped by contextual influences, a process Haycock and Kelly
(2009: 8) describe as ‘each occupational identity … somewhat disturbed by each other
identity’. Robertson (2009) argues further that the identity of the vocational teacher
should be weighted towards that of a professional teacher rather than towards a
practitioner in his/her primary discipline and suggests that as individuals move from
a work environment into a teaching institution, initial teacher education should prepare them for this shift in identity. He concludes that:
if the VET system is seeking a professional teaching workforce with the capacity to work
in an increasingly complex environment with diverse groups of learners, then VET
teachers need to be able to make sophisticated pedagogical decisions that are consistent
with the needs of learners and clients … such abilities are consistent with the
development of pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman 1987) and are consistent with
the idea of developing a teacher identity (Robertson 2009: 8).

Haycock & Kelly’s (2009) study explored the tensions inherent in the ‘dual
occupations’ of vocational teachers, i.e. their prior identities as practitioners in their
field of practice and that of ‘teacher’. They use the conceptual framework of Seddon
(2008) to study the occupational identity of vocational teachers and find that past
trade identities indeed ‘disturb’ the present teacher identity. However, they hold that
formal professional teacher training programmes provide access into a specific
occupational community of teaching, and afford opportunity for the formation of
future occupational identities as VET teachers.
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Vocational teachers are expected by policy initiatives to hold dual identities: those
associated with their previous industry fields of practice, experience and expertise in
trades, and that of teacher (Haycock & Kelly 2009: 4). Social learning theory, which
holds that learning, in addition to being about knowledge and skills, is also about
participation and construction of identities in practical communities (Sfard 1998),
assists us in understanding vocational teachers’ professional identity as they operate
between the boundaries of working life and education institutions. Etelapelto (2009)
suggests that vocational teachers should become ‘boundary brokers’, acting between
the communities (cf. Wenger 1998) of industry experts and professional teachers.
However, in many parts of the world there have only recently been moves to professionalise vocational teaching and to consider a specific vocational teacher identity.

Professionalising vocational teaching and identity construction
Though it is not the remit of this article to go into detail about the nature of
‘professionalisation’ and associated constructs, it is pertinent to state that there is
general agreement that ‘professionals’ in a particular field are associated inter alia
with a particular ‘body of knowledge’ and a community of practice (Etelapelto 2009;
Nixon, McKeown & Ranson 1997; Yinger & Hendricks-Lee 2000).
Thomas (2001) argues that pedagogical skill is as important in vocational teaching as
expertise or knowledge in a field, and that professionalising the vocational workforce
by requiring higher qualifications is likely to have a positive impact on the morale of
vocational teachers. Policy images of vocational teachers in recent literature describe
the ideal vocational teacher as one who embodies at least two competences outlined
earlier in this article: disciplinary expertise and pedagogical expertise. Recent policy
documents in South Africa (FET Act 2006; National Plan for FET 2008; Department of
Education 2009) and forums abroad (TVET Indonesia 2009; JVET Oxford 2010) exemplify this point and in addition refer also to ‘relevant practical/work-related experience’ in fields in which the candidate will teach. Thus a ‘triple competence’, subjectspecific knowledge, pedagogic knowledge and practical/workplace knowledge/
experience, is beginning to define what vocational teacher education ought to embody,
and is what sets vocational teachers apart from general academic school-teachers.
Darwin (2007) citing Anderson, Brown & Rushbrook (2004) illustrates well the
epistemological conflict facing vocational teachers where the purpose of vocational
education is not agreed: while some advocate a holistic, broad-based vocational
education, others argue vocational training should address employment and
job-specific skills. An added complexity evident in South Africa is that vocational
teachers are not a homogeneous grouping. The scope of college offerings includes the
traditional disciplines like Languages, Mathematics and Science, as well as applied
skills and knowledge in Plumbing, Hospitality or Childcare. It seems, as Robson
(1998) observes, that as a professional group vocational teachers are struggling with
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their ‘collective status or identity’. In South Africa at this policy moment though, there
is a growing recognition that despite the fact that many college lecturers teach traditional academic disciplines, they do this within the context of a vocational programme
located within an occupational field. Hence academic subject teachers in colleges need
to be vocationally oriented in their pedagogy, and work in integrated ways across the
curriculum.
Seddon (2009), citing Buchanan (2006), describes the vocational practitioner
community as:
an occupational community made up of different job families (e.g. teacher, administrator,
manager, student support staff, librarians, decision-makers) that coalesce around a
particular vocational stream (vocational education) and embody particular value
propositions that are realised in everyday work practices.

Vocational teachers straddle the world of vocational disciplines (the special sciences of
occupational work) and vocational pedagogy, which is concerned with organising
learning for an environment characterised by the application of technology and the
organisational settings of production, service and business processes (Dittrich 2006:
7). In addition, vocational teachers are expected to have experience in their field and to
keep their knowledge of the industry up to date. Thomas (2001: 10) argues that while
the technical skills of vocational teachers have been and still are crucial to quality
teaching, so too is their ability to actually teach them. She cites the EUROPROF
project, which found that vocational teaching professionals’ occupational profiles ‘will
be multi-dimensional – bringing together vocational skill with pedagogic skills …
vocationally organised work is itself becoming multi-dimensional’.
There appears to be general agreement in policy and research that vocational teachers
who are preparing young learners through career-oriented programmes and courses
ought to acquire an understanding of the work environment irrespective of the specific
subjects that they teach, i.e. they ought to have a workplace destination in mind. But
how do vocational teachers themselves perceive their roles? The development needs
espoused by vocational teachers in our recent case study provide some indications of
how lecturers perceive their roles and their identities.

A case study of vocational teachers in South Africa
Research design
The need for the study arose from the dearth of publicly available data on vocational
teachers that could inform appropriate capacity-building interventions, the last
comprehensive report having been produced in 2004 (Department of Education 2004)
based on statistics gathered in 2002 and not to date having been updated. This case
study was therefore intended to serve a dual purpose: first, it needed to provide a
provincial profile of college lecturers that could inform the local university on levels of
training intervention required; and second, it needed to provide an indication of lec-
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turers’ perceived training needs so that university programmes could be designed with
these in mind.
At the time that this research was conducted towards the end of 2008 there were
around 7 000 vocational college lecturers/teachers in South Africa across its nine
provinces, though accurate statistics since the 2002 survey on the size of the sector
were difficult to obtain. While the primary respondents were college teachers/
lecturers, programme managers engaged in teaching in addition to their administrative responsibilities were included. The entire full-time staff complement of the
colleges in the Western Cape, about 1 000 lecturers, was included in the study, thus
constituting around 14% of the total number of college lecturers in the country. In the
Western Cape, which is one of the larger provinces, colleges are located in both urban
and rural contexts, students range from the more affluent to the severely impoverished, and lecturers of varying academic backgrounds are required to teach the
national college curricula, the NCV programmes, in addition to more customised
occupational training.
One thousand questionnaires were distributed to teaching staff across the colleges in
the province, based on lecturer numbers provided by the colleges themselves in the
absence of confirmed data at a centralised level. Lecturers’ voluntary participation
was requested, and by working closely with contact persons at each college a response
rate of 90% was achieved. The survey was followed by a sample of focus group
interviews to further probe the lecturers’ perceived training needs. Focus group
interviews were conducted with four FET colleges in the Western Cape that offered
programmes for the workplace (‘occupational’ programmes), and various National
Certificate Vocational (NCV) programmes in the Business and Engineering fields.
These focus group interviews as well as individual interviews were conducted across
the four colleges’ Western Cape campuses. Since college lecturers in many cases teach
on both NCV programmes and occupational programmes, the findings did not treat
them as separate respondent groupings. Qualitative data obtained from focus group
interviews was analysed using a computerised software data analysis package to
identify patterns and trends.

Quantitative data from the survey
Size and shape of the Western Cape college lecturer sector: Across the Western Cape
there are six colleges with a total of 38 teaching campuses and six administrative sites,
of which three are peri-urban colleges (17 teaching campuses) and three are urban
ones (21 teaching campuses). The sizes of individual campuses vary, hence colleges
vary in educator complement size, from about 60 to over 240 lecturers per college
(Mcbride, Papier & Needham 2009).
Lecturer demographics: The racialised legacy of technical education in South Africa
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continues to pose employment challenges with regard to the recruitment, retention
and distribution of college staff. Table 1 shows the distribution of college lecturer staff
by population group and gender. Lecturers were asked to provide demographic details
on gender, racial classification and home language. Afrikaans was the dominant home
language (394 lecturers/57%), followed by English (279 lecturers/37%) and Xhosa (55
lecturers/7,3%). A small number of Sotho, Zulu and Ndebele home-language-speakers
were present. On the face of it, there is a fair balance of gender representation, but
lack of ‘race’ and home language diversity among college lecturers remains a stark
demographic legacy of the apartheid origins of the former ‘technical colleges’ in the
Western Cape, though this picture may vary across provinces. Further disaggregation
of this data might benefit our understanding of the possible impacts of racial,
linguistic and gender diversity on questions of vocational teacher identity.

Table 1: Demographic breakdown of staff by population group and gender
Gender
Population group

Female

Male

Total

White

28%

19%

46%

African

5%

6%

11%

Coloured

17%

21%

37%

Indian

1%

1%

1%

Other

0%

0%

1%

Missing details

2%

2%

4%

Grand total

52%

48%

100%

Note that the use of apartheid categories of white, coloured, African and Indian in no
way implies acceptance of these terms – they are utilised merely as descriptors under
current equity legislation. White females tended to outnumber their male counterparts, with the reverse being true for coloureds and Africans. An analysis by campus
showed that about 23% of Africans in the province were concentrated at a single
campus, and over 40% at three campuses, all located in historically African areas.
Subjects taught: Lecturers were asked to indicate subjects/courses that they were
teaching, and were grouped in terms of these broad programme areas. The general
field descriptors used were Business (for business subject lecturers, but including
office data processing), Community (mainly Early Childhood Development), Engineering (a range of subjects, including computer programming), Fundamentals (Languages, Maths, Life Orientation, end user computing), and Utility (mainly service workplace subjects like clothing production, hospitality and hair care). Based on this staffing classification, the Business field accounted for 28,1%, Engineering for 27,7%, Fundamentals for 20,8%, Services for 14,5% and Community for 4,6% of lecturing staff.
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Table 2: Distribution of staff by subject field
Teaching area

% of lecturers

Business

28,1%

Engineering & IT

27,7%

Fundamentals

20,8

Services

14,5%

Community

4,6%

Teaching qualifications and workplace experience: Table 3 shows that there were
almost equal numbers of lecturers at Western Cape colleges entering the profession
directly from industry with no teaching qualification and entering with a teaching
qualification via a school-teaching route. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the
Western Cape has a larger number of ex-schoolteachers teaching in colleges than some
of the other provinces. This was cross-tabulated with lecturers’ work experience,
whether gained in an industry setting or at a teaching site, to present the picture in
Table 3. The implications of routes taken into college teaching will be discussed in
terms of lecturer identity below.

Table 3: Cross-tabulation of teaching qualifications and industry experience
No teaching qualification

Has teaching qualification

Work experience

Industry only
30%

Industry and teaching
32%

No work experience

Neither industry nor teaching
5%

Teaching only
33%

Qualitative data from focus groups
For the purposes of this article, the research findings that deal with lecturers’
expressed training needs are drawn upon, particularly responses relating to their
perceived roles, since this information proved to be instructive on the issue of identity.
Focus group discussions consisted of practitioners across disciplines and across campuses, involving some 50 lecturers and programme managers engaged in teaching.
The groups were roughly balanced between those teaching Engineering-type subjects
and those teaching ‘softer’ skills. This analysis does not disaggregate lecturer responses in terms of demographic factors, as focus groups were drawn from across campuses
and disciplines and were fairly demographically representative. Future research
might benefit from such disaggregation.
By commenting on what they regarded as important proficiencies for vocational
teaching, lecturers were consciously or unconsciously pointing to an envisaged
vocational teaching identity irrespective of their particular teaching subjects. What
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emerged strongly from the qualitative data and the manner in which vocational
teachers expressed their needs were insights into how lecturers perceived their roles
and their identities, i.e. who they thought they ‘ought’ to be and what it might take to
achieve that. Several robust themes emerged from the focus groups, but only
responses with a high measure of congruence with the literature on vocational teacher
identity are reported thematically below.

