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Initial Engagements and Crafting the Call 
 
The TESF South Africa First Engagement Summary is a 
companion piece to the South African Background 
paper1. The Background Paper provides a wider 
profile of the systemic issues facing South Africa that 
need to be considered in order to transform education 
towards sustainable futures.  
 
This paper outlines the insight gained from our first 
engagement with a wide range of stakeholders, 
practitioners, activists and researchers. They added 
their thoughts and experiences to the overall framing 
of the project and in doing so deepened our 
understandings of the power and potential that this 
project could generate in the South African context.   
 
Transforming Education for a Sustainable Future (TESF) was 
launched in February 2020 in South Africa through a series of 
workshop engagements that sought to introduce the ambit of the 
project whilst inviting colleagues, stakeholders and co- conspirators 
from all across the country to contribute generously towards the 
vision of the project and the crafting of its call for proposals. We 
managed to have one full robust workshop on the 10th of March at 
the University of the Witwatersrand. This workshop gave us the 
opportunity to touch base with how 65 interested stakeholders, 
practitioners and academics intuitively responded to call of the 
project, as well as to surface critical details around what they felt 
was important to consider in order to bring the aims of the project 
to life.  
 
We were also lucky to have the project leads and other colleagues 
from Bristol, Somaliland and the Netherlands with us in this 
workshop for they could help us hold the spirit of the larger TESF 
project beyond the South African and SADC context with us at the 
meeting.  
 
The workshop invited all those present to align themselves to 
thematic groups that were designed to make sure that a wide 
range and depth of thematic interests pertinent to the South 
African context could be rigorously engaged so that we could 
understand what matters most for those interested in transforming 
education towards sustainable futures. The themes that were 
engaged were as follows:  
 
1: Education for decent work, sustainable livelihoods and just 
transitions  
2: Education for sustainable cities and communities  
3: Education for climate action  
4: Cross-cutting inequalities and intersectionality (poverty, gender, 
race, class)  
5: Coloniality, indigeneity, inclusion and the politics of knowledge  

 
1 https://tesf.network/resource/south-africa/  

https://tesf.network/resource/south-africa/
https://tesf.network/resource/south-africa/
https://tesf.network/resource/south-africa/
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Project workshop team from across the TESF international network  

 
Each group was asked to consider the overall relevance of each 
chosen thematic concern in their context. They were asked to think 
through the main opportunities and challenges towards sustainable 
futures or sustainable development, the role that education can or 
cannot play and how education systems can change if they are to 
address these challenges. A secondary set of questions were 
engaged in plenary that included questions around what research 
innovations need to be done by whom and when, what the key 
research questions should be, what kinds of research is required, 
who needs to be involved and what perspectives do we need to 
especially pay attention to. Lastly, questions around how we can 
encourage transdisciplinary research and knowledge co- 
production were engaged including thoughts around how to 
achieve and monitor impact as well as what capacity building and/ 
or learning together needs to take place to bolster the collective 
strength of the project as a whole.   
 
We were lucky to have had the face to face experience of the 
workshop in Johannesburg because as the month of March 
concluded we were suddenly in another landscape altogether 
spurned forth by the precautions needed to respond to the COVID- 
19 pandemic. As a way of continuing our country wide 
engagements we adapted the three-pending workshops into online 
engagements via Zoom. We managed to hold these interactions 
over Tuesday 31st March, Wednesday 1st April, Thursday 9th April 
and Tuesday 14 April 2020. 
 
These online engagements were attended very well with about 30 
people on each call. The nature of online participation created a 
different experience altogether that was enriching in different 
ways. Whereas our initial face to face workshop gave us the 
opportunity to delve deep into the thematic concerns raised by 
each thematic group, the online platform gave us the opportunity 
to more intensely gage the interests of each person present and 
what particularly drew them to the project.   
 
In each instance participants were asked to identify the theme that 
they resonated with and to share a bit about how this resonates 
with work that they are currently doing and/or questions about the 

educational work they feel is needed towards sustainable futures. 
The result was a very rich transmission of guidance from about 158 
participants across the South Africa and within the SADC region. 
We enjoyed the feeling of comradery and concern that each 
engagement generated. Each call brought to life the rich visions of 
those that felt connected to the call of the project. They also 
expressed the trajectories that would drive their participation as 
part of the project giving us a feeling for the potential community 
of practice that would gather around the project. 
 

 
 
Gathering at our first South African TESF workshop – shortly before 

COVID-19 struck!  
 
This paper is an attempt to quilt the varying insights 
that were contributed through an open thematic 
exploration of the nuances that were charted in 
conversation with each another.   
 

 
 

To hold this image, we use shwe-shwe cloth which is a 
local, colourful cloth that has been generative of much 
creativity and beauty in South Africa to remind readers 
of the quilting task we undertook in compiling this first 
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engagement paper, carefully stitching together the 
words and thought of participants around the country 
to provide a multi-coloured platform for our TESF work 
going forward.  
 

 
 
The paper holds the ethical, epistemological and ontological 
shapings of the project as an emerging process rich with converging 
questions and intonations that recurred throughout our 
engagements.  The insight gained from these engagements greatly 
assists us in clarifying, crafting, framing and solidifying the invitation 
that we will be sending out via the Expression of Interest and Call 
for Proposals.  
 

 
 
It is also a record of the emerging politics that the project has the 
potential to hold, as well as the ways of working and ethical 
concerns that it has been guided to heed to. The paper weaves 
together the voices of all those that participated often using 
paraphrased phrases and statements scribed very quickly as we 
were on the call with each other. These insights were transcribed 
by catching snippets of the sentiments shared by those present. In 
the case of the one face to face workshop we relied on the insights 
gained from the group discussions that were captured and 
presented in plenary. 

 
The paper insists on being read as a collective call with interwoven 
voices instinctively expressing their longings and desire. It is 
testament to the passionate thinking and dreaming of those that 
resonated and were curious about what this project could become.  
In this way the engagements generated a call that is the result of 
many decades of work for practitioners, academics, activists and 
educators traversing their various fields. The resulting paper is the 
gift of their collective insights and wisdom which give a strong 
South African and SADC based focus to what transforming 
education for sustainable futures ought to entail.  
 
The paper is divided into two main sections, one in which complex 
conversations across all the engagements are woven together 
under broader headings and the second in which fertile examples 
of the kind of work that those present were dreaming of is shared. 
In some instances, the examples of collective research experiments 
are already underway, in other cases the examples given signify a 
hope or an opening that those present felt is important to explore.  
As a way of honouring all the varied knowledge we received in 
conversation with each other a list of all those present at the 
workshop is included at that end of the paper. Thank you for what 
the collective conversations made possible.   

 
 

 

 
Discerning and Championing a Shift in the 
Discourse of Education: 
 
Foremost on the minds of those who engaged in the process was a 
desire that there be great discernment in the modes of education 
that are currently playing out and a great desire for the project to 
champion a shift in the discourse of education. Each engagement 
featured ongoing conversations about how current modes of 
education have failed to create sustainable futures because of the 
foundations that they have been built on. Recurring themes in this 
thread included discussions on how to shift education away from 
the insidious human capital approach that is guided by the needs of 
the economy. The hope was that we could begin earnestly to move 
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towards a vision for education that sees the wellbeing of the 
community, the earth and all sentient beings as important.  There 
was a desire for education as a project to grow a more natural way 
of thinking, not a mechanistic way of thinking- the kind of 
education that can empower citizens to engage in shaping the 
future not an inculcating discourse that teaches us to be part of the 
grinding machine. What our education systems still reflect is the 
need for social control instead of marshalling our intelligence and 
values to address the critical challenges this planet faces. This was a 
call for education which transforms society, from the dependence 
implied in social control to a more independent and generative way 
of being.  
 

 
 
It was stated boldly that satisfying the aims of the project 
necessitates a paradigm shift in our understanding of what the 
'education system' refers to. This definition needs to incorporate an 
integrative holistic view of how learning happens across all 
generations, in a wide range of places and spaces. Related to this 
call was an appeal for a profound change in the way we think about 
people's capacity for learning and a generous opening towards 
different ways of seeing, being, relating and doing things as a way 
of reimagining and regenerating the capacity needed to generate 
transformative futures.  
 

Agile ways of Working with the Unknown: 
 
Strongly linked to the desire for a paradigm shift was an emerging 
understanding of how the shift in conceptualising and 
operationalising education has to be directed towards what we do 
not know yet. Comments around how to teach for unknown future 
were abounding, with the nagging caveat that education always 
seems feel like it is lagging behind the emerging needs that are 
being faced. A critical question that surfaced was how to try and 

help education be more in step with current crises. This was a 
desire for the kind of education that enables learners to be able to 
face rapid change, processes that invite learners to drive change 
whilst also living with it, processes that teach us how to be flexible 
and adaptable on the move. It was affirmed that we don’t know 
what the future will be and there is no chance of getting there 
unless we learn how to learn for uncertainty. 
 

 
 

Vision for Co- Engaged Research: 
 
The vision for the research that we could undertake together 
yielded many thoughts that insisted that we focus quite widely on 
the different contexts that learning takes place. A big part of the 
conversation was about how to re-think research and foster 
inquiries from many spaces, that are not necessary bound to the 
‘normal conventions’. There was the appeal towards intentionally 
trying to liberate the understanding of research as part of this 
project by building capacity for the work together. Fostering a 
collaborative ethic  was a galvanizing thought and this energised  
ideas of how we can create proposals together as a response to the 
call for proposals. Points around this highlighted the problem with 
the ‘lone ranger’ concept of research towards a more social capital-
based vision that spreads out to propagate maximum resource 
utilisation and maximum proficiencies across spaces.  Regional and 
national cross pollination was seen as a necessity for this project. In 
addition to this, the possibility of building on the synergy and 
reciprocity of established networks and nascent experiments 
opened up a greater vision for what this project can achieve.  The 
vision for collaboration extended itself to a wide range of political 
and social actors, as well as the vital input of everyday people. 
There was great hope that the project could signal a humbling of 
sorts that would teach students, academics practitioners and 
community members how to act as public intellectuals. As such  
political education more became an important part of the visioning 
of the project as well as the need to work strategically to build 
coalitions over a longer period of time that are sustainable well 
beyond the scope of the project. 
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An interesting headline around the vision for research challenged 
all present to consider that the how of the research is as important 
as what research is done. This was an injunction to appreciate that 
whatever research is done should be done with the intention to 
grow different ways of thinking. The hope was that the research 
process in itself could offer all those involved with many lived 
experiences of doing things differently. This was a vision of research 
that is epistemologically agile. Action research came up many times 
as a potential foundational approach to work with, especially as it 
pertains to its ability to grow legitimacy and ownership as a part of 
the process. It was lauded as a mode of research that is willing to 
adopt and/or be transformed by those they work with/ for/ on it 
whilst building knowledge and practice. The strength of this 
approach was also seen in how practically grounded it is. Many 
comments in passing cautioned us about building any explorations 
from a purely conceptual basis. Instead, they emphasised the need 
to prioritise processes and spaces for learning that organise and 
mobilise reflexively for a world that is not yet here.   
 
 

 
 
 
Another form of research that came up consistently was the need 
for generative research. In this case there was more a mystery of 
what that actually means. It was posited that collectively we need a 
greater understanding of what this kind of research is, so that we 
can build more capacity for it together. Other hints that 
distinguished some forms of research from others included the 
difference between interventionist and formative research and 
how quite often the lines between these can be blurred. The gist 
around these conversations was to make sure that we think about 
our thinking and properly align ourselves to the ethics and 
collaborative requirements that different approaches require.  
Ultimately, the learning systems taken up will have to be context-
dependent, relevant to local and global emerging needs. Examples 
of what this might entail include blended learning systems ,digital, 
analogue, indigenous, systemic, transformative, transgressive, 
inter-generational, working the tension between individual vs 
collective, reflexive, process-oriented, and change-oriented. The 
vision for research also decidedly needed to invite collaborative 
transdisciplinary experiments. A big question that came up as part 
of these explorations was how to identify the right pedagogical 
competences that can support this kind of research for all those 
involved.  
 

 A desire for the kind of research that transforms relationships 
between “researchers” and the “researched” was articulated. 
There were many invitations to think carefully about how this could 
be fostered in ways that could even shift our gaze as researchers.   
There were many thoughts around “re-turning” the gaze of 
research in ways that challenge researchers to learn how to better 
support and be in solidarity with the struggles at the frontlines of 
environmental justice.  
 
There was great hope that the possibilities of our work together 
could function as a powerful bridge between the ‘marginalised’ and 
the ‘powerful’. The impulse was to generate a space that could 
uphold a co- learning experience. This was an invitation to 
genuinely seed the idea of research as learning across society, with 
careful observations around who is included and engaged and who 
is not. This was decidedly a move away from the safety of research 
as something that is framed from the ‘top’ towards a more 
collaborative vision in which all those involved are challenged to 
research issues that are impacting them. It was acknowledged that 
within the scientific community the habit of taking the time to 
listen to community issues is not always well practised. This caution 
sought to remind us all that what we want to generate is a living 
culture of research that stays close to the matters of concern and 
modes of expression of those that it purports to serve.  
 
 

 
 
 
There was a call to resource each other as a network by 
strengthening internal collaboration and cross fertilization. This 
included the need for us to generate the habit of co- learning 
across different knowledges. We will need to be able to effectively 
share ideas and grow as a community if we are hoping that this 
project can interrupt, agitate, and posit alternatives for what is not 
working. Our collective solidarity as a group needs to be strong and 
to achieve this there would need to be  good coordination across all 
stakeholders, so our collective voice can be strong. Good solid 
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multimedia support came up as vital in building the voice of the 

network within and outside the project itself.   
 
Thoughts on collaboration also highlighted that the levels of 
engagement at every stage needed to be thought out carefully so 
that the call for cross disciplinary support can yield greater strength 
towards the quality of the work as a whole. We need to think about 
how to weave into to praxis going forward as a project. Ultimately, 
the desire for a collaborative ethic asked that all collaborators 
recognise and take ownership of what they are uniquely positioned 
to offer to each other and to society in the project. 
 