The need for vocational lecturers to integrate institutional and workplace learning:
While respondents reported that they were not directly involved in training the
practical component of their courses at an industry workplace, several of them were
involved in brokering workplace placements for their students. They saw their role as
demanding a closer liaison with workplaces, which required them to have the ability to
integrate what they were teaching in the institution, the theoretical content, with the
exposure/experience that their students received in the actual workplace. Here
lecturers mentioned their need to integrate the institutional and workplace learning
in two ways: First, they wanted to synergise the pace, sequencing and content of their
curriculum with the workplace so as to maximise learners’ experiences there, and
second, they wanted to better integrate their students’ experiences at the workplace
back into their curriculum offerings and subject instruction. A respondent commented
that:
… we need training in job shadowing … courses on how to integrate work and learning
and integrating work into curriculum, especially NCV 4. (Lecturer, focus group plenary
discussion)

The need to obtain more recent work experience and to keep up with technology in the
field was a consistent theme.
Whilst lecturers said they did not teach in the actual workplace, programme managers
reported that developing relationships with the industry was a key skill, particularly
in programmes that required structured work experience. In their view the area of
engagement with industry was an activity that some lecturers engaged in voluntarily,
but without the benefit of any training.

The need for vocational lecturers to acquire disciplinary, technological and pedagogical
competences: In the domain of academic/disciplinary competence, lecturers desired
further development within their subject discipline, as well as expressing the need to
be more technologically literate in using learning aids and in researching additional
information in their fields.
In pedagogical training, lecturers wished to expand their teaching and assessment
skills in, for example, devising innovative methods of assessment appropriate to
practical work, and in developing classroom management strategies to deal with a
diverse student group. Owing to the changing student profile, lecturers felt they were
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being required to play more supportive roles, especially in regard to multilingualism,
behaviour management and learner motivation. Also, vocational teachers mentioned
a particular need for curriculum knowledge, i.e. how to interpret what was required of
teachers and students.
In sum, lecturers reported that the need to prepare students for a workplace placed
additional demands on vocational teachers compared with school teachers. They
observed modern vocational curricula, particularly in the subject-based NCV
programmes, to be more cognitively challenging and ‘knowledge-intensive’, and as a
result felt the need to improve their own subject and disciplinary knowledge.
Moreover, the new curriculum required them to be able to source additional
information to satisfy the knowledge component of the curriculum.

Discussion and conclusions
The need for a vocational pedagogy that ‘faces both ways’ (Barnett 2006)
Vocational teachers in this study, whatever routes they had taken into college teaching (i.e. either directly from industry or from a traditional school), keenly experienced
the duality of their perceived identities. They were clearly oriented towards both their
pedagogical and workplace needs: on the one hand they expressed the need to be wellprepared traditional ‘academic’ teachers in areas of curriculum knowledge, subject
integration, administration, classroom management, subject specialist knowledge
and research skills. On the other hand they felt they had to remain at the cutting edge
of workplace developments and be constantly updated on technology innovation in
their field, to integrate the theoretical knowledge with practical workplace experience,
and to engage with industry. Comments like ‘a balance of teaching skills and the work
environment is necessary’ were echoed by several of the respondents.
In addition, teachers raised matters of professional well-being in terms of managing
their workload, their administrative functions and supporting students from a
changing and diverse student population. It should be noted that many experienced
school teachers who entered college teaching with a teaching qualification recognised
that teaching in a vocational setting posed additional demands for which their
traditional qualification, obtained in a previous dispensation, had not adequately
prepared them. Our data on lecturer needs supports the theory that lecturers need a
broad range of competencies in order to fully deliver the new curricula. This includes
academic, pedagogical, workplace, curriculum and organisational competences. The
data also supports the theory that the nature of vocational teachers’ work is changing:
it is not only shifting, but expanding, diversifying and intensifying. Whilst direct
involvement of college teachers in student training at the workplace (as a learning
site) is not evident, there appear to be marked shifts in the nature of lecturers’ work
which are placing new demands on them. Vocational education reform in the form of
the NCV programmes has presented lecturers with challenges of a more academic,
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cognitively demanding curriculum, at the same time that official policies are
challenging institutional delivery to be more workplace-integrated and industryfocused.

Spanning the divide between the academy and the workplace
There is ample evidence from the scholarship cited in this article that in establishing
vocational teachers’ identity, subject expertise, pedagogical knowledge and occupational experience/exposure must be recognised as core elements. At a socio-cultural
level, vocational teachers in South Africa are struggling to embrace their dual roles of
occupational expert and pedagogue as espoused in policy and theory, a dilemma that is
amplified because they follow various routes into vocational teaching. For instance,
some vocational teachers with more ‘academic’ origins acquired school teaching
qualifications before venturing into vocational teaching, while others entered college
teaching directly from industry without pedagogical training, perhaps to qualify much
later.
From the quantitative data on lecturers’ workplace experience it is evident that many
college lecturers have had little exposure to the industries that their students will
enter, which does not accord with the view that vocational teachers need to embrace a
‘dual’ identity. Palmieri (2004: 11) holds that ‘teachers in vocational education must
not only know about teaching; they must know the industries they are teaching about
… as well as their identity as a teacher, they have an identity as a chef, a plumber …’.
Robson’s (1998) work in the UK suggests that vocational teachers ‘retain strong
allegiances to their first occupational identity’, and that their primary identification is
not usually that of a teacher, probably because teaching has low status. Byrne (1992)
concurs that in Australia ‘TAFE teachers often see themselves as a vocational expert
currently involved in teaching’. Anecdotal evidence that begs more rigorous investigation is that staff-room cultures display sharp divisions between lecturers who
regard themselves as ‘more academic’ and those who are ‘more occupational’ – a result
of the lack of a common identity. Constructing a new identity for vocational teachers
would imply that teachers themselves begin to appreciate the importance of both
pedagogical and occupational expertise, and indeed attempt to acquire both in some
measure.
The roles of vocational teachers have expanded and diversified, and while they face
many challenges, they have had few sources of support (Wedekind 2008). The
prevalence of competency-based systems, demand-led learning, and accountability
structures have created new dynamics for vocational teachers. As lecturers in our
study observed, curriculum changes have introduced outcomes-based approaches to
teaching and learning, performance-based assessment, modularised programmes,
student-centred learning, learner counselling and work-based learning, with profound
implications not only for vocational teachers’ work, but also for their identity
construction. Employment in the vocational teaching sector has not been attractive in
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many countries for various reasons, not least of which are the remuneration and prestige afforded it when compared with other professions with similar qualification
requirements (Attwell and Brown 2001).

A systemic response to building vocational teacher identity
While vocational teacher education has generally suffered neglect in the past, it has
more recently been receiving close attention, generating possibilities for the development of a professional vocational educator of the future. Developing countries are at
various stages in supporting the new vocational teachers’ role, including renovating
their vocational systems, creating support networks and incentivising vocational
teacher development. Typical reforms include qualification requirements at entry for
vocational teachers, introduction of skills standards, regulation of curricula for
vocational teacher education, and creation of learning-career pathways. An emerging
model of professional vocational teacher development involves a combination of
teacher induction and support, initial teacher training and on-going professional
development occupationally, pedagogically and academically. Progress on these
matters is perforce deeply context-dependent.
Vocational teacher education still has some way to go, especially in developing
countries like South Africa lacking a long history of formal vocational teacher
education, which entails development of workplace linkages for exposure to practice, a
professional body of knowledge and a community of practice. A further disadvantage is
that vocational teacher education generally has lower priority and lower status within
the higher education community. Nevertheless, indications are that improvements
continue to be made and that there is a groundswell of advocacy on the value of quality
vocational education and of investment in its educators.
Raising the bar at entry by means of formal teaching qualifications is one strategy to
improve the vocational teachers’ profile, but this may present a challenge to
traditional education faculties that have hitherto only trained teachers for formal
academic schooling. University education faculties may be comfortable teaching the
specialist discipline and pedagogy/methodology, but may have very little knowledge or
experience of the vocational environment or the actual workplace. It is conceivable
though, Young (2006) holds, that with sufficient support faculties of education can
attract new entrants into vocational teaching through suitable training programmes
that attend to the ‘dual’ needs of vocational educators. Deliberations on appropriate
curricula may need to include expert vocational teachers and industry representatives
in order to afford broader insight into the design of initial teacher training programmes. If the focus of university teacher education remains that of teachers in
formal schools, the professional needs of vocational teachers will continue to be
neglected and marginalised, placing the construction of a vocational teaching community and its unique identity at risk.
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Abstract
This article reports on a comparison of real-life situations which learners in three
Southern African Development Community (SADC) countries would prefer to be
used in school mathematics. The paper is based on data collected in these countries
and uses an analytical tool, Rasch analysis, to review the results of these studies.
The results of this analysis reveal that the young people in these countries share
similar affective orientations with respect to certain real-life situations. The
real-life situations that the learners in these countries prefer most are related to
electronic gadgets and personal finance, whilst the items they are least interested
in are issues relating to gambling and cultural practices. These results open the
possibility of inter-country development and sharing of instructional resources
based on real-life situations for use in mathematics. Furthermore, the results can
usefully inform the designers of cross-country assessments on school mathematics,
such as the SACMEQ, about appropriate real-life situations which appeal to
learners that can be used in these comparative assessments.
Key words: Real-life contexts, mathematics curriculum, learners’ preferences,
affective orientations, Rasch analysis

Introduction
The use of real-life situations or contexts in school mathematics has been receiving
considerable attention globally. For example, an entire issue of the Zentralblatt für
Didaktiek Matematik (Vol. 38(2) of 2006) is devoted to the use of real-life situations,
albeit in the context of mathematical modelling, in school mathematics in various
Holtman, L, Julie, C, Mbekwa, M, Mtetwa, D and Ngcobo, M. (2011) A comparison of preferences for real-life
situations that could be used in school mathematics in three SADC countries. Southern African Review of
Education, 17: 120-137.
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countries. This has generated debate between those researchers who believe that the
use of real-life contexts in school mathematics would facilitate a better understanding
of mathematics by learners and those who see it as problematic and not in the interest
of learners. Real-life situations or contexts are extra-mathematical situations and
defined as ‘textual descriptions of situations assumed to be comprehensible to the
reader, within which mathematical questions can be contextualised’ (Verschaffel,
Greer & De Corte 2000: ii). Thus, real-life problems or contexts refer to those
day-to-day situations or contexts typically located outside of mathematics as opposed
to the intra-mathematical environment.
Mathematics education in the last three decades has focused on making the learner
the centre of the school academic enterprise and sees him or her as creating his or her
own knowledge by interacting with the environment and solving problems through the
embedding of real-life situations or contexts. But, as Chacko (2006: 33) notes, the
solution by learners of real-life problems demands a
higher level of cognition, such as reaching a clear understanding of the problem in terms
of the information provided, identifying the adequacy or otherwise of that information to
attempt the solution, mathematical modelling, manipulation, conclusion and
interpretation.

The preceding discussion presupposes the prominent role played by teachers and
mathematics-learning resource developers in the real-life situations or contexts to be
used in specific instances of mathematics instruction. It presumes that these stakeholders will choose contexts which they deem appropriate and interesting and that
this will in turn arouse the desire of the learner to participate in mathematics. However, these stakeholders might not always incorporate real-life situations that
learners identify and find interesting to deal with in mathematics. By stating ‘our
ideas about real-world problem situations [are] not necessarily wrong. But our ideas
about the real world were somewhat different from our students’ ideas’ Lesch (1980:
13) draws attention to the need of these stakeholders to have some sense of the
contextual situations that learners would find interesting to deal with. Bishop (2008)
similarly reminds researchers of the importance of ascertaining what learners’ wants
are, since these are related to the values that learners have.
The mathematics curriculum policy documents of the three countries under discussion
encourage the use of real-life problem situations in their mathematics curricula. Some
researchers see the use of real-life contexts in school mathematics as having the
potential to
facilitate better conceptual understanding and that contexts can serve as a bridge
between mathematics regarded as an abstract discipline and mathematics as a human
activity which has relevance in people’s lives and a tool for the solution of their problems
(Mbekwa & Julie, 2009: 317).