Rethinking Power and Privilege in 
Contemporary Times: 
 
The concept of transgression came up across the board as a way of 
exploring research that challenges habitual ways of being that keep 
things running the way that they always have. It was strongly 
suggested that we need to be mindful of research trajectories that 
protect power and privilege. This was a question of how complicity 
easily weaves itself into research cultures, and how the learning 
crisis that we are experiencing has been created by numb, habitual 
ways of doing things. There was a strong call for practices that 
could help us reflect on our auto pilot or default factory settings as 
researchers (without succumbing to paralysis) as we generate 
ethical, responsive and careful processes going forward. This was a 
call for methodological, ethical and political rigour2 and considering 
how diverse  we will be as a group it is important for all of those 
present to consider what their unique contributions are, what 

 
2Temper, L. McGarry, D.K., & Weber, L. (2019). From academic to political 
rigour: Insights from the ‘Tarot’ of Transgressive Research. Ecological Economics, 
164(1), 1-15.  
 

some of the challenged of their approaches are and how to bring 
this learning into conversation with the collective in sincere and 
ethical ways.  
Critical parts of this conversation reflected on the politics of power 
within research that takes place in deeply unequal societies such as 
South Africa.  Many reflected on the challenge of making real what 
sustainability entails in contexts marked by inequality. These 
conversations highlighted that the project would have to have a 
strong focus on uncovering issues of power and that critical realist 
perspectives amongst others would be particularly helpful in 
surfacing this. Critical realism would be useful lens to engage across 
the board because it compels us to consider not only what works 
but ultimately who benefits from what is working. The hope was 
that the research could empower for change and could involve 
expansive learning processes. These processes would enable us to 
learn what is not yet there in generative ways. There was also a 
strong belief that the project ought engage power structures as an 
important part of its focus. This engagement is needed in order to 
enable change within those structures. This thread of the 
conversation acknowledged that we often talk about systemic 
change but few of us really understand how power systems work, 
how insidious and invisible they are, and how they operate within a 
colluding web of relations. It would be important for the project to 
help all those involved come to grips with these complexities as a 
way of empowering the possibility of the research. 
 

 
 

Source: African creative.co.za 

 
Wonderful thoughts around shifting our gaze as researchers arrived 
as part of the online engagements. Critical comments asked us to 
go beyond a focus on the vulnerable and marginalised communities 
when we consider what power creates. Instead, it was posited that 
we ought to also focus on those who are in positions of power and 
ask questions about what it takes to shift their perspectives, their 
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affective states and emotional barriers. This included the need for 
research on what makes people hold onto power and privilege. 
What is it that they fear to surrender? For example, some of the 
researchers present were interested in doing work in highly 
privileged schools and wanted to focus on issues of racism, 
individualism and meritocracy as symptomatic of unsustainable 
futures. This was a treatise to look at how privileged enclaves align 
with and reproduce unsustainable practices. 
 

 
 
Conversely, it was also articulated that we need to be cognisant of 
the way in which the solutions that are talked about in the 
mainstream narrative is not inclusive of the experience of learners 
in marginalised communities. For example, discussions on how we 
can use technology in schools completely misses the contextual 
issues in rural areas and in poorer urban schools. The current 
COVID-19 crisis brings these issues to the fore in heightened ways. 
Growing talk about online learning, or the space for adequate social 
distancing have not aligned with the realities that millions of South 
Africans face. For the most part online education is based on 
assumption is that people have bandwidth and access to data. We 
need to share information with each other that educates us a 
researcher on how we can we can deal with some of these 
challenges effectively. The enormous disruption at multiple levels 
that the pandemic has accentuated have implications for 
researchers, community activists and practitioners. The sense was 
that we need to be careful not to widen the inequalities that are 
already there.  
 
There was great interest in creating spaces where learners in 
privileged settings and less privileged settings can learn to unsettle 
the established paradigm together. This included good research 
around what learners in so called underprivileged areas have to 
offer that might be otherwise overlooked. A rejoinder to these 
conversations was the need to conceptualise privilege as a 

weakness in itself and conversely to name the powers that 
marginalised communities possess as vital social capital. An 
important barrier that was named as part of this was the enormous 
competition for scarce resources between marginalised 
communities. It emerged as vital to seek common solutions across 
marginalised communities as part of the ongoing work so as not to 
create more inequalities within vulnerable communities. This was 
posited as a challenge for us all.  Most community activists struggle 
to work across historical and current divides and this is an aspect 
that needs a different kind of holding and orientation. These 
conversations were important because they asked us to consider 
how we are all complicit, how we all perpetuate unsustainable 
situations therefore necessitating a humbling stance within our 
collective research initiatives. Understanding the socio- economic 
status of divergent cultures and communities and the impact that 
these have on biodiversity and sustainability will be key to the 
unfolding research experiments that are launched.  
 
Many contributions stated that it is vital to understand the COVID-
19 pandemic and the responses that have grown towards it in 
order to take sustainable development forward towards more just 
futures. This needs to be done with the appreciation that most 
people live in an ongoing disaster situation. In Cape Town, the 
Eastern Cape and Gauteng we have seen Community Action 
Networks (CANS) taking hold, some more successfully than others, 
as well as the development of a progressive Civil Society alliances. 
This has included connections being made across communities.  
 

 
 
COVID 19 also highlights the need for critical engagement, 
solidarity- based epistemologies - ways of learning and researching 
- that bring researchers to the struggle. One thing we often do not 
talk about is the learning needed by researchers in order to support 
ourselves to be in solidarity with struggles. This has come up as a 
gaping need in the face of this pandemic and it is learning that 
should serve us well in understanding how research can be useful 
to ongoing struggles.   The pandemic has also challenged us to think 
about civil liberties in a more urgent ways. It will be important to 
assess the civil liberties that lock down has supressed and how to 
claw these back as we try and build back better. 
 

Contesting Change from Outside and Within: 
The need to champion work that initiates change from the outside 
or fringes  os society as well as also supporting systemic change 
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from the inside was highlighted. This feedback suggested that 
immanent critiques that crack systems open need to work in 
tandem with creative work that is burgeoning outside these 
systems. A question that held much tension was how can we work 
to bring the knowledge generated from one mode of working into 
another? The need to integrate different forms of research across 
and within abyssal lines3, was a potent thought that showed the 
potential of what a networked approach to research could 
generate. This opened up interesting ideas around how to 
encourage research that explores the tension between what insists 
on moving on in transgressive or innovative ways in spite of the 
times4, and research that tries to leverage movement within 
systems that are stuck and struggling. Government and big 
business were often cited as important spaces to look deeply into 
understanding these dynamics at play.  This was an invitation to 
appreciate existing tensions in change orientated work as an 
interesting part of what the research could contribute. This would 
distinguish the project as going beyond a binary based approach 
that focuses on either/ or aspects of change.  The desire was to 
hold both of these tensions whilst encouraging a praxis-based 
response that might bridge them.   
 

 
 

Acknowledging the political through 
decolonial strains of thought:  
 
Robust conversations about the kind of knowledge we create, this 
time focusing specifically on the legacy of colonialism and apartheid 
ensued in the engagements. Here the conversation dived into the 
usefulness of incorporating post-colonial and/ or decolonial 
perspectives because despite parting with political colonialism 
epistemologically the South African and African context at large is 
still struggling to deal with dominant knowledge forms that may 
not be that viable in the times that we are in.  Many present were 
interested in the impact that coloniality has had on education, 
schools the workplace and even the concept of work itself.  

 
3 De Sousa Santos, B. (2007). Beyond abyssal thinking. From global lines to 
ecologies of knowledges. Retrieved on 5 December, 2018, from 
www.eurozine.com. 
De Sousa Santos, B. (2016). Epistemologies of the south. Justice against 
epistemicide. London and New York: Routledge. 
4 Braidotti, R. (2011). Nomadic theory. New York: Columbia University Press. 

 
Most of the conversations around coloniality and the need for 
research approaches that can forego this legacy rested on the 
potential on what indigenous knowledge systems could contribute 
to sustainable development research in our context. There was a 
desire to gather insights that could be put into play in the service of 
the project as a whole. This would mean engaging in other 
literacies than those acquired through the formal education 
system. For example, critical questions about what ubuntu means 
in practice  challenged us to explore this concept rather than flatten 
the depth of the philo- practice through a tokenistic understanding 
of it. Those leading this conversation flagged the possibility of doing 
research that can experiment with this philo- practice and engage it 
as one which might have surprising insights to offer into education 
for sustainable futures.  
 
Thoughts around decoloniality went as far as stating the need for 
us to decolonise the global change agenda as a whole by asking 
critical questions about what the impact of this discourse might be 
in our context. As this critical edge appeared, it was also 
appreciated that the discourse of decoloniality itself needed to be
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unpacked as part of the project, particularly in terms of the 
propensity for the term to insidiously act out some of the gestures 
of a paradigm of war and coloniality while espousing to be creating 
alternative futures. Theoretical depth in understanding the 
paradigm that we are calling in through this work thus became an 
important point, so as not to work with slogans that have little 
ontological rigour. It was argued that any research agenda for 
change has to be connected to a political understanding of the 
world. Some contributors cited the work of Santos who has posited 
that the principle modes of domination since the 17th century have 
relied on capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy5. These three pillars 
create the conditions to rule effectively, and are essentially 
invisible, as is the interconnection between them. Any research 
agenda engaging with sustainable change needs to ground itself in 
ways that consider and tries to alchemise the challenges that arise 
out of these three pillars of domination. The ferocity of these three 
pillars does not stem as Santos points out, from brute force alone. 
It also stems from the slyness that allows them to self-efface while 
remaining alive. Santos also pointed that out colonialism like a 
unicorn has faked its own disappearance after European colonies 
became independent, but it actually lives on, and it 
metamorphosed into neo-colonialism, imperialism, dependence, 
xenophobia, racism, expulsion of indigenous peoples and peasants 
from their ancestral lands to build megaprojects as well as many 
other experiences6.  
 

 
 
 
These thoughts raised a discussion around what the work of the 
intellectual should be in these times.  One participant offered the 

 

5 De Sousa Santos, B. (2007). Beyond abyssal thinking. From global lines to 
ecologies of knowledges. Retrieved on 5 December, 2018, from 
www.eurozine.com. 
De Sousa Santos, B. (2016). Epistemologies of the south. Justice against 
epistemicide. London and New York: Routledge. 

6 De Sousa Santos, B. (2007). Beyond abyssal thinking. From global lines to 
ecologies  
of knowledges. Retrieved on 5 December, 2018, from www.eurozine.com. 
De Sousa Santos, B. (2016). Epistemologies of the south. Justice against 
epistemicide.  
London and New York: Routledge. 

thought that the generation that was born or grew up during the 
post-WWII period accustomed itself to thinking exceptionally in 
normal times. Faced with the pandemic crisis, we find it difficult to 
think the exception in exceptional times. We must now learn to act 
as rearguard7 intellectuals, to heed the needs and aspirations of 
ordinary citizens and find out how to use that as a foundation for 
our theories and praxis based experiments.  
 

 
 
 Many stated that understanding decoloniality requires study even 
by those already willing to shape content and curriculum in 
different ways. Digging into African knowledge content, African 
stories, histories, practices and the epistemological threads found 
in African languages takes time. It requires responsibility in sourcing 
alternative archives than those we have been inundated with to 
date. There was a desire to open up the trajectory of these archives 
as we look into them so as not to replicate a kind of self-referential 
provincialism or exceptionalism. Inputs from those engaged in 
research around decoloniality, indigeneity inclusion and the politics 
of knowledge in Canada, the USA, Australia, Latin America, India 
and most importantly from other African countries could assist in in 
understanding alternative responses to coloniality and 
unsustainable futures in the world. 

 
It was said that a research agenda that takes social justice seriously 
has to also be anti-capitalist in nature.  Reflections on a form of 
gangster capitalism that speaks only in the market-based language 
of profits, privatization and commercial exchange emerged8. This 
form of capitalism legitimates the language of isolation, 
deprivation, human suffering and death whilst scripting the 
language of social cohesion into a performance that will inevitably 

 
7 De Sousa Santos, B. (2007). Beyond abyssal thinking. From global lines to 
ecologies  
of knowledges. Retrieved on 5 December, 2018, from www.eurozine.com. 
De Sousa Santos, B. (2016). Epistemologies of the south. Justice against 
epistemicide.  
London and New York: Routledge. 
8 8The COVID-19 Pandemic Is Exposing the Plague of Neoliberalism 
 https://socialistproject.ca/2020/04/covid19-pandemic-exposing-plague-of-
neoliberalism/ 

https://socialistproject.ca/2020/04/covid19-pandemic-exposing-plague-of-neoliberalism/
https://socialistproject.ca/2020/04/covid19-pandemic-exposing-plague-of-neoliberalism/
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dissolve into civil unrest, violence and disarray9. These reflections 
necessitated the need to connect the research that we do around 
coloniality, indigeneity, inclusion and the politics of knowledge with 
the realities around political opportunism, the drive for profits and 
the embrace of a cruel neoliberal ideology that promote a necro 
politics that celebrates death over life, capital over human needs, 
greed over compassion, exploitation over justice and fear over 
shared responsibilities10. 
 

 
 
It was suggested that the research should be sensitive to 
hegemonic barriers to flourishing and work to disrupt them. 
Mapping the sites of these disruptions and transgressions would be 
a useful way to visibilise and champion ongoing work. Work such as 
the Environmental Justice Atlas would be very useful for us to 
consider and build on as we do this.  As a part of this it would be 
useful to surface how environmental justice projects navigate their 
way in the world with so many pressures and powers logged 
against them. Interesting questions that zoomed in on that 
experience included: what kind of learning is useful to amplify the 
transgressive efforts of coordinated groups? Additionally, some 
participants spoke about the need for us to carefully re- script such 
transgressive efforts by communicating the value that such 
movements generate in different ways across the varying contexts. 
This is an important aspects of growing awareness of the work that  
already exists out there. 
 
Some participants also cautioned us to make sure that the work 
does not only get vested into the colonial critique but can ride the 
wave of what the layered ‘crisis’ of climate change and more 
recently the COVID – 19 pandemic can create. This would greatly 
assist the cross-collaborative aspect of the network approach as 
well as provide a useful foundation from which our peer-based 
discussions and deliberations could be anchored in.  
 
Points that gave a healthy challenge to the discourse of climate 
change included the guidance that it is important to think carefully 
about what makes a crisis a crisis. These comments challenged us 
to think carefully about what the language of climate change (as 
one example of many)  produces and if the purpose of this project 
is to deepen the conversation we have to excavate the many ways 
that people’s concerns articulate themselves even outside the 

 
9 Ibid  
10 Ibid  

discourses we hold dear and adequately translate these corollaries 
into the project focus in generous ways. 
 
Other ways in which power and perspective where brought up 
included the need for a research lens that can hold a post- human 
perspective on environmental sustainability. The caution here was 
to not replicate forms of knowledge that only centralise the fate of 
humans as the pivotal aspect of sustainability. This was a treatise to 
infuse education for sustainability with a reverence for the more 
than human11 therefore making the work one in which we learn to 
better co- exist with the earth and other sentient beings.  
 