The goal of this study was therefore to ascertain the real-life situations that learners
prefer to deal with in mathematics. For the study we pursued the question, ‘What are
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the similarities and differences in the real-life contexts that high school learners in
Zimbabwe, Swaziland and South Africa prefer to be used in mathematics?’ This is an
under-researched area in Mathematics Education locally (see Venkat, Bowie &
Graven 2009 for a survey on research in sub-Saharan Africa related to the use of reallife situations in mathematics) and internationally (Julie & Mbekwa 2005).
Inter-country comparisons of patterns of responses to the questionnaire are made and
conclusions based on the analysis of the responses are discussed. Preferences for
real-life situations are subjective and fall within the affective domain. The affective
domain is a broad field that includes beliefs, attitudes, emotions, values, mood and
interest (Zan, Brown, Evans & Hannula 2006). It is well-known that affective issues
are important, if not more important than content in terms of improving performance
in school mathematics (Julie, Holtman & Mbekwa 2011). Hence in the next section a
few observations on affect are made to place the study within Mathematics Education
as a research domain.
We need studies which not only investigate what students say about their attitudes to
different aspects of mathematics, but also which look at the choices students make in
different situations, which will indicate the influence of certain values, as suggested
by Bishop (2008).

The affective domain in school mathematics
Over the past decade there has been an increased attention to affective variables in
psychological and educational research (Isiksal, Koc & Askun 2009). The strong
emphasis on the need for researching issues related to the affective domain in
Mathematics Education is strongly suggested by Niss (2007), whose survey on the
problematiques of Mathematics Education also points in the direction of the area being
under-researched. As alluded to in the introduction, one aspect of affect in learning is
interest. Interest is a phenomenon that can be revealed by choices that people make.
This section expands on the notion of interest in learning.
The concept of interest as an educationally pertinent disposition is closely related to
concepts of attitude in social psychology (Krapp, Hidi & Renninger 1992). In everyday
language interest means liking, preference or attraction (Valsiner 1992). In a
classroom situation it refers to a learner’s tendency to persist in particular subject
content over time and the psychological state that accompanies this commitment
(Renninger 2009). Interest is a phenomenon that emerges from a person’s contact with
his or her environment (Krapp, Hidi & Renninger 1992). Included in their definition of
environment are object and stimulus. Interest can therefore be triggered by objects or
by stimuli. Four developmental phases of interest are: triggered situational interest,
maintained situational interest, emerging individual interest and well-developed
individual interest (Renninger 2009). Below we discuss the development and manifestation of situational and individual interests.
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Something in the immediate environment may evoke situational interest and,
consequently, it may or may not have a lasting effect on personal interest and learning
(Hidi & Anderson 1992). This means situational interest is generated mainly by
certain conditions and/or concrete objects in the environment (Krapp, Hidi &
Renninger 1992). It can be described from the point of view of either the cause, or
conditions that bring about interest, or the perspective of the learner (Krapp, Hidi &
Renninger 1992). Viewed from this angle, situational interest is not unique to the
individual but tends to be common across individuals. Thus Hidi & Anderson (1992)
refer to it as group interest. Situational interest triggered by environmental factors
may evoke or contribute to the development of long-lasting individual interest (Krapp,
Hidi & Renninger 1992). Considering that situational interest is common across
individuals, two interesting issues related to the present study would be, for example,
to see whether profiles of interests of the learners surveyed could bear differential
country identities, or whether effects of globalisation could erase distinctive country
characteristics. For now it is important to note that values exert strong influence on
interests, and the principal sources of values in the mathematics classroom are of
society, mathematics and mathematics education (Bishop 2008).
On the other hand, the relatively long-term orientation of an individual towards a type
of object, an activity or an area of knowledge can be interpreted as individual interest
(Schiefele 1992). Characteristics that are based on mental patterns associating the
object(s) of interest with positive emotional experiences and the personal value system
are considered as individual interests (Koller, Baumert & Schnabel 2001). Individual
interest is considered to be relatively stable and is usually associated with increased
knowledge, positive emotions and increased reference value (Hidi, & Anderson 1992).
It refers to a person’s interaction with a specific class of tasks, objects, events or ideas.
Two components of individual interest, namely feeling-related and value-related, are
explained by Schiefele (1992). The former is associated with feelings that precede,
accompany or follow activity involving the topic or object of interest and the latter with
a value-related (of personal significance) component. In this way interest is a domainspecific or topic-specific motivational characteristic of personality.
In this article aspects of both situational and individual interest are considered
(Ngcobo 2011). The contexts learners chose from acted as stimulus objects that triggered interest. On the other hand, learners’ association of the contexts with their emotional experiences and personal value systems could be indicative of individual interest.

Instrumentation, data collection and results
Evolution of the instrument
The instrument used was derived from an initial 61-item questionnaire. Julie and
Mbekwa (2005) describe the development and piloting of the initial instrument in
South Africa. Briefly, a group of mathematics educators and postgraduate students
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from Zimbabwe, Uganda, South Africa, Norway and Eritrea identified possible
real-life situations that could be used in school mathematics. A pivotal criterion for
selection of real-life situations was that they should be amenable to mathematical
treatment. Thirteen clusters of real-life situations such as health, recreation and
security of electronic transactions were identified. Two of the clusters, mathematics
and the practices of mathematicians, dealt with issues internal to mathematics,
whilst the other eleven clusters focused on issues external to mathematics. The
number of items per cluster had a range of 2 to 7, with a general cluster having the
highest number of items and sports the lowest number. Students were requested to
express their preference on a Likert-type scale ranging from 4 (very interested) to 1
(not at all interested) for interest in dealing with particular contexts in school
mathematics. The stem of the items was ‘What would you like to learn about in
mathematics?’ and this was followed by a real-life situation. During administration,
care was taken to stress that the learners should respond to the use of the contextual
situations in their mathematics lessons.
After consideration of the results of the piloting, the 61-item questionnaire data were
collected in Zimbabwe, Uganda, Swaziland, South Korea, South Africa and Norway.
Ndemo (2006), Mutodi (2006), Ngcobo (2011), Kim (2008) and Julie (2007) report on
the results of the implementation in Zimbabwe, Swaziland, South Korea and South
Africa respectively. The entire data set of the six countries was analysed by Julie and
Holtman (2008) using Rasch analysis procedures. They concluded that there were
redundancies in some item subsets, where their replacement by an appropriate single
item would not affect the validity and reliability of the instrument. Through a series of
discussions between mathematics educators and postgraduate students from
Zimbabwe, Swaziland, South Korea, South Africa and Albania, the questionnaire with
61 items was reduced to 23 items. All the items of this instrument dealt with extramathematical situations amenable to mathematical treatment and the responses
learners provided to the 23 items were used in the study reported here. The real-life
situations learners had to respond to are presented in Table 1.
Analysis was done using Rasch modelling. This technique for data analysis differs
from other statistical devices in that a statistical model is not developed from empirical data. Rather, the analysis is centred on how well the empirical data fits a predefined postulated model. The pre-defined model is a logs-odd model. As stated by De
Roos and Allen-Meares (1998: 95-96), the Rasch model is:
… a normative model [for] the placement of items on a line that indicates greater and
lesser amounts of the variable being measured constitutes operationalisation of the
variable. The Rasch model defines the ideal delineation of items that would constitute an
objective, interval-level measuring instrument [and] the process is to determine how
closely the data fit the Rasch model … Since the Rasch model serves as the standard
against which the data are compared, one can determine how closely one’s data
approximate this ideal linear standard.

Various measures in relation to how empirical data approximate the Rasch model can
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Table 1: Real-life situations to be used in school mathematics
Item

Real-life situation

Item

Real-life situation

Item

Real-life situation

C1

Lotteries/gambling

C9

Productivity

C17

Personal/business
finances

C2

Cultural product

C10

Technological gadgets

C18

Recreation/sport

C3

Designer clothes

C11

Environmental issues

C19

Emergency responses

C4

Secret codes

C12

Physical universe

C20

Spread/decline epidemics

C5

Agricultural matters

C13

Pop music

C21

Planning journey

C6

Government finances

C14

Politics

C22

Crime fighting/warfare

C7

Health matters

C15

Youth dances

C23

Construction/engineering

C8

Community development

C16

Electronic messages

be calculated. Those used in this article are discussed below. For the results reported
here, the software program Winsteps 3.65.0 (Linacre 2008) was used.

Sample
The learners from South Africa were from urban and peri-urban areas in one province
in the country. This sample was a convenient one given the access researchers had to
teachers willing to collect data. The teachers taught in schools classed as ‘previously
disadvantaged’ and it can be safely assumed that the learners were from low socioeconomic status backgrounds. The Swaziland cohort was from peri-urban and urban
environments and the sample was stratified in accordance with school records.
Schools in rural and urban low-income areas were conveniently sampled in Zimbabwe.
Overall it can be said that the samples leaned towards learners from low socioeconomic status backgrounds.
A total of 1 170, 1 028 and 900 learners completed the questionnaire in South Africa,
Swaziland and Zimbabwe respectively. For each country the cohort was analysed for
misfitting respondents, i.e. learners whose responses are idiosyncratic in that they do
not fit the ideal Rasch model as identified by Rasch misfit procedures. It was decided
to avoid these 114 ‘problematic’ persons’ answers deforming the measurements by
eliminating them and excluding them from the analysis. The size of the remaining
sample, 711, was still large enough to analyse the data and give an answer to the
initial question about students’ preferences for contexts. These ‘misfits’ were removed
for each country’s cohort through an iterative application of the Rasch procedure to
identify misfits. The demographic information of the cohort of students after the
removal of the misfits is presented in Table 2.
The removal of misfits from the data set might be perceived as problematic. However,
the comparative nature of the research requires that there be as little difference as
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possible in the operation in the three countries, which led to the decision to remove the
‘problematic’ persons.

Table 2: Demographic information of respondents

Gender

Grade*

Zimbabwe

Swaziland

South Africa

Female

348

452

435

Male

344

356

416

Missing

1

0

0

8 (Form 1)

228

297

186

9 (Form 2)

245

269

357

10 (Form 3)

220

242

308

13-17

12-21

12-20

Age range

* For Zimbabwe and Swaziland these are Forms 1, 2 and 3

Unidimensionality of instrument
One criterion a measurement instrument must satisfy is that it must be unidimensional. Questionnaires used in surveys measure a particular construct, latent
trait or variable which is abstract and cannot be obtained through direct observation.
In this research the variable of interest is ‘preferences learners have for real-life
situations to be used in mathematics’. The items operationalise the latent trait and
care must be taken that the items do not represent more than one construct. Awareness of this dilemma is clear, for example, from the construction of items for problemsolving tasks by the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). They
claim that ‘the test designers were conscious of the amount of reading involved, and
kept the level of text difficulty as low as possible, with nothing beyond everyday use of
language’ (PISA 2004: 51). ‘To avoid this being a reading test, the amount and
difficulty of reading required was limited’ (PISA 2004: 51). Although this points more
towards the possibility of a different domain being tested, it does not preclude the
possibility that more than one issue is inadvertently being focused on by the testtakers. Analyses were conducted to ascertain whether the instrument was
unidimensional for each country. In Rasch analysis this is indicated by the explained
and unexplained variance. The results of this analysis are given in Table 3.
Linacre (2008: 335) gives the following decision criteria for ascertaining whether the
unidimensionality criterion is violated.
Variance explained by measures > 60% is good.
Unexplained variance explained by 1st contrast (size) < 3,0 is good.
Unexplained variance explained by 1st contrast (proportion) < 5% is good.

For our data set the variances explained by the measures in Table 3 indicate that
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Table 3: Explained and unexplained variances of the instrument
South Africa

Swaziland

Zimbabwe

Empirical

Modelled

Empirical

Modelled

Empirical

Modelled

Raw
variance
explained by
measures

31,2%

31,4%

31,5%

31,9%

30,8%

30,9%

Unexplained
variance in
1st contrast

2,1 (6,3%)

1,8 (5,4%)

1,9 (5,8%)

those for the empirical data do not differ significantly from the expected ideal if the
data fitted the Rasch model but they are substantially lower than the 60% criterion.
However, it should be expected that the variances will be low because of the homogeneity of the samples of the individual countries. For the latent trait, interest in reallife situations to be used in mathematics, it can be expected that the items will have a
narrow range of levels of endorsement for the cohorts of learners. The unexplained
variance in the first contrast is well below the cut-off value of 3, although the percentage is slightly higher than the 5%. The statistical indicators and considerations above
are indicative of the instrument measuring a unique construct.