Commenting specifically on the current educational context and 
the issues of power embedded in its practice, one participant 
described what is currently underway as a situation of great 
contradiction and noise, within which there are emerging practices 
and models to learn from. They also described a great deal of 
superficial change underway that is easily neutralised by 
ambivalence, fragmentation and co-option.  Higher education 
institutions were brought up as an important space where the 
nexus of these hegemonic processes take hold, as well as a fertile 
space for those seeking change.  This was a question that asked us 
to consider the relevance of universities and how they need to 
evolve to remain relevant. One participant state that it remains for 
us to continually try to understand the skills and knowledge that 
are proliferated by universities because not all are transformative 
and inclusive or challenge the existing power system. Despite 
efforts to bring about change Mahmood Mamdani points out that: 
“It is striking, in the postcolonial era, how little the modern African 
university has to do with African institutions.12”  
 
Critical thoughts about how education reproduces bifurcation were 
shared highlighting the fragments that persist in the South African 
context. The system of education is bifurcated between quintile 5-4 
schools (ex-model C schools) versus education at quintile 1–3 
schools (no fee schools) in such a way that reproduces inequalities. 
These intersect with class, racial and gender divides and result in 
the phenomenon of school hopping and commuter schools, which 
has been increasingly reflected the division of class over racial 
divides. Meanwhile, a form of colour-blindness has taken over how 
schools address diversity within the rainbow-nation. The function 
of class in conjunction with race has functioned to cover real 
inequalities with paper-thin and symbolic conceptions of rights, 
justice and equity. Bringing the cumulative effects of these 
dynamics into our research felt like a critical point to not lose sight 
of, as we think through what research would be beneficial in these 
areas. 
 

 

11 Braidotti, R. (2011). Nomadic theory. New York: Columbia University Press.  

12 Mahmood Mamdani. The African University. https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-
paper/v40/n14 
 
 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n14
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v40/n14
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Some Emerging Themes  
 
Our conversations together generated many examples of the kind 
of experiments and projects that would be worth exploring. All 
those present contributed many ideas of what transforming 
education towards sustainable futures might entail and the type of 
work that they would be excited to witness and be a part of. These 
insights included ideas around vital scoping that would be useful 
foundation for the project, as well as hands on initiatives that could 
be activated as part of a research project. In some instances, this 
included initiatives that are already underway and could benefit 
from the additional lens of research for sustainable futures. This 
next section chronicles as many examples as possible that emerged 
from our conversations. These are thematically arranged in ways 
that showcase the wide arrange of interests that were generated. 
In each instance, a short bullet point is shared  that gives specific 
guidance around what kind of research and generative projects 
that TESF should engage. Through each of these diverse insights we 
can begin to see the kind of queries the network could attend to 
and the potential of the TESF network plus as a whole. In some 
cases you might hear the same issue being engaged in different 
ways. This has been left as is to showcase a concentration of 
interest around a particular topic through different voices and 
vantage points.  
 

Rethinking, Reimagining and Regenerating the 
Schooling System 
 

 Taking the time to properly perceive the gaps that schools 
are experiencing. What do we know about what has been 
happening? This could be a useful starting point that 
summarises the work that has been done so far in ways 
that provide clear impetus for some gaps and possibilities 
that could be activated. This includes: pro-active 
identification and reflection on previous hinderances on 
learning and change in SA - e.g. systemic, cultural etc. 
What are they and how will we respond to them, and not 
reproduce them? 

 Experiments in implementing theme-based learning in the 
schooling system. There is good work around this in Early 
Childhood Development and in Higher Education we have 
transdisciplinary thinking but, in the middle, in secondary 

school particularly, we lose the integrative view e.g. 
bringing in combinations of biology, psychology and 
design to help shape school activities.   

 Working with established organisations to provide 
environmental education opportunities. This is an 
injunction not to re-invent the wheel. There are 
possibilities of working with the CAPS curriculum to deal 
with different environmental issues. This could look at 
how established organisations could better work as hubs 
and support schools with environmental education.  For 
example, a focus on citizen science programmes at 
schools - where organisations with existing programmes 
work with Grade 11 learners to see how we can re-think 
the way we are doing things. 

 Making spaces for innovative Enviro-Picture Building 
approaches where participants actually build a picture 
together from their own knowledge base. Learners bring 
pictures to the learning sessions which illustrate their 
developing understanding. A picture to text approach for 
collaboratively building scenarios for the future. 

 Initiatives that work specifically on how to share resources 
and knowledge materials across race and class divides in 
the schooling system.   

 Generative research that explores the role of schooling in 
a transformative society. This could include concepts, 
pedagogies and new perspectives on assessment that 
could be generated and built on in local contexts. 

 Experiments with seeing the neighbourhood as an 
ecosystem of learning that needs to activated and 
nurtured. This is about strengthening the idea of a 
learning collectives that go beyond schooling. Children 
learn through imitation and through doing, therefore the 
current set up of the state run, centralized, mono-culture, 
hierarchical way of educating children is not sustainable 
and no amount of sustainable content taught will have an 
impact anywhere near what could be achieved if the 
children were raised and educated in a decentralized, 
laterally lead, sustainable system at the heart of a 
functioning, healthy, diverse community/neighbourhood. 
We need children who are not travelling vast distances to 
school, therefore lowering emissions and lessening traffic. 
We need a symbiosis between parents, family, 
community members and teachers. We need learning to 
happen in real life spaces with real artisans, scientists, 
professionals who have a passion for what they do. We 
need children to know themselves, to know their 
neighbours, to know their beaches, mountains, wetlands 
and to love them. We need to re write our curriculum's in 
ways that truly honour indigenous knowledge and bring 
African wisdom and culture into daily practice. Research 
experiments in this kind of learning would be welcome in 
extending our visions of what is possible. It would extend 
the vision of schooling into other dimensions.  
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Strategically Working with Teachers and the 
Curriculum: 
 

 Collaborative Research on how we prepare pre-service 
teachers to engage with sustainable development issues 
holistically. For example, in science education as we 
analyse the syllabi, the curriculum developers put some 
aspects of sustainable development in it, but it is not 
holistic. This is a fertile ground for research, how do we 
prepare our preservice teachers? When we go into 
schools to see where implementation is taking place we 
find that most teachers are not prepared for this. How can 
we involve our teachers in integrating SD? How can we 
include concept of whole school SD projects. Some of 
these ideas have been piloted, but need to be expanded 
for implementation avenues and for education.  

 Developing teachers’ capacity to integrate climate change 
into school systems. This links to the importance of 
integrating civic rights and community-based mobilisation 
into education. 

 There is a tendency to see education for sustainable 
development SD as if it belongs to geography teachers. It 
should not be limited to that. How can we zoom into the 
role of the biology teacher as a catalysing one in terms of 
our understandings of ESD? 

 Beyond a focus on teaching the content, we are still 
not doing justice on conscientizing teachers about 
sustainability. How to adjust our curricula to integrate 
ESD into the teaching of teachers. If only we could 
involve teachers in actual projects, so that they can 
develop hands on approaches for ESD not just in 
theory. This would help develop more confidence for 
working with learners. Collaborating and linking 
teachers with those who have ‘hands on’ projects. 

 Looking at power in the classroom is an important lens to 
incorporate as well as the extent to which we can possibly 
influence teachers by inviting an existential conversation 
into the mutual activities that they are engaged in i.e. 
what does it all mean for our everyday lives? What 
meaning does this learning offer to our existence, what 
questions does it satisfy and what might be left in exile? 

 Work around ensuring that climate change education is 
mandatory in schools education curriculum. How do we 
transform this so that CC is mainstreamed to speak to 
how education sees the challenges ahead - not isolated to 
odd bits in the curriculum, how does this get 
mainstreamed into the curriculum in a thorough and 
transformative way? Conversely, when climate change is 
in the curriculum how do we support our teachers to 
teach new content - also work with students - to involve 
teachers, students and communities taking CCE beyond 
the classroom 

  A focus on prospective teacher education system and 
curricula is a vital one considering how much teachers 
influence the communities through their learners which 
then has a ripple effect into the communities. We need to 
research the kind of work that curricula needs to change 
and integrate more of issues of sustainability taking into 
consideration all the pillars of Education for Sustainable 
Development and desist from it just being theoretical but 
hands on in communities where these teachers work and 
live. 

 School curriculum topics need to change to facilitate 
transition of knowledge that is meaningful to everyday 
living in order to afford each learner the opportunity to be 
part of a society working towards sustainable futures. 
Poverty is the great challenge today as well as 
unemployment.  
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 Strategically ensuring we are part of curriculum reviews to 

address fragmentation. Finding ways to occupy these 
spaces and do meaningful research that can help us learn 
how the work can go from curriculum development right 
through to the adequate functioning of this curriculum in 
schools.  

 A focus on changes in teacher education programmes.  
There is a need for educating the teacher educators in 
various disciplines on issues of sustainable development 
and how they can all work together in an interdisciplinary 
manner to train pre-service as well as in-service teachers 
for sustainable futures. This could include training a 
cohort of teacher educators at teacher training 
institutions in South Africa who can then work together to 
develop courses and materials for rolling out training that 
promotes the agenda for sustainable futures in their 
communities. 

 Research is needed around community-based projects 
which involve prospective and practising teachers. The 
same teachers should have been trained around the 
issues and values of sustainability. As for pre-service or 
prospective teachers, the research should start with 
curriculum adjustments of their courses to have explicit 
ESD integration in every topic including some or all the 
pillars of ESD: Environmental pillar, Social pillar, Citizen 
skills pillar, Pedagogies for ESD pillar and Economic pillar 
and so on. 

 There is a need to start shaking things up and working 
with teachers directly through workshops and discussion 
groups, asking questions like: Are you satisfied in your 
work? Is the system working for the children? What is not 
working and why? What changes can we make? How can 
we re- design the learning experience and re- imagine the 
future? This work would imply humility, openess and self-
reflection on the part of all teachers involved, attributes 
that would serve us all well. 

 
 

 

 
 
On Vocational Training and Further Education: 
 

 Work is needed to think through possible changes from 
the current dominant NQF, SETA VET (Vocational 
Education and Training) model to something that is more 
agile and equitable. The underpinning assumptions of the 
sector need to be critically engaged with including the 
need to contest the assumptions that it is based on. This 
research project could include a bottom-up approach by 
working with young people and seeking to understand the 
issues in the VET system from a community and young 
people’s perspective. As a part of this, we need to dive 
into how talking about work as it happens in the informal 
sector is different to the labour process that TVET 
inculcates. Skills within the informal sector are not 
explicitly individually embodied. A different vision for the 
skills ecosystem emerges when we think about this and 
this could provide useful challenges to the TVET sector. 

 
 There are a variety of choices of further education beyond 

school which needs to be unpacked and shared 
extensively with not only the learners but in collaboration 
with business so as to ensure whatever is being learnt at 
these institutions transforms into real skills required for 
the workplace. This would include research into necessary 
paradigm shifts around which institutions young people 
can apply for to further their skills set and find work in 
future.  
 

 

Education for Decent Work, Sustainable Livelihoods 
and Just Transitions: 
 

 Critiquing the current economic thinking including the 
growth narrative/ GDP/ precarious work, formal/ informal 
economy paid and unpaid work discourses. This is an 
invitation to move out of the job job job mindset in ways 
that can repurpose regenerative productive co-operative 
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measures rather than competitive means. We need 
research that grounds alternative visions for work. 

 The education system right now is not training or 
equipping the learners for the realities of the world, 
business, society, economy of the 21st century. It is dated 
and not ready for the current context - big mismatch 
between what learners are acquiring and what the 
current workplace demands - not only the realities of 
work but the realities of working for a sustainable world. 
There is a need to look at jobs for the future and how to 
support young people to adapt to the changing context of 
work in the construction sector -identifying sustainability 
competences that can support engagement with green 
campus, sustainability issues etc. 

  Research that rethinks and opens up the relationship 
between education and work beyond the skills narrative 
of work. Linking the world of work/ skills development 
and sustainable futures skills training and development 
for jobs and work beyond the traditional market 
economy, into  household economies of the commons 
that secure sustainable livelihoods through expanded 
collaboration across stakeholder groups. 

  

 
 

  Research around balancing out the needs between 
education and the world of work so as not to isolate 
educational systems from what is produced but rather 
utilise the spaces that exist as useful corollaries for the 
emerging work. This is a desire to develop an education 
system that responds better to African experiences and 
needs.    

 Looking for stories of change alternatives to the growth 
discourse. Cases of decent work. Cases of sustainable 
livelihoods. Looking into the constraints / lock ins and 
useful levers of change. 

 Looking for examples of decent work that balance people, 
industry and the environment. 

 Valuing and expanding our visons of work in the 
commons. 

 Looking at the purpose of education beyond an individual 
narrative of work. Reframing this beyond a human centric 
narrative. 

 
Comparative studies with other global south countries 
especially when it comes to decent work and sustainable 
livelihoods. 

 Examples of Climate action that support sustainable 
livelihoods. 

  Generative research on collaborative grassroots 
community learning within the informal economy.  

 Communicative work that engages students meaningfully 
to understand what choices they prefer in terms of 
choosing work. At a practice level, students must be 
enabled to implement what they have learnt and the 
approaches they think will enable sustainable livelihoods. 
This would include responsive participatory planning for 
communities that encourages viable sustainable practices 
that result or lead to avenues for employment generation.  

 Work that acknowledges the education and learning that 
happens in informal work spaces, for e.g. learning 
processes driven from within civil society, from within 
communities of practice - and to find ways that ‘formal’ 
learning can serve / bolster / lift up that existing work.       

 

Agriculture and Food Security 
 

 Transdisciplinary collaboration that integrates researchers 
from different fields of education, agriculture and food 
security. The research should also incorporate different 
stakeholders (agricultural extension officers, agricultural 
colleges and government and non-governmental 
organisations) and commercial and subsistence farmers. 
All these need to work together (using change 
laboratories) in building knowledge in sustainable 
agriculture which will need to be translated into practice 
by expanding this knowledge into communities. Many will 
gain agricultural knowledge and skills to grow their food in 
sustainable ways which improves food security for 
farming communities. 

 Re-energising the possibility of young people seeing 
farming as a possible career. Action based research that 
educates young people to experience farming as more 
than the chore they were taught it is. Research that helps 
invigorate the possibilities of what is possible for society 
and themselves through a lens of connection with the 
land and sustainable farming. This research would also 
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need to reflect on the role of coloniality on education and 
schools and how this impacts aspirations values around 
work.   

 Education for sustainable livelihoods with focus on 
agriculture and food security. A focus on initiatives that 
encourage sustainable lifestyles, and living in harmony 
with natural systems such as development of 
permacultures, hydroponic systems, aquaculture systems 
and agroecology whilst providing grounded education 
that shares this knowledge with learners and community 
members.  

 
 

Collaborating with Civil society: 
 

 Work that brings civil society up to speed on climate 
justice and environmental justice issues. Educating them 
on what a just transition is for South Africa could mean. 
This is a desire to do research and education that can help 
civil society actors contribute meaningfully to the vision 
on what a collective vision for South Africa. The project 
could generate a good invitation to key actors that are not 
academics.  