Differential item functioning (DIF)
A feature that enhances the acceptability of an instrument is for it to function equally
for different categories of respondents. This implies that there should not be
differences in how the items comprising the instrument operate for the different
categories of respondents. What is at stake are not the normal differences between the
categories of respondents. Rather, in differential item functioning, the focus is, as
might be the case for this study, whether one category of respondents finds items
easier to endorse than another category of respondents. Differential item analysis was
done for gender and grades for each country. Table 4 gives the differential item
functioning for gender. DIF contrast is the difference between the measures for
females and males (female measure – male measure). The DIF contrast ‘should be at
least 0,5 logits for DIF to be noticeable’ (Linacre 2008: 266). For Swaziland (DIF
contrast = 0,63) and South Africa (DIF contrast = 0,53) differential item functioning is
noticeable for item C23 (construction/engineering), with girls finding this item harder
to endorse than boys. No differential item functioning is noticeable for Zimbabwe.
A similar analysis was conducted for the different grades. Only for the South African
cohort was there noticeable differential item functioning for two items. These are for
item C8 (community development) between Grades 8 and 10 (DIF contrast = 0,52) and
between the same grades (DIF contrast = 0,53) for C17 (personal/business finances).
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Table 4: Differential item functioning (DIF) for gender
Item

South Africa

Swaziland

Zimbabwe

DIF
contrast

t-stat

Prob

DIF
contrast

t-stat

Prob

DIF
contrast

t-stat

Prob

C1

0,07

0,9

0,3685

0,34

4,57

0

-0,08

-0,9

0,3665

C2

-0,41

-5,06

0

-0,43

-5,28

0

-0,28

-3,53

0,0004

C3

-0,14

-1,72

0,0853

-0,3

-3,8

0,0002

-0,17

-2,17

0,0305

C4

-0,06

-0,61

0,5407

-0,08

-0,92

0,3586

-0,07

-0,76

0,4448

C5

0,26

3,16

0,0016

0

0

1

0,09

1,17

0,2413

C6

0

0

1

-0,07

-0,87

0,385

0,14

1,79

0,0746

C7

-0,32

-3,86

0,0001

-0,12

-1,59

0,1118

-0,12

-1,61

0,1089

C8

-0,33

-3,82

0,0001

-0,25

-2,93

0,0035

-0,12

-1,44

0,1511

C9

-0,24

-2,78

0,0056

0

0

1

-0,19

-2,11

0,0356

C10

0,3

3,38

0,0007

0,07

0,81

0,4187

0

0

1

C11

0,21

2,57

0,0102

-0,07

-0,91

0,3656

0,09

1,11

0,2688

C12

0

0

1

0,13

1,74

0,0819

-0,08

-0,93

0,3543

C13

-0,1

-1,28

0,2006

-0,22

-3,22

0,0013

0,08

1,14

0,2548

C14

-0,11

-1,27

0,2037

0,1

1,13

0,2567

0

0

1

C15

0

0

1

-0,11

-1,48

0,1395

0,06

0,71

0,4791

C16

-0,06

-0,73

0,4645

-0,19

-2,27

0,0233

-0,06

-0,62

0,5343

C17

-0,1

-1,09

0,2757

0

0

1

-0,13

-1,2

0,2307

C18

0,23

2,77

0,0058

0,22

2,63

0,0086

-0,12

-1,47

0,1409

C19

-0,07

-0,84

0,399

0

0

1

0,13

1,68

0,0931

C20

-0,13

-1,55

0,1215

0,08

1,05

0,2932

0,1

1,27

0,2047

C21

0,06

0,74

0,4603

0,11

1,21

0,2251

0,12

1,54

0,1247

C22

0,25

3,19

0,0015

0,14

1,78

0,0753

0,22

2,9

0,0039

C23

0,53

6,59

0

0,63

8,07

0

0,22

2,72

0,0066

In these cases learners in Grade 8 find it more difficult to endorse the items than
learners in Grade 10. However, the DIF contrast is near enough to the criterion for
acceptance, so as not to unduly influence comparisons between the different countries.
Table 5 gives the DIF contrast for the items not satisfying the differential item
functioning criterion across the countries. South African learners found item C5
(agricultural matters) harder to endorse than their Zimbabwean counterparts. The
learners from Swaziland found item C15 (youth dances) harder to endorse than South
African learners. Zimbabwean learners found item C17 (personal/business finances)
easier to agree with than South African learners. Item C21 (planning journey) is
easier for learners from Swaziland to endorse than those from Zimbabwe.
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Table 5: Differential item functioning (DIF) contrast between countries
Country

Measure

Country

Measure

Dif
Contrast

Item

SA

0,7

Zimbabwe

-0,09

0,79

C5: Agricultural matters

Swaziland

0,78

SA

0,23

0,55

C15: Youth dances

Zimbabwe

-1,39

SA

-0,61

-0,78

C17: Personal/business finances

Swaziland

-0,32

Zimbabwe

0,2

-0,52

C21: Planning journey

DIF contrast is dependent on the length of the instrument. The average impact (DIF
contrast/test length) the various DIF contrasts have on respondents’ level of endorsement is given in Table 6. These are relatively low (less than 5 %) and it can be
reasonably assumed that they will decrease with an instrument with more items.
However, for the construct under consideration the items are fairly exhaustive in
terms of real-life situations that can be mathematised for school mathematics. The
refined instrument is thus not unduly biased along country, gender and grade
dimensions and this gives confidence that it is a viable instrument for comparing
preferences for real-life situations across the three countries.

Table 6: DIF contrast for effect of instrument length of respondent tolerance
DIF Contrast

Average impact on person level of endorsement

0,52

0,022609

0,53

0,023043

0,55

0,023913

0,63

0,027391

0,78

0,033913

0,79

0,034348

Infit and outfit mean squares (IFIT and OFIT MNSQ in Table 7) are calculated to
indicate ‘items which do not contribute to the definition of a coherent and useful
variable’ (Wright and Masters 1982: vi). These fit statistics indicate whether there are
misfitting items. Item ‘values from 0,5 to 1,5 are productive of measurement’ (Linacre
2008: 221). Table 7 indicates that the fit statistics for all the items fall within this
‘productive of measurement’ range.
The measure of an item is the location of the item on the transformed scale related to
the Rasch model for the empirical data. It can be viewed as the ‘level of difficulty to
endorse’ the item. For this particular instrument the ‘hard to endorse’ items have high
measures and the ‘easy to endorse’ items have low measures. These measures should
be in the range -2 to +2 logits to be acceptable (Reeves and Fayers 2005). From Table 7
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Table 7: Instrument fit with productive measurement range by country
South Africa

Swaziland

Zimbabwe

ITM

MSRE

IFIT

OFIT

ITM

MSRE

IFIT

OFIT

ITM

MSRE

IFIT

OFIT

C1

0,92

1,16

1,17

C15

0,84

1,06

1,05

C1

1

1,18

1,24

C5

0,81

1,06

1,05

C2

0,83

1,04

1,03

C2

0,67

0,97

0,94

C2

0,72

0,9

0,88

C1

0,76

1,18

1,24

C15

0,6

1,02

1,01

C3

0,48

1,1

1,1

C3

0,67

1,04

1,04

C3

0,5

1,13

1,16

C11

0,4

0,98

0,97

C9

0,58

0,97

0,97

C9

0,41

1,02

1,01

C6

0,29

1,07

1,07

C6

0,51

1,01

1,01

C11

0,39

0,95

0,94

C15

0,26

1,05

1,07

C11

0,37

0,96

0,95

C23

0,32

1,01

1,02

C23

0,23

0,98

0,98

C23

0,34

1,03

1,03

C22

0,21

1,02

1,01

C9

0,18

0,98

0,97

C22

0,32

1

1

C20

0,17

0,94

0,95

C21

0,08

0,9

0,9

C5

0,31

1,09

1,13

C21

0,17

0,98

0,98

C22

0,07

0,96

0,95

C13

0,24

1,02

1

C13

0,14

0,92

0,89

C13

0,06

0,99

0,98

C12

0

0,97

0,97

C6

0,08

0,98

1

C14

-0,12

0,95

0,94

C14

-0,14

0,98

0,98

C14

0,01

0,97

0,96

C18

-0,18

0,99

0,99

C7

-0,22

0,99

0,99

C7

0

0,91

0,9

C12

-0,19

1,01

0,99

C20

-0,28

0,94

0,93

C19

-0,05

0,96

0,95

C7

-0,25

0,93

0,92

C19

-0,28

0,95

0,95

C5

-0,08

1,14

1,14

C20

-0,27

0,98

0,97

C21

-0,36

0,91

0,9

C12

-0,34

1,07

1,05

C8

-0,35

0,97

0,98

C18

-0,43

0,98

0,98

C8

-0,34

1,01

1

C19

-0,39

0,96

0,93

C10

-0,54

1,01

1,01

C18

-0,42

0,92

0,92

C16

-0,58

0,93

0,91

C16

-0,66

0,92

0,9

C10

-0,71

0,99

0,94

C10

-0,6

1,11

1,14

C8

-0,73

0,96

0,92

C4

-0,72

1,05

1,03

C17

-0,7

1,09

1,09

C4

-0,82

1

0,97

C16

-0,78

0,89

0,84

C4

-0,89

1,02

1

C17

-1,31

1,06

1,04

C17

-1,24

1,09

1,13

Mean

0,00

0,00

0,00

SD

0,47

0,58

0,52

it appears there are no items for any of the three countries outside this range. Table 7
thus indicates the hierarchical order of preference for real-life situations to be used in
mathematics for learners in Grades 8 to 10 (Forms 1 to 3) in the three countries. The
easiest to endorse items, those in the last rows of Table 7, are the most preferred
real-life situations, and the hardest to endorse, those items in the first upper rows of
the table, are the least preferred contextual situations. The measures and fit statistics
indicate that the items lie on a hierarchical linear continuum and are representative of
the construct, learners’ preference for real-life situations to be used in mathematics.
Since this is the case for all three countries it is claimed that the instrument is
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independent of the country, a crucial requirement to make cross-country comparisons.
In order to compare the preferences across the three countries, we draw on Julie’s
(2011) postulated model for learner preferences for contextual situations that could be
used in mathematics. According to this model, preferences for real-life situations that
could be used in mathematics can be classified into four zones of preference. These
zones are presented in Figure 1 and centre around the standard deviations of the
measures as indicated. Julie (2011) further propounds that one can expect some transitions between the zones and their nature is also indicated in the figure.

Figure 1:
Zones of
preference for
real-life
situations

The distribution of the items in the zones is represented in Figure 2, from which the
following observations are evident: the learners from all three countries expressed a
high interest in three items: C4 (secret codes), C16 (electronic messages) and C17
(personal/business finances). They also expressed a low interest in the items C1
(lotteries/gambling) and C2 (cultural products). Moderately high endorsement is
accorded to four items – C7 (health matters), C12 (physical universe), C18 (recreation/
sport) and C19 (emergency responses) – by the learners of all three countries. Items
C11 (environmental issues), C13 (pop music), C22 (crime-fighting/warfare) and C23
(construction/engineering) received moderately low endorsement by the learners of all
three countries. The other items (C3, C5, C6, C8, C9, C10, C14, C15, C20 and C21) are
differentially endorsed, with C5 (agricultural matters) varying from moderately high
to low preference.

Discussion and conclusion
Responses from the learners in the three countries indicate similarity of expressed
interest in 13 of the 23 items. Of those 13 items, eight lie in the intermediate range
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Figure 2: Item distribution across zones of preference by country

Legend
South Africa
Measure u
Mean

SD

Swaziland
Measure l
Mean

SD

Zimbabwe
Measure p
Mean

SD

Preferences for real-life situations in school mathematics

133

(moderate zone) in terms of strength of preference. The three items that appeared in
the zone of highest preference (secret codes, electronic messages, and personal/ business finances) and the two that appeared in the zone of low preference (lotteries/
gambling and cultural products) give an indication that youths in the countries share
common and fairly stable interests. This is not surprising, given that the three
countries discussed have similar socio-economic realities; low socio-economic status
learners from South Africa participated and learners from Zimbabwe and Swaziland
are of essentially the same socio-economic class with similar socio-political realities in
the two countries.
Those phenomena that have to do with secret coding, electronic processes and
personal and financial concerns enjoy highest priority and in the same order across the
board. This is indicative of the great impact on youth of modern high-technologydriven everyday life activities. The availability of multi-function technological communication devices, such as cellphones, is commonplace among the youth and such
devices are integral to their daily lives, in terms of learning, communicating and
getting around.
It is also observable that two real-life issues – games of chance (e.g. gambling) and
activities associated with cultural traditions – received the lowest preference rating.
These are often viewed in African society as vices to be stamped out of society and
those issues linked to culture are generally regarded by youth as traditional and
backward. These attitudes towards gambling and cultural practices expressed by the
learners therefore mirror attitudes carried by the wider society in these three
countries.
According to Julie (2011), preferences in the two moderate zones are characterised by
active transitions from one level to the other. They are, in other words, less stable than
the other zones of preferences discussed above. It is in these moderate zones that eight
(health matters, physical universe, recreation/sport, emergency responses, environmental issues, pop music, crime fighting/warfare, construction/engineering) of the 13
items lie. All eight items are generally linked with formal career or leisure activities in
which the individual could be personally involved. Hence learning contexts that could
be formulated from these issues are likely to be more effective if they are framed in
more personal terms or use an anthropocentric approach, that is to say if they invoke a
sense of ‘individual interest’ as discussed in this paper.
Among the items that showed differential endorsement in the three countries, an
interesting one is that of agricultural matters. This item showed the highest level of
endorsement in Zimbabwe, where a strong national land reform movement emphasising social transformation through farming was in progress at the time the fieldwork
for our study was being carried out. The lowest levels of endorsement on this item were
registered in South Africa, where post-colonial social transformation has largely been
urban-driven.
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This study illustrates that youth across the three countries do show particular
preferences in terms of the context for learning mathematics. The discussion here can
only lead us to the conclusion that learning contexts for school mathematics preferred
by the youth in the three countries, by and large, reflect similar trends of affective
orientations to everyday life phenomena in which they are immersed. It is not surprising that the youth in these three countries share the same affective orientations. It
might be seen that these countries are in more or less the same geographical region
and hence people tend to interact physically as they move across borders to visit one
another’s countries. But again the link with the socio-economic status of participants
seems to be a more useful way of interpreting the similarity of preferences for real-life
situations to be used in mathematics.
The results of the studies allow for the opening of possibilities of inter-country development of mathematics learning resources for those situations which learners highly
prefer. One such example is learning resources for coding theory to deal with personal
identification numbers (PIN numbers), which are important for ensuring safe
electronic financial transactions. Another is for dealing with issues for which learners
expressed low preferences. For example, the mathematics involved in cultural
practices is linked to the current thrust for incorporating indigenous knowledge in
curricula. But a word of caution: activities for incorporation of real-life issues cannot
be driven solely by the preferences of learners. A careful balancing of the preferences
of the different stakeholders must be arranged, as suggested by Julie (2007).
Finally, there is currently a thrust for comparative testing of the mathematical
competencies that learners master in school. One such test is administered by the
Southern African Consortium for Monitoring Education Quality (SACMEQ).
Although it can safely be assumed that learners might interpret and attach similar
value to items of a strictly mathematical nature, this might not be the case for
contextually driven items. One issue that is inherent in real-world problems is
language complexity. Learners might experience problems with the language usage in
interpreting contextually driven mathematics. Recent efforts are to reduce such
language problems in international comparative tests (Carnoy et al 2011). However,
we contend that despite the reduction of language complexity the liking that learners
have for contexts can differentially influence their performance on such tests. If, for
example, an item is embedded in an agricultural context Zimbabwean learners would
be expected to find such an item easier to deal with given the moderately high
preference they expressed for this item. South African learners, given their low
preference for such a real-life situation, would be expected to find such an item harder
to deal with. This points to the fact that in the construction of cross-country
comparative mathematics tests using real-life situations consideration should also be
given to the selection of these contexts. It might just be that the liking learners from
one country have on particular contextual situations might have the unintended consequence of advantaging one country’s learners relative to those of other countries.
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School history in Zimbabwe’s
political conundrum: Is patriotic
history reflected in the examination
system?
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Abstract
This article explores the ways in which school history through Syllabus 2167 is
examined at Ordinary level in Zimbabwe. It looks at school history examinations
from 2003 to 2010 on the basis of what patriotic history aims to achieve. The latter is
examined within the context of international literature on history education for
nation-building. The argument is that public discourse and rhetoric in Zimbabwe is
saturated with patriotic history and its metaphors. This selective rendition and
mono-perspectivity associated with patriotic history, although not unprecedented
in many other countries as shown in the literature, is particularly pronounced in
Zimbabwe in the face of challenges from the main opposition party. Content and
discourse analysis is used to identify and analyse the ways in which O-level
examination questions are selected, focus on and phrased. On the basis of evidence
drawn from the examination questions, it is demonstrated how the ideals of
patriotic history are promoted or not through forms of assessing school history.
Despite the resilience of the conservative school traditions that were implanted in
the country during the colonial era and now a legacy of neo-classical British
education, the examinations seem to be promoting mono-perspectival questions
that are likely to encourage patriotism and a consciousness which is a major goal of
Syllabus 2167.
Key words: Zimbabwe, Syllabus 2167, patriotic history, O-level examinations,
history teaching, history assessment

Introduction
This article addresses concerns that have been expressed about the pervasiveness of
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so-called patriotic history, which, since 2000, has become the mainstay of the ruling
party’s survival strategy in the contest for power in Zimbabwe. The argument
developed in the article is that school history curricula in all nations are subject to
manipulation as an instrument of politcal re-education to achieve a defined nationhood as well as political hegemony by the ruling elite (see for example VanSledright
2008, Bertram 2005, Doherty 2009, Ahonen 2001). Following the above trend, the
state in Zimbabwe has, since the attainment of independence in 1980, sought to
reform the inherited school curricula, and history in particular, in order to promote a
new sense of nationhood. However, since 2000, this attempt has assumed a virulent
and aggressive form as the ruling party, the Zimbabwe African National Union Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF), has propagated a sanitised version of the country’s history
that has come to be known as ‘patriotic history.’ Specifically, in the face of
unprecedented political challenge from the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC),
the party has deployed a narrow version of national history in an attempt to regain its
waning political legitimacy (Raftopoulos 2004). Through its monopoly of the public
media, all sectors of society are exposed to this form of history. The result is that public
discourse and rhetoric have become saturated with this version of history and its
metaphors.
However, as the evidence in this article demonstrates, the aims of patriotic history are
not effectively upheld in secondary school history, as the Ordinary-level (O-level)
history examinations appear to shun its metaphors and still promote some degree of
critical thinking. How this remains possible in a country where the state has routinely
flouted all norms of democratic practice and human rights may indeed seem inconceivable. Barnes (2007) attributes it to the resilience of the conservative traditions of
the school system in Zimbabwe that were implanted by neo-classical British education
introduced under colonial rule. It may also be due to what Swartz (1993: 179) identifes
as the ‘stubborn persistance of academicism’ in the Zimbabwean school system. This
academicism, in Barnes’s (2007) view, partly led to the failure of a radical curriculum
innovation called Education with Production launched in the early 1980s. It may do
the same to patriotic history. Drawing on evidence from an in-depth analysis of the O
level history examination question papers from 2003 to 2010, this article vindicates
Barnes’ assertion that, in spite of its promulgation in official discourses and public
rhetoric, patriotic history is ‘likely to find itself tempered to some extent by the
country’s educational structures, traditions and conditions’ (Barnes 2007: 633).
The article draws on examples from international scholarship on history education to
examine the content, structure and phraseology of the examination questions in order
to establish whether or not the way the questions are structured and phrased allows
for a pluralistic reading and critical interpretation of historical issues as required by
the newly introduced history syllabus. The focus is on patriotic history and how it gets
filtered through the school system through assessment as official knowledge. Thus the
main research question that the article addresses is ‘In what ways does the selection,
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phrasing and structuring of the O level examination questions reflect patriotic
history?’ The following sub-questions are posed to examine this issue in depth:
• How is liberation and post-independence history examined in the Ordinary level
examinations offered by the Zimbabwe Schools Examination Council (ZIMSEC)?
• How well do the examination questions reinforce the values, thinking and
formulation of judgement of patriotic history?
The study drew its rationale mainly from Ball (1994), who maintains that an understanding of intentions embedded in policy is a significant factor for its effective implementation. According to him, policy projects images of what is conceived as ideal in a
society. Consequently, it cannot be understood in isolation from the interests,
conflicts, forms of domination and notions of justice it implies in practice. These
factors manifest themselves structurally, interactively and discursively in a social
context. Because policies are concerned with the authoritative allocation of values,
trying to understand them should involve establishing whose ideals and interests
have been prioritised in policy-making and whose have not. Understanding policy will
therefore reveal where power and control reside within a social context. On the basis of
this view, the history examination question papers were looked at critically to establish how they addressed concepts and principles candidates were expected to understand in a manner that reinforced or not Zimbabwean patriotism as promoted by
ZANU-PF. Before explaining how this was done, it is crucial first to outline the context
in which history is taught and examined as background to the study.

Background to the study
Since 2000 Zimbabwe has been in the throes of a severe crisis that has resulted in
misgovernment, lawlessness and the collapse of a once vibrant economy and society
(Mlambo and Raftopoulos 2010). The magnitude of the crisis rendered the country ‘a
progressively dysfunctional state’ (Mlambo and Raftopoulos 2010: 1) characterised by
the closure of schools and hospitals and the state’s abrogation of its responsibilities as
the provider of basic services such as clean water (UNICEF 2008). As documented by
the Student Solidarity Trust (2010), education has been negatively affected by the
oppressive political environment, as it is impossible to attain a robust education
system under such conditions. Amongst its other responses to the crises, the government has deployed national history as a means to instil patriotism among the youth,
with undue pressure being applied to educational institutions to teach patriotic
history (Ranger 2004; Tendi 2010). History has thus come to occupy centre stage in
Zimbabwe. This situation triggered a curiosity to investigate whether and how
patriotic history was assessed in the O level school history examinations. Examinations are specifically focused on because in Zimbabwe, as is the case in what Swartz
(1993: 80) describes as academic-type education systems, examinations ‘still reflect
mainly university-based knowledge and test general rather than specific skills’. It was
thus seen to be interesting to establish how Zimbabwe had succeeded in ridding
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itself of what seems to be a tension between the ideals of patriotic history and general
practice in its academically inclined system of education. Swartz (1993: 179) describes
this practice in the country as characterised by the ‘stubborn persistence of
academicism’.

The examination system in Zimbabwe
The examination system falls within a highly centralised education system in which
all school syllabi are developed by the Curriculum Development Unit (CDU) and
external examinations are set and run by the Zimbabwe Schools Examinations
Council (ZIMSEC). Both these bodies fall under the Ministry of Education and are run
by state bureaucrats. This arrangement allows government to exercise considerable
control over what gets selected for school syllabi and also what gets examined in the
external examinations. Examinations are highly regarded in the country and constitute the only form of assessment, leading to certification at Ordinary and Advanced
levels of the secondary school system. The political function of these examinations can
be clarified by considering Moreno’s (2007) views. Drawing on the insights provided by
scholars such as Eckstein and Noah (1993), his view is that ‘examinations are
particularly amenable to political utilisation, both in terms of political debate and
from the governance standpoint, to control and change the school curriculum at each
and every level of decision making’ (Moreno 2007: 197). This is the role they are
supposed to play when patriotic history is being assessed.
With the attainment of independence, the new leaders of Zimbabwe felt the need to
Africanise school curricula in general and the history curriculum in particular. The
history syllabus was redrafted in order to ensure that the ideology propagated was in
tune with national development plans (Mungazi 1998). The aim was to familiarise
students with what the new political authorities felt needed to be celebrated under the
new dispensation. However, rather than celebrate a comprehensive heritage of
Zimbabwe, the new syllabus – 2166 – tended to focus on those aspects that the ruling
party wished to celebrate. Barnes (2007) has termed it the ‘nationalist syllabus’.