 Creating opportunities for schools to link with NGO’s that 
are doing exciting work around environmental education.  
This would intentionally blur the lines between formal and 
informal education as part of the project and widen the 
collaborative network of education for sustainable 
development.  It would also satisfy the desire to get to 
school children directly rather than only rely on teachers 
as their vital interface.  

 Many NGO’s need support to get the necessary and 
required impacts that they espouse which opens up the 
space for research that better helps them provide useful 
evidence for what they do.  This is a question on better 
skilling NGOS’s to align their visions with the quality and 
impact of the work that they do on the ground. The 
research-based rigour to follow through on this can 
bolster the capacity of NGO’s doing sustainable 
development work. 

 Engaging power relations in organisational structures as a 
way of working open the integral through- line of 
sustainable practices within and without organisations.  

 

 
 

Youth, Climate Change and Learning in School as 
Activists 
 

 The youth barometer shows only few young people know 
about climate change. Youth are demanding more 
education on this, we need innovative research projects 
that can further its work.  

 Learners from the school environment need to be 
engaged and platforms need to be made for them to be 
able to share their ideas and concerns. They have an 
important role in contributing towards their futures which 
is very different to our current and past ideas of what a 
sustainable job was, is and will be and how they are going 
to access these opportunities with new technology. New 
mentors need to be established and teachers need 
assistance as to how they are going to help in this 
transformation. 

 We need initiatives that address concerns about mental 
health and feelings of hopelessness from a different angle. 
bell hooks talks about value of spiritual dimensions of love 
and connection as a way to address hopelessness. This 
could be especially useful when it comes to youth and 
climate change education and climate change activism. 
Additionally, how do we teach young people something 
different when they see elders and role models are doing 
unsustainable things?  How do we teach the youth to stay 
motivated in these uncertain times? 

 A useful and alternative focus for the research could be 
social and peer learning, learning through doing as 
activists. Let us consider what happened during the 
Occupy Movement and to look at the immense amount of 
transformative learning that took place virally on a global 
scale, this was done through peer sharing and it 
transformed the way people thought, acted and behaved, 
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a lot of people in the Occupy Movement were not able to 
go back to traditional ways of being and started new 
practices and ways of being. This would be an interesting 
point of research we can activate in our context. We need 
good research that can link to existing youth led 
environmental movements in ways that can learn from 
them create useful space for reflection and amplification.  

 

Vital links with policy 
 We need work that helps us better connect with what 

is happening on a policy level.  We are not well 
connected with policies that are in place in terms of 
how we are developing our curriculum.  Many are 
getting frustrated by good policy and curriculum 
frameworks with no impact. We would like to see this 
project being truly transformative in terms of the 
documents we produce that can provide this link and in 
terms of the practical impact this can have on our 
communities. 

 How can we better persuade policy intervention in 
terms of sustainability in decent work, sustainable 
cities and sustainable livelihoods? 

 How to operationalise government policies to make 
impacts that make a difference in terms of practical 
conservation of the environment.  

 

 
 

On Enterprise Development  
 Projects that explore entrepreneurship from grassroots 

level (primary school learners)-inside and outside 
formal teaching and learning. We need to think about 
how we can get young learners engaged. What are 
their perspectives in terms of entrepreneurship - what 
foundational values, ethics or morals do we need to 
focus on and introduce young learners to in terms of 
sustainable entrepreneurship? 

 Looking at enterprise development in townships and 
rural areas in ways that reduce focus on ‘lone ranger 
mentality’. We are starting to understand that 
entrepreneurial learning is more successful in family 

contexts and also in community. It will be important to 
generate projects that can work around this idea. 

 When it comes to entrepreneurship, we need substantive 
questioning around the notion of what economic agency 
means in the current environment. Enterprise 
development education is important, but unfortunately 
mainstream programmes have standard approaches that 
can be harmful as they disallow people’s knowledge. We 
need a more integrative approach to this that invites 
alternative perspectives on how to create enterprises for 
a sustainable world, not business as usual - what 
alternative ways can be found and practiced? 

 

On Big Business:  
 How do we as sustainable development practitioners 

learn to speak to executives in business who only 
communicate in numbers and spreadsheets? We need to 
mobilise around this as a vital part of the project. How to 
work with business in different ways and seeing how 
learning can take place in different places. We need to be 
able to work across multiple sectors in creating just 
transitions, water, energy etc. 

 Work that allows us to question and engage what we do 
with our strong private sector and our weak state in the 
South African context. How can this dynamic be worked 
with towards a vision for sustainable futures? It would be 
interesting to explore how the private sector can help fill 
the gap and not be antagonists. How can they become 
change agents?   

 Collaborative work on around how Universities and the 
private sector can work together towards sustainable 
futures? Additionally, it would be great to mobilise 
research and evaluations on how top management can 
better listen to grassroots- rewiring  information that 
makes business viable.  
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Other important topics emerging  
 

 How do we educate tribal authorities structures and 
councillors from urban communities and provincial and 
national to see the urgency of sustainability issues? How 
can this project benefit traditional structures and 
government? What value would they find in this work? As 
a part of this we need to recognise that government 
works very differently to academia – government wants 
immediate results. In what ways can we make bridges 
towards our collaborative focus?  

 Developing curriculums that invite learning about the 
ocean (for example) as something more than a resource. 
Learning about it as a space of awe and wonder and 
heritage as well as medicinal, secrets from deep time. 

 Critically scoping the range of learning and research 
processes that have been carried out in/with small scale 
and subsistence fishers (in fullest sense - including women 
processers, children); and to reach towards a solidarity 
based transdisciplinary way of learning and researching 
with fishers and other coastal people -  a coastal justice 
watch that responds to the extractive violently exclusive 
Blue Economy 

 The causes of gender-based violence, why is it now 
escalating right now in the face of the Coronavirus 
pandemic? Are the any links to such violence with climate 
change that are important to surface? How can our 
research work with this issue specifically? 

 A huge paradigm shift needs to take place with regards to 
each individuals responsibility and change in their carbon 
footprint. How each person at home, at work or at school 
takes responsibility for how they function with regards to 
use of water, how they reuse and recycle basic stuff at 
home, how litter is managed at school and at the 
workplace. Developing ideas of how food can be made 

with very little waste needs to be shared. This urgency in 
change needs to be conveyed in a way that is encouraging 
and empowering and that all stake holders can share on 
how to start the work. Basic education and projects that 
will build confidence so that each person feels they are 
making a difference in helping to achieve sustainable 
living in the future for not only themselves but for their 
community and society in general. 

 On land and justice, we need curriculums to support and 
empower land claimants in protected areas. 

 On spiritual knowledge as an important source of 
knowledge that needs to be worked with towards 
sustainable futures. Key to this would be doing work with 
grandmothers and listening to what they have to share for 
the are the gatekeepers of this kind of knowledge in 
communities. 

 How to enhance and continue to work with the 
community and generate knowledge that is useful for 
curricula in the university and the communities to 
interact differently with the environment in relation to 
water, flora, fauna etc.  

 
 

More Ethical Considerations:   
 
Input from the consultation process also conveyed strong feelings 
about the ethical requirements of this work. Whilst this was in 
some way covered through the critical conversations captured 
earlier in this paper it felt apt to invite feedback around the ethics 
of the project as a stand-alone part.  
 