The history curriculum in Zimbabwe and national identity politics
History teaching in Zimbabwe since the colonial days has always been a political
undertaking. The colonial authorities introduced a Eurocentric education system in
which all syllabi tended to emphasise Western epistemologies and Western content
rather than African content. The Rhodesian history syllabus – 2160 – which was
continued until the end of the first decade of independence (1991), gave equal focus to
European and African history. However, as Barnes (2007) observes, the history of
Central Africa (the region to which Zimbabwe belonged together with today’s Zambia
and Malawi) was presented as the history of European settlement in the region. The
methods of teaching encouraged rote learning, with the result that students learnt to
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mimic colonial authorities and venerate Western ideals and views while denigrating
everything African.
Claiming to be anchored on the philosophical underpinnings of the New History
Movement, Syllabus 2166 was a radical departure from its predecessor in terms of its
epistemological assumptions. This movement emphasised the importance of skills in
the study of history: the reconceptualisation of history as a mode of inquiry rather
than passive acceptance of given facts and the centrality of the learner in the interrogation of sources of evidence and drawing of conclusions on the basis of historical
inquiry (Nichol 1984). Thus Syllabus 2166 foregrounded problem-posing, problemsolving, role-play, written exercises and class discussions (Barnes 2007) as forms of
teaching the prescribed content. The examination comprised two papers: Paper One
was based on the study of sources and comprised 33% of the marks, while Paper Two
required essay writing and covered 67 % of the marks. However, as Chitate (2006)
asserts, it had a chequered history and coincided with an unprecedented decline in the
popularity of history. It was withdrawn in 2001, thus marking the failure of progressive history teaching methods and indirectly paving a return of those methods
that had prevailed in the days of Rhodesian schooling.
As a result, a new Syllabus, 2167, was launched in 2002, amidst the politically charged
atmosphere in the country (Barnes 2007). With its introduction, history was declared
a compulsory subject at O level. This further fuelled speculation that there was a
sinister agenda to the teaching of the subject. Also unfortunate was the emergence in
both academia and the public domain of ‘patriotic history’, which according to Ranger
(2004: 218) is ‘different from and narrower than the old nationalist historiography,
which celebrated aspiration and modernisation as well as resistance’. It was therefore
easy to perceive the syllabus as designed to promote ‘a more legitimising narrative for
the status quo and the ruling party’ (Barnes 2007: 649). In its preamble it states as its
aim the need to help learners ‘acquire an informed and critical understanding of
social, economic and political issues facing them as builders of a developing nation’
(Syllabus 2167: 2). Among its aims are to help learners –
•
•
•
•

develop an interest in and enthusiasm for the study of historical events;
develop an understanding of local, national and international historical events;
develop skills and appropriate tools for analysing historical events; and
understand and appreciate population, democracy and human rights issues as well
as the responsibilities and obligations that accompany them.

The six assessment objectives of the syllabus are to –
1. recall select and describe historical events in their context;
2. describe human activities and beliefs and their effects on resources, environment
and other people;
3. analyse, interpret and evaluate historical evidence, points of view, opinions and
values and detect bias;
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4. assess the significance and relevance of information and draw reasoned conclusions;
5. empathise with the past and interpret events and decision-making of a particular
period in light of the information and conditions prevailing at that time;
6. explain concepts and issues that relate to history, population, gender, democracy
and human rights in a relevant and coherent manner. (Source: Syllabus 2167: 3)
The syllabus is divided into two parts and has 15 themes. Part one is entitled Southern
Africa and has 11 themes, all on Zimbabwe except the last, which is on the struggles
for majority rule and democratisation in Mozambique and South Africa. Part two is
entitled World Affairs and focuses on international developments from 1900, with the
notable inclusion of China. As the syllabus is more tightly focused on Zimbabwe, it is
labelled the ‘patriotic syllabus’ (Barnes 2007: 649). The next section briefly explains
patriotic history in the Zimbabwean context.
Not only in Zimbabwe have schools become vital institutions for the reimaging and
survival of nations by transmitting cherished national values through the official
curriculum (Bertram 2005; Christou 2007). Political systems the world over have
sought to use school history as a tool for promoting given political goals and values in
an attempt to recreate and redefine what constitutes national identity at any given
time (Hillis 2010; Haynes 2009; Wang 2008; Baranovic, Jokic and Doolan 2007; Coffin
2006; Ahonen 2001). This is because history is highly vulnerable to the imperatives of
nation building and the interests of the political elite (Doherty 2008; Ahonen 2001)
and is therefore perceived as a site for fierce contestations over the definition and
meaning of nationhood (Baranovic, Jokic and Doolan 2007). In agreement with the
above views, Christou (2007: 711) posits that the official history taught in schools is
intended to ‘lay the foundation for a collective narrative that reiterates the inevitability of the nation’s existence and grandeur’. Thus, it often becomes an instrument
by which nations seek to repackage their past as they seek to recreate desirable visions
of themselves (Wang 2007; Doherty 2008). Such curricula are, as Ahonen (2001)
warns, never inclusive of the nation as they are at the service of identity politics.
National history curricula thus exemplify ‘texts and practices where the nation is
glorified and the enemy is vilified’ (Christou 2007: 711).
In Scotland, school history has attracted more press coverage than any other subject
because of its perceived importance to Scotland’s emerging national identity and a
resurgent nationalism that is exemplified by the popularity of the Scottish National
Party (Hillis 2010). Australia, too, has since 2004 debated history teaching in its
schools after schools were required, as a condition of funding, to fly the Australian flag,
among a set of other things considered Australian (Haynes 2009). In calling for a
critical and multi-perspectival reading of Australia’s history, Haynes (2009: 437)
argues that ‘teaching children that there is only one, non-contentious, way of seeing
History is as objectionable as any other form of indoctrination’. Rather, history should
be taught for understanding in order to empower students to have ‘a purpose and
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sense of values from which to judge what to do in order to help change their society for
the better’ (Haynes 2009: 437). Such values are critically needed in any nation and it is
certain that they cannot be promoted by an uncritical reading of a nation’s history. The
views are crucial for understanding the purpose of patriotic history in Zimbabwe,
which is discussed below.

The concept of patriotic history
Zimbabwe’s recent historiography reflects tendencies by the state to use history to
promote its own political survival. In response to the crisis that has engulfed the
country, the state has, among other things, drawn on ‘a combination of revived
nationalism that privileged its role in the liberation of the country, prioritised the
centrality of the fight for land, and demonised all those outside the selective “patriotic
history” it espoused’ (Raftopoulos 2009: 200). Thus in pursuit of the agenda of patriotic
history, the history of the country has been revised in the service of the governing
ZANU-PF party (Tendi 2010). Studies on the history of the liberation struggle and
post-independence developments have been found to be readily amenable to
reinterpretation in pursuit of narrow partisan interests. This represents the content
aspect of patriotic history, in which topics that can be manipulated to propagate a
favourable view of the party and nation are given prominence while the dark pages of
the nation’s history are either downplayed or erased completely (Christou 2007).
For example, Gatsheni-Ndlovu (2006) argues that ZANU-PF has appropriated
history, with the land reform being christened the ‘Third Chimurenga’ in an attempt
to reframe it as part of a historical continuum that has origins in the 1896 First Chimurenga (war of liberation) as well as the Second Chimurenga. Tendi (2010) views it as
a grand narrative in which ZANU-PF is celebrated as the alpha and omega of
Zimbabwe’s past, present and future. It is Ranger (2004) who popularised the term
patriotic history to refer to this emerging historiography, which is unashamedly
biased towards ZANU-PF (Raftopoulos 2004) and fails to complicate and question
historical issues. It reduces history studies to what Ahonen (2001) has termed
mono-perspectivity rather than multi-perspectivity. As a result, topics in the syllabus
upon which the reimagining and re-imaging of Zimbabwe as a nation–state are
predicated have become fiercely contested. These are topics considered important to
familiarise learners with the country’s heritage and history. By their inclusion in the
school curriculum and in the examinations, they have become reified as part of the
national narrative that is designed to be the basis of nation building. It is in this sense
that Doherty (2008) points out that often school curricula become sites of increasing
interest for the exercise of official forms of nationalism and the production of a
nostalgic celebratory biography rather than the development of learners as critical
thinkers with an agency of their own. Thus critics of the history syllabus in Zimbabwe
have equated its teaching with the teaching of the history of ZANU-PF (Barnes 2004).
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In general, patriotic history thrives on pedagogical practices that are reminiscent of
what Freire (1990) calls banking education, which is characterised by rote learning.
Students are denied their agency and become passive recipients of the teachers’ knowledge. In Zimbabwe it is exemplified by the promotion of the lecture method for teaching history and an uncritical reading of the texts. This gives rise to mono-perspectivity
in historical interpretation (Sandwell 2007). Students are expected to be familiar with
what is given as historical fact by memorising content and are not encouraged to
engage critically with it. In short, the importance of history as a mode of inquiry and a
dialogue between the historian and the facts is underplayed. In addition, examinations mainly emphasise recall and short descriptive accounts and do not provide
students with adequate opportunities to demonstrate critical thinking. They predispose students to approach learning material in discrete, uncritical and noninterpretive ways (Swartz 1993). Such an approach denies learners ‘the kind of complicated and compassionate process of understanding, the kind of knowledge that we
need to make sense in terms of our contemporary world’ (Sandwell 2007: 27). Thus
Tendi (2010) asserts that patriotic history is a sophisticated narrative that is part of a
political culture that legitimises violence and inhibits political tolerance, civil and
political rights, and democracy. How is this captured in examinations, if at all? Before
answering this question, let us consider an overview of Paper One, in which patriotic
history is likely to be examined.

Overview of Paper One
The question paper always has 22 questions and candidates are required to answer
any four. Question 1 is always a source-based question and is the only source-based
question in the entire examination. It has often featured questions on the struggle for
democracy in South Africa. It is not a compulsory question. Candidates are given
photographs, extracts from treaties, letters and/or cartoons to interpret, highlight bias
and provide reasons for it. The rest of the questions are structured in three parts, (a),
(b) and (c). The order of the questions is thematic, with questions on the pre-colonial
states coming first and post-independence developments coming last. In between are
questions on the colonisation of the country, the Federation and the nationalist
movements as well as the armed struggle. The following examples illustrate the
structure of the examination questions that would normally be set on any of the
themes. The mark allocation for each part of the question is indicated in brackets, with
a total of 25. Here are examples of typical questions:
16. (a) State six reasons why the nationalists in Rhodesia failed to achieve independence by
1965? [6]
(b) Outline the aims and activities of the freedom fighters between 1965 and 1971. [11]
(c) To what extent were the freedom fighters to blame for the ineffectiveness of the armed
struggle during this time? [8] (Source: ZIMSEC Question Paper 2167/1 2007)
17. (a) Identify any three ZIPRA and ZANLA military commanders involved in the liberation
struggle for Zimbabwe. [6]
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(b) Outline the aims of the freedom fighters and the strategies they used to win support of
the masses in Rhodesia. [11]
(c) How successful were these strategies in mobilising the masses during the liberation war?
[8] (Source: ZIMSEC Question Paper 2167/1 2008)

Methodology
The methodology employed to look critically at the examination questions was as
follows:

Design
The Syllabus 2167 History Paper One examination papers for the years 2003 to 2010
were examined through both content and critical discourse analysis. This is the period
over which the new syllabus 2167 has been examined since its introduction in 2002.

Methods
Content analysis involves ‘a detailed and systematic examination of the contents of a
particular body of materials for the purpose of identifying patterns, themes, or biases’
(Leedy and Ormrod 2001: 155). Using this method, the examination papers and the
syllabus were taken as curriculum materials and were analysed in three stages. First,
the papers were examined to identify topics or themes in relation to the syllabus. The
second stage involved reflecting on the questions in order to establish a frequency
pattern of the topics/themes examined. In the third stage the meanings implied in the
questions were identified so as to establish any bias. This was accomplished using
critical discourse analysis (Fairclough 2003). Linguistic meanings, metaphors and
assumptions embedded in the questions were of particular interest in order to determine how they reflected, or did not, notions of patriotism promoted by the prescribed
content and the set objectives. The focus was on how the questions were phrased to
reflect relationships of power and ideology of the political elites within Zimbabwe, i.e.
how meanings associated with patriotic history were reflected in the examination
questions. To assess the cognitive and knowledge levels tested in the examinations,
Bloom’s taxonomy as revised by Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) was employed. The
three cognitive dimensions, namely to remember, understand and apply, were looked
for in the questions by relating them to the content required and marks allocated to
the four knowledge levels: factual, conceptual, procedural and metacognitive. This
was done to examine whether or not candidates were expected to provide similar or
single opinions or diverse and analytical views on issues raised in the topics examined.

Sampling
The sample for the study (n=9) was purposive since it focused on examinations for
Syllabus 2167. Even though the examinations are bi-annual and written in June and
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November, this article focuses specifically on the November papers, as these are
attempted by the majority of candidates. In terms of population coverage, this
constituted adequacy (see, for example, Moser and Kalton 1986 on sampling frames).

Analysis
The examination papers over the nine years were examined in terms of the content,
assessment, linguistic forms and metaphors used in the questions. This was done in
order to identify the topics or themes selected for the examination, how they addressed
or did not address issues related to patriotic history, i.e. assumptions and ideology
promoted.
For purposes of analysis, the topics were grouped into four themes as follows: sourcebased questions, liberation history, post-independence developments and other topics
on Zimbabwe. The latter ranged from the pre-colonial states through colonisation to
the federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. The nature of the questions and mark
allocation awarded to each part of the question were classified according to the hierarchical nature of the taxonomy, which ranges from the simple to the complex. This
highlighted for us the significance that is placed on such content. We specifically
looked at the following: source-based questions, liberation history, post-independence
developments and other topics on Zimbabwe.

Findings and discussion
The examination questions are evenly distributed over the major themes identified.
Each examination over the nine years included four or five questions out of a total of 22
dealing with patriotic history. Thus less than 20% of the questions are set on those
topics most relevant to patriotic history. These topics have been found to be of little use
in the revisioning of the country’s history. The highlighted topics in Table 1 are those
most relevant to patriotic history.
As illustrated in Table 1, the questions cover every theme of Syllabus 2167. Even
though this underscores the importance of patriotic history, candidates are not compelled to answer any of these questions as they can answer any four questions out of
the 22. This is interesting, given the aims of the syllabus. There is no doubt that
candidates are not under undue pressure to answer questions associated with patriotic history. Could this be the result of what Swartz (1993: 179) calls the ‘stubborn
persistence of academicism?’ Despite the rhetoric, colonial consciousness still appears
to be informing how authorities understand and implement policy. The important
question to ask is what political agenda is achieved by such a representation of questions. As Ahonen (2001) has pointed out, what gets selected, reproduced and examined
through external examinations reflects the ideological, cultural and political power of
dominant groups. In this regard Ball’s (1994) assertion on the importance of the
authoritative allocation of values in policy analysis becomes significant here. Could it
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Table 1: Number of questions by year and theme
Year of
examination

Source-based question

Liberation
history

Post-inde
dev

Other
topics

Total
number of
questions

2010

South Africa

2

3

16

22

2009

Southern African history

2

3

16

22

2008

South Africa

1

3

17

22

2007

Liberation Struggle

2

3

16

22

2006

Internal Settlement

1

3

17

22

2005

South Africa 1955

2

3

16

22

2004

Colonial Zimbabwe

2

3

16

22

2003

Liberation war

2

3

16

22

therefore be that Zimbabweans are still functioning with a colonial ideology despite
the rhetorical resistance against it? To try and answer this we specifically identified
forms of assessment, genres used to write history and linguistic metaphors in the
examination papers as crucial in establishing what Ahonen and Ball provide as guidance in efforts to understand policy.

Forms of assessment and patriotic history
The most significant change introduced by syllabus 2167 concerns the way in which
school history has to be assessed. Prior to its introduction, the main vehicles of assessment were essay writing and source interpretation and analysis. In the new syllabus,
essay writing has been abandoned completely and replaced with short answers and
descriptive accounts of events. A typical examination question would appear as shown
below:
17.(a) Name any three leaders of the delegation to the Lancaster House Conference of 1979 and
their respective organisations. [6]
(b) Outline the events that took place between the signing of the Lancaster House
Agreement and 18 April 1980. [11]
(c) How important were the Commonwealth forces in ensuring the success of the elections in
1980? [8] (Source: ZIMSEC Question Paper 2167/1 2009)

The source-based question, while not abandoned completely, has been made optional.
Thus the major vehicle of assessment in the examination has become short answer
questions and descriptive accounts. Analysis and evaluation now count for just 32% of
the total marks. Table 2 illustrates the mark allocation for the major objectives of the
paper.
As is evident from the above weighting of marks, it is now possible for a candidate to
successfully attempt the examination without having to answer the last part of the
question, which calls for evaluation and analysis. Barnes (2007) sums up this
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Table 2: Forms of assessment and weighting
Assessment objectives

Mark
allocation

Percentage

Recall select and describe historical events in their context

6

24

Describe human activities and beliefs and their effects on
resources, environment and other people

11

44

8

32

25

100

Analyse, interpret and evaluate historical evidence, points of
view, opinions and values and detect bias
Assess the significance and relevance of information and draw
reasoned conclusions
Empathise with the past and interpret events and
decision-making of a particular period in light of the information
and conditions prevailing at that time
Explain concepts and issues that relate to history, population,
gender, democracy and human rights in a relevant and
coherent manner
Total

development thus:
Up until 1991, a successful history student would have been an excellent writer of
traditional essays, which were the only vehicle of assessment. For the nationalist
syllabus (2166), a successful student would have been good at writing essays but also
excelled in recognising and interpreting source-based documents (such as primary
documents, letters, photographs, quotations from books, etc). Since 2002, however, a
successful history student does not have to write an essay or interpret sources. Instead,
the student has to be very adept at answering shorter, ‘structured’ questions with more
weight (17 out of a total of 25 marks) given to ‘recall’ and ‘description’ than to
‘interpretation and analysis’. (Barnes 2007: 648)

To have 8 out of 25 marks allocated to interpretation and analysis implies that the
teaching of history as a means to engender, as stipulated in Syllabus 2167, critical
thinking in learners has receded to the background. As Barnes (2004: 157) insightfully
points out, ‘structured short answers support the development and articulation of
critical thinking to a much smaller extent’. Tendi (2010) argues that the inclination
not to prioritise the assessment of critical thinking may be seen as a reliance on
Rhodesian teaching methods. Therefore, decisions on the assessment format have,
unwittingly or not, undermined critical debate that is central to history education
proposed by the syllabus.
The evidence presented above demonstrates that the ideals and mental attitudes still
prioritise ways of learning introduced by colonial education. Therefore, despite
political freedom, at the discursive level consciousness-raising and practice in education have not yet transcended the institutional practices of Rhodesia. Critical thinking is compromised by the wish to entrench patriotic history.
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Critical thinking and patriotic history
To make sense of how critical thinking is promoted in the examination questions the
assessment specification grid, which illustrates the consolidated relationship between
the assessment objectives and the approximate weighting of the objectives as it
corresponds to the question structure, is presented. For example, the three-part structure of each question is such that there is a hierarchical movement in knowledge levels
from the simple to the complex. The first part of each question is simple recall while
the last part requires the exercise of value judgement, as the example below illustrates.
20. (a) Identify any three political parties and their respective leaders that have participated in
general elections in Zimbabwe since 1980 [6]
(b) Describe the methods used to campaign and the problems encountered during general
elections in Zimbabwe since independence. [11]
(c) To what extent has the police force been able to maintain peace and order during
elections? [8] (Source: ZIMSEC Question Paper 2167/1 2009)

From this question it is clear that the exercise of critical thinking and value judgment
is no longer a critical requirement for passing O-level History in Zimbabwe. Lowerorder questions have a combined weighting of 68%, while the higher order has 32%.
Table 3 illustrates the assessment objectives and their weighting. The table relates
each objective to the revised version of Bloom’s taxonomy of knowledge as well as to
the mark allocated as a percentage of the total marks.

Table 3: Assessment specification grid in relation to the revised taxonomy
Objective

Mark for
each paper

Cognitive level

Percentage

1

20

Lower order (name, state, identify)

20

2

48

Lower order (describe, outline)

48

3, 4, 5 and 6

32

Higher order (how, explain, to what extent)

32

Total

100

100

This has profound implications for the way in which history is taught. Swartz (1993)
decries the persistence of ‘one fact one mark’ answers as being inimical to critical
thinking. Such a scenario constitutes fertile ground for the uncritical furtherance of
history learning in which learners are not challenged to question issues and understand the subject as a mode of inquiry and not a series of facts to be learnt. Therefore,
simple recall questions founded on technical rationality (Schon 1987) are, in the
Zimbabwean context, a legacy of British classical education, which remains central to
the school system in the country (Barnes 2007; Swartz 1993). Patriotic history is likely
to thrive as soon as this becomes an established and taken-for-granted way of assessing history in the post-independence context of Zimbabwe. While it may be the
intention of the politicians to use school history to re-orient learners towards a grand
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narrative that celebrates a selective rendition of the history of the country as has often
been the case in other countries such as China, it is necessary for curriculum scholars
to interrogate the subtle and not so subtle nuances through which this may or may not
be happening by promoting specific genres of history writing.

Genres of writing in school history
As part of this analysis, it was deemed necessary to explore the ways in which the
various genres of writing are represented in the examination questions of Syllabus
2167. Writing on genres in school history, Coffin (2006) identifies genres that ought to
be cultivated through the teaching of history. These are presented in a hierarchical
manner that accord with Bloom’s taxonomy of objectives. For example, the less
complex genres are recording and explaining, which require learners to retell events,
account for why events happened in a particular sequence and to explain the consequences of a situation. The more complex genres centre on argumentation, with discussion and challenge being the defining characteristics of this writing. Learners are
expected to argue the case for two or more points of view about an issue. In the case of
Syllabus 2167, these genres are represented in the manner in which the questions are
phrased. The first part of each question is simple recall, where candidates state names
or events of a particular period. In the second part they describe and explain events.
The last part of each of the questions falls into the genre of either exploring or arguing.
The following examples are illustrative of the genre of writing that calls for discussion
and argumentation:
2009 Paper Question 20(c): To what extent …
2008 Paper Question 20(c): Why did the measures taken … fail?
2007 Paper Question 19(c): Was the government able to solve the problems during this
period?

As Coffin (2006) explains, the above type of questioning requires learners to:
a)put forward a point of view or argument;
b)argue the case for two or more points of view about an issue;
c)argue against a view.
Such questions, if covering all genres, presuppose the contestability of historical
reality and should awaken learners to diverse interpretations. In this way, history
education becomes a process of critical enquiry and a form of collective, contested and
dialogical investigation. The questions will compel learners to present alternative
readings of what passes for valid historical knowledge when they address questions
that begin with ‘To what extent …’. The syllabus also explicitly calls for such an
approach when, for example, it says in its suggested activities learners should debate
the merits and demerits of colonisation (Syllabus 2167: 10). As is evident from the
question structure, the last part of each question makes such an engagement an
imperative in the teaching of historical issues in order to adequately prepare learners
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for the examinations.
The question that arises is: why are such questions which go against the grain of the
silencing tendencies of patriotic history, although downgraded to a mere 32%,
retained as part of the examinations? The answer is to be found in Barnes’s (2007: 651)
assertion that ‘the roots of the secondary educational system in Zimbabwe are deep
and its conservative academic traditions (ironically of British origin) will not be easily
erased’. Swartz (1993: 179) has referred to these conservative traditions as ‘the stubborn persistence of academicism’ in Zimbabwe. It is this commitment to academism
that has so far ensured that discourse in school history continues to make the ideals of
patriotic history mere rhetoric in a state that wishes to promote a mono-perspectival
reading of the country’s past and present. They are absent in the examination
questions. Below we consider this aspect in more detail.

Linguistic metaphors and patriotic history
A textual analysis of the examination questions reveals that the metaphors that are
associated with patriotic history are not explicit in the examination questions. Metaphors such as the ‘Third Chimurenga’, ‘Zimbabwe will never be a colony again’, ‘The
Land is the Economy’ and ‘The Economy is the Land’, which are prevalent in the
political rhetoric of the country, are not used in the examinations throughout the
entire period in which patriotic history has been introduced. Metaphors used to refer
to the opposition movement such as ‘puppets’ and ‘sell-outs’ are also not used in the
examination questions. The questions are phrased in formal, non-judgmental
language that allows for varied interpretation. Candidates are given room to express
opinions and reasoned judgment on historical issues. For example, a 2006 examination paper had the following question:
19. (a) State any six reasons for the Land Reform Programme in Zimbabwe from the year 2000.
[6]
(b) Describe the methods used to acquire and re-distribute land in Zimbabwe from the year
2000. [11]
(c) Did the peasants benefit from this Land Reform Programme? Explain your answer. [8]

Tendi (2010) observes that such linguistic terms amount to tacit approval of the event
that has taken place in the country, in this case the land reform. This is certainly a
limitation of the examination, as candidates are required to interrogate the event as
presented to them. The seemingly formal, non-judgmental language, which does not
allow varied interpretations, could be deliberately used to nurture a particular state of
mind or consciousness towards land reform. This is what patriotic history seeks to
achieve as regards attitudes towards ZANU-PF’s policy of land reform. Even though
the question does present opportunities for critical reflection in its last part when it
asks whether the peasants benefitted from the programme, it is crucial to note that
the benefit is supposed to be addressed solely in so far as it relates to peasants. It is
thus reasonable to conclude that the question is likely to promote a way of thinking
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that is sympathetic to the policy of the ruling party. As such, it is likely to evoke a
particular consciousness in learners, who have to respond to a single reading and
interpretation of a historical event. In this specific case, benefit as a metaphor serves
as a phrase that points to what should be imagined as an outcome of the land reform
policies. This is an example of how school history can in subtle ways be used to reimage and reimagine the desired reality of a nation.