Foremost on the minds of those who were concerned about the 
ethics was that we should collectively deepen our ideas around 
how we get permission to do  collaborative work. It was hoped that 
we could think carefully about how to communicate concern, care 
and commitment in ways that go beyond paper-based consent. 
Participants challenged us to consider what a longer term 
horizontal accountability model might look like, that speaks more 
to community-based ethics. The potential impact of this project 
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was seen as far more important than the thought of access or 
gains. All these points centred around a commitment towards high 
quality participation from practitioners and all co- learners alike. 
Any collaborations undertaken as part of this project would have to 
work carefully with a continuum of ethical concerns that place care, 
trust and participation at the fore.   
 
Some contributors went as far as suggesting the need to build in 
ways to officially honour the intellectual property of those who 
share local knowledge in particular.  This suggestion sought to 
ethically challenge the pre-sets of who gets to use and profit from 
whose knowledge. It was a reminder that specifically as academics 
there is a need to credit local knowledge in ways that can properly 
acknowledge and benefit those that share it.  
 

 
 

Monitoring and Evaluation:  
Thoughts on how we can collectively approach monitoring and 
evaluation in ways that would help the project as a whole also 
emerged. For some specific research projects the need to 
understand baselines and/or mechanisms that enable or constrain 
this work felt like an important place to start that could help the 
project track its progress over time. Others hoped for a more 
simplified horizontal process that could involve and include as 
many collaborators as possible whilst also generating ease of 
access to the results.  Some examples of wide horizontal M & E 
processes in schools-based research include initiatives that invite 
school teachers, parents, school governing bodies as well as local 

provincial and national platforms to participate. The hope was that 
such projects could inculcate a way of monitoring and evaluation 
that draws on the interest and wisdom of a range of stakeholders 
therefore strengthening the collaborative ethic of the work as it 
grows. Making sure that communities are involved in this process 
at grassroots level will also strengthen a sense of ownership and 
responsibility whilst also generating important value systems and 
soft skills that could be useful in many ways. It is important that 
each person understands the value of the part that they play in 
every collaboration. Some participants were also interested in what 
this way of working could create and whether we would be able to 
generate theories of learning from such practices that could inform 
future practices.  
 
Critical thoughts emerged about inviting a decolonial lens into our 
thinking about monitoring and evaluation. This was an invitation to 
tap into alternative value systems in what we monitor and 
evaluate. This included making the space for values that come out 
of indigenous knowledge systems as a useful challenge to 
normative conception of M &E.   
 
For example, it was stated that the learning aspect in evaluation 
needs to be sensitive and responsive to indigenous knowledges to 
ensure that any work responds to felt needs and adapts itself 
according to local contexts rather than abstract donor 
requirements.  This requires capacity development (up and down) 
and learning across spheres of both monitoring and evaluation.   
 

 
 
All of this would depend on the specific audiences each project will 
try and speak to and there were suggestions that we would have to 
assess the pitch of each project as it comes through keeping in 
mind the ethic of expanding our ideas of what ought to be 
monitored and evaluated.  
 
Questions on how to credibly evaluate a more values-based 
wellbeing educational approach came up, signalling the need for us 
to think through this together as part of our planning. As a project 
that seeks to build momentum it was suggested that we build in 
processes of accreditation as part of this work so that we can 
embolden the capacity of those we are collaborating with as we 
grow.  
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 It would be important for the project to share learning from the 
most transgressive initiatives across the project as a whole in ways 
that speak across the boundaries of informal and formal projects. 

 
This would be a useful signal for the impact the project is making. 
Peer reviewed writing that highlights this would be very useful in 
sharing this with each other as well as sharing what the project has 
been able to do with the big international systems that support and 
are interested in the work. The work of representation was also 
seen as key in expanding the audience of who normally gets to hear 
about this kind of work. Multimedia products that can 
communicate the value of the work emerged was sighted as key.   

 
Ways of Working: 
Those that gathered also dreamt into the ways of working that 
would best serve the project.   It was suggested that those 
interested should work and mobilise collective capacity in interest 
groups. Groups could be developed based on the 5 thematic areas 
that the workshops proposed. It was also noted that this way of 
working might prove to be more useful regionally rather than 
nationally so that people can gather to respond to their contexts 
more carefully whilst still having an ear on what is emerging in the  
broader collective.  This could happen through cross regional check 
ins that could inspire each other. 
 
The network as a whole would have to think about how to facilitate 
and gather groups of researchers and practitioners with common 
interest. Their work could be emboldened by conversations about 
how the projects they have in mind can be collaboratively enriched. 
Paying attention to the class of those present in these regional 
groupings and making sure that there are voices from all walks of 
life in each interest groups will be an important way of making sure 
that each conversation starts in an open way. It was noted that the 
network will initially face the absence of those from communities 
who cannot engage due to the lockdown. The voices of ordinary 
people were seen as essential in building the trajectory of the work. 
While the networks of people engaging online is important - we 
should force ourselves to explain our research to ordinary teachers, 
practitioners activists and community representatives as well as 
workers and students. Well organised community focused events 
and meetings are important for achieving this. This was an 
injunction to not allow ourselves to recycle our own thinking back 
into our own academic communities alone. It was encouraged that 
we engage seriously in the work of translation - to retrain ourselves 

to translate academic knowledge into non-academic knowledge, 
and vice versa. A combination of short terms and long-term 
projects will be useful in generating momentum for the project as a 
whole.  A phased approach to the call for concept notes would also 
give those interested the chance to gather themselves and 
strategize around the work that they could do in community with 
each other.  
 

Our Next Steps  
This first engagement paper is meant to help those who are 
working on Expressions of Interest13 to answer the call for research 
associated with Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures in 
South Africa.  
 
We therefore invite you to use this paper together with the South 
Africa Background Paper14 to draw inspiration with your own 
context and experience and interests to generate an interesting 
TESF research proposal with others.  
 
Also look out for other Background Papers on the TESF website on 
co-engaged research methodology, and on other specific topics. 
Looking through the Background papers15 being produced from 
partner countries can also potentially inspire your work.   
 
We will also be hosting dialogues on the thematic areas in the next 
while as Expression of Interest Papers and proposals emerge, so 
keep an eye open for these.    
 

 
 

In terms of practical work, our next paper will be focussed on the 
TESF COVID-19 reflective research that is currently underway with 
some organisations who applied for the interim small scale funding 
to facilitate learning(s) from the TESF work that has been underway 
in the COVID-19 period.  So, look out for these and continue to visit 
the TESF website for updates and inspirations for your work. 
 

 
13 https://tesf.network/call-for-proposals/  
14 https://tesf.network/resource/south-africa/  
15https://tesf.network/resources-library/?resource-
category%5Bbackground-paper%5D=background-paper  

https://tesf.network/call-for-proposals/
https://tesf.network/resource/south-africa/
https://tesf.network/resource/south-africa/
https://tesf.network/resources-library/?resource-category%5Bbackground-paper%5D=background-paper
https://tesf.network/call-for-proposals/
https://tesf.network/resource/south-africa/
https://tesf.network/resources-library/?resource-category%5Bbackground-paper%5D=background-paper
https://tesf.network/resources-library/?resource-category%5Bbackground-paper%5D=background-paper
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The TESF Engagement Paper is a companion to 
the TESF Background paper. It sets out some of the 
foundational perspectives of those who have an interest in the Network 
Plus and informs our forthcoming call for proposals. The Engagement 
Papers have grown out of our initial contextual engagements. This work 
collectively informs future outputs to help us trace learning throughout the 
TESF lifecycle. You can follow this trajectory by visiting our Resources page 
for additional Background Papers and other writing and resources from the 
Network Plus.  
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