Conclusion
This article has argued that the Zimbabwean state has sought to use school history for
political ends by manipulating the curriculum. As demonstrated by the evidence in
this article, school examinations continue to reflect realities that are desired. Even
though the political rhetoric of patriotic history has not openly encroached into the
school terrain as a result of what Barnes (2007) calls the deep and conservative
academic traditions of the school system, in subtle ways the desired concepts are being
promoted. As Hirst (1975) has argued, the nature and scope of educational objectives
is about the cultivation of the mind or consciousness-raising. Unless this is possible,
policy will remain unrealisable and operational at a textual level only. O-level school
history examinations in Zimbabwe make this indubitable.
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Growing Up in the New South Africa:
Childhood and adolescence in
post-apartheid Cape Town
Rachel Bray, Imke Gooskins, Lauren Kahn, Sue Moses and Jeremy Seekings.
Cape Town: HSRC Press, 358 pages, ISBN 978-0-7969-2313-4
Reviewed by Adam Cooper
Growing Up in the New South Africa provides a neatly distilled account of three
neighbourhoods that are located in one South Peninsula, Cape Town valley, combined
with descriptive statistics derived mainly from the Cape Area Panel Study (CAPS).
CAPS is a five-wave survey that looks at multiple dimensions of the lives of Cape Town
youth. The neighbourhoods that comprise the research setting for the qualitative work
are Fish Hoek, Ocean View and Masiphumelele, which are depicted as predominantly
‘white’, ‘coloured’ and ‘African’ respectively. The in-depth qualitative work was conducted through spending time on school premises, followed up with weekly art and
discussion groups at local schools and community centres. Through this mixedmethod approach the authors attempt to provide a cross-sectional slice of ‘ordinary
young people in reasonably ordinary South African neighbourhoods’ (p. 27). This book
therefore differs from the predominant approach to the study of children and youth in
South Africa, which has generally looked at ‘atypical’ groups of young people, such as
those involved in political activity during apartheid or studies of street children, AIDS
orphans or young offenders in the post-apartheid era.
In Growing Up in the New South Africa the authors argue that although contemporary
South African youth experience a greater number of opportunities than their parents
had access to, the majority of these young people are nonetheless severely restricted by
their position in society, extreme inequality and the widespread negative social forces
that exist in the neighbourhoods in which they grow up. These neighbourhoods limit
what is possible and acceptable and, in turn, shape the contours of the schools and
families that operate within them. This is compounded by the lack of mobility which
many young people experience in their lives, meaning that they struggle to access
social networks which lie beyond these neighbourhoods. Young people’s attempts to
achieve their personal goals and obtain healthy relationships are therefore thwarted
by a quiet violence that is thoroughly neighbourhood-specific and that restricts their
choices around schooling, relationships and other parts of their lives.
This argument is developed through the different chapters of the text, as the authors
construct a multi-site ethnography that excavates the interlocking spaces of home,
school, community and peer group life, across the three neighbourhood sites that
comprise the research setting. The authors make insightful connections between these
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different socialisation spaces. Following the introduction, chapter 2 looks at how
family life varies within neighbourhoods, yet produces similar challenges and values
across the valley. The next chapter explores the three different neighbourhoods and
the manner in which most young people spend the majority of their time in their own
local neighbourhood. Middle-class Fish Hoek children receive a greater degree of
support and attention from their caregivers, resulting in less independence than their
peers from the other two neighbourhoods and this is therefore shown to be something
of a mixed blessing. In comparison, youth in Masiphumelele and Ocean View are
afforded more local mobility, their parents are absent for longer periods of time and
they are provided with limited supervision. Chapter 4 consists of an analysis of the
ways in which the physical and social boundaries of community are constructed and,
occasionally, transcended. The neighbourhoods in question have only experienced
minor changes since the end of apartheid and integration is stifled by young people’s
minimal mobility between neighbourhoods and a limited lexicon for classifying
different groups of people who inhabit their social worlds.
Chapters 5 and 6 focus on school life, with chapter 5 exploring school as an educational
institution and chapter 6 looking at the social dimensions of schooling. The marked
differences in schooling outcomes across the valley and the fact that structural
inequality persists in the South African schooling system are central to the argument
in chapter 5. Bray et al state that ‘resources do differ, but it is the quality of teaching
that really defines the different worlds of public schooling’ (p. 201). The authors point
to poor school management, a low standard of teaching, the high enrolment of learners
from disadvantaged backgrounds and a lack of discipline in explaining the low levels
of skill acquisition at poor schools. Chapter 6 explores the social aspects of schooling
and investigates the impact of the family and neighbourhood on education, as well as
the daily social interactions that occur at schools and that shape the identities of
learners. The discrepancy between the lofty aspirations of youth and the fairly dismal
educational reality, as well as young people’s limited comprehension of educational,
training and recruitment processes, were central findings of this chapter.
The peer group chapter explores gender differences pertaining to the teenage years
and decisions around dating and sex, which are depicted as part of the active process of
self-representation and social reputation construction. The penultimate chapter,
entitled The quiet violence of contemporary segregation in Cape Town, examines the
strategies young people use in order to leverage a degree of control in their lives, when
in fact little predictability exists for young people in most post-apartheid Cape Town
neighbourhoods. These strategies are largely made up of the construction and
perpetuation of ‘myths’ related to studying, school and the ethics of social life. One
such ‘mythical strategy’ is the construction of a emphatically bifurcated pair of options
in which youth state that they are forced to choose between a path of ‘studying hard at
school and being good’ or ‘partying, crime and being bad’. While these strategies afford
the youth some temporary power in terms of a secure option of being ‘on the right path’
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in the short term, if they so choose, the starkness of the choices actually disempowers
young people and the difficulties around creating sustainable, nurturing relationships
and progressing towards long-term goals remain.
Like the critique levelled at the participants in the study, the authors of the text
struggle to find an alternative language to describe race and the role it plays in the
lives of these youth. Largely invisible, ‘white’ Fish Hoek is centrally constructed as the
healthy norm in relation to which the problems of Masiphumelele and Ocean View are
compared. Also, like the critique of the young people who apparently do not make
demands on the state and civil society, Bray et al’s study of the ‘everyday’ is guilty of
the same charge, as the authors negate policy-related issues, such as the manner in
which a decentralised, marketised South African schooling system perpetuates
inequalities. It is not simply, as the authors state, that ‘… (schools’) former and
present ability, or otherwise, to gain income from fees and other kinds of support from
the local neighbourhood means that they provide profoundly different learning
experiences’ (p. 324). A policy has been implemented that results in neighbourhoods
and parents becoming responsible for the collection of school fees and, in turn, certain
schools becoming semi-privatised. But these are questions for a different book, the
answers to which lie, perhaps, in a different valley; on its own terms the book succeeds
emphatically, producing a compelling read that contains rich insights into the
everyday processes of youth socialisation in Cape Town. The mixed methods approach
works well, as the authors are able to navigate between the general and the particular,
using these iterative methods in a complementary way. Another strength of Bray et
al’s text is their thoroughly interdisciplinary approach, utilising literature from
psychology, anthropology, education and economics, amongst other disciplines. The
book is very accessible and easy to follow and will be extremely useful to a range of
scholars, policy-makers and lay people.
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A history of schooling in South
Africa: Method and context
JJ Booyse, CS le Roux, J Seroto and CC Wolhuter. 2011. Pretoria: Van Schaik
Publishers. 297 pages. ISBN 9-780627970.
Reviewed by Corene de Wet
A history of schooling in South Africa: Method and context is an informative discussion
on the development of schooling in South Africa for all of the country’s diverse
population groups, from pre-colonial times to the present day.
In Chapter 1 Charl Wolhuter gives a brief overview of the nature of the history of
education in order to provide an academic context to the book. Wolhuter argues that
the contra-productive nature of the conflict paradigm, as well as the absence of a future perspective and a synoptic South African educational history for all South African
readers, is a challenge faced by the educational historiography of South African
education. He furthermore argues that, in contrast to international educational
historiography, South African scholars mostly ignore the interplay of contextual
factors on education. The aim of the book is thus to juxtapose the present state of the
historiography of South African education with what such a historiography could and
should be. In Chapter 2 Cheryl le Roux focuses on the most important methods used to
uncover historical educational content.
The remaining six chapters of the book discuss the attempts made and methods used
in the past to provide South African children with formal education. Special emphasis
is placed on the social, political and economic contexts of the time. In Chapter 3
Johannes Seroto challenges scholars of South Africa’s history who have tended to use
the start of colonial rule as the beginning of South African history, as well as the view
of scholars of the history of education that an indigenous person was a savage and a
pagan with no history and culture to transmit and that his/her primitive nature was
perpetuated by an apparent lack of formal schooling. In this chapter Seroto illustrates
the interconnectedness of indigenous education with social life. Education was
informally transmitted by parents and elders in society and formally through
initiation rites or apprenticeships or craftsmen.
Chapters 4 to 9 more or less coincide with the major political periods that characterised the development of the country, namely the pre-colonial, colonial, unification,
republican and democratic periods. Since the pace of the development between the
Cape, Natal, Orange Free State and Transvaal systems of education differed significantly and because, to a large extent, they developed independently, three chapters
are devoted to the provincial system of education during the colonial period. In line
with the stated aim of this book, Cheryl le Roux’s chapters on early Dutch and British
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colonial influence in the Cape (Chapter 4) and the influences of Western education on
education in the Cape and Natal (1807-1899) (Chapter 5) interrogate amongst other
things the contribution of Christian missionaries and Muslims to education. In
Chapter 6 Johan Booyse scrutinises education in the Afrikaner republics. In his
discussion he pays tribute to visionary leaders such as John Brebner and the ZAR
president, Burgers. Booyse’s discussion highlights the impact of political and religious
prejudices on education in the ZAR. He finds that a lack of finance, a lack of qualified
teachers and conflict over the medium of instruction were recurring themes in the
development of education in the Afrikaner republics. In a short overview of the
education of black children in the Afrikaner republics, Booyse critiques the government’s lack of political will to become involved in the education of black children and
the practice of missionaries to ‘make secular teaching the bait for religious instruction’
(p. 165).
Chapter 7 focuses on the way the fragmented South African system of education
provision (comprising a system controlled by a central authority, as well as four
systems controlled by the different provincial authorities, each consisting of different
systems of education for white, black, coloured and Indian people respectively) evolved
during the five decades of the 20th century. In this chapter Booyse examines the impact
of events such as the South African War, the First and Second World Wars, the 1918
flu epidemic and the Depression on the South African education dispensation.
In Chapter 8 Booyse discusses the provision of education during the period of National
Party rule. He argues that education in South Africa during this period was dominated by a focus on the education of black people and a resistance against the type of
education provided to blacks by the government. Booyse believes that ‘education
provision to black people had served a political purpose from the very beginning’ (p.
265). In his exposition of the various state systems of education he accordingly
examines the political objectives behind these systems.
In the last chapter Wolhuter weighs up the post-1994 education policy – in the form of
White Papers, Acts and policy documents – against contextual problems and achievements. He concludes that post-1994 education development has failed to live up to the
principles of the ANC government’s education policy, inter alia equality, decentralisation, multilingualism and a culture of teaching and learning.
In the epilogue the authors reflect on the nature of historical events, researchers’
approaches towards history and the phenomenon of education and its effects. With
regard to the latter, the authors argue that education is not a panacea for resolving all
societal dilemmas. They furthermore note that education can be used as an instrument for maintaining social control and distributing power, achieving social, political
and economic transformation, and strengthening and/or promoting a particular
ideology.
The book’s strengths include the fact that it describes historical events in South
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African schooling against the background of important national and international
socio-political and economic experiences. It focuses on the positive and negative use of
education as a means to achieve either political transformation or domination. The
book gives new insight into indigenous education in the pre-colonial era and the role of
Muslims in education provision during the colonial era. The authors, especially Le
Roux, should be commended on the use of primary sources, as well as often rare and
insightful illustrations. It should furthermore be mentioned that the authors
consulted a wide variety of secondary sources written from different paradigms. In so
doing, they reached their goal of ‘writing a history of South African education with
which South Africans from all sectors of the population could identify’ (p. 283). This is
an easy-to-read handbook that will appeal to teachers, researchers and policy-makers.
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