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1

INTRODUCTION

“Efforts to transform 
education in support of 
more sustainable futures 
in South Africa cannot 
be de-linked from long 
histories of coloniality 
and apartheid. ”

This report offers a synthesis of learnings that 
have emerged through a network of 14 projects 
commissioned by the South African Hub of the TESF 
Network. Spread across the country and drawing on a 
range of engaged participants, the projects sought to 
(re)search the complex relationship of education and 
sustainable futures. More detailed project information 
is offered through linked resources, while the purpose 
here is to convey key learnings in the effort to transform 
education in different contexts.

Efforts to transform education in support of more 
sustainable futures in South Africa cannot be de-linked 
from long histories of coloniality and apartheid. While 
this is the case, education can play an important role in 
contributing to sustainable, more socially just futures 
in South Africa. In keeping with the understanding that 
historicity is significant in constructing our future, the 
report provides a primer on the state of education in 
South Africa

Sustainable development, if conceptualised as 
inclusive sustainable development that is socially 
just, economically viable and ecologically sound, can 
contribute to educational quality and relevance. In South 
Africa, as well as in the TESF Network, we consider 
both: 1) how education can contribute to sustainable 
development, and 2) how sustainable development 
can shape quality, relevant education. We framed the 
meaning of education broadly, within a lifelong learning 
framework that includes formal education, Technical and 
Vocational Education and Training, work and learning 
as well as social movement and community education 
and social learning. We were also interested in education 
processes that transgress normalised boundaries 
between formal and informal, community and school, 
and generational, racial, class, epistemic and structural 
divides. We viewed education that can adequately 
support sustainable futures as “an intersectional 
practice that needs re-imagination and change”. We also 
recognised that transforming education systems for 
sustainable futures must be supported adequately by 
inter-sectoral engagement involving relevant economic, 
health, sustainable cities and communities, as well as 
environmental and climate change, social justice policy 
and praxis. 



4

1.1  The state of South African education at 
a glance

Statistics South Africa (Stats SA, 2022) estimates the 
population to be at 60.6 million in South Africa, with a 
median age of 27 years. The country is a richly textured 
cultural and linguistic environment highlighted by the 
11 official languages that are spoken in South Africa. 
IsiZulu is the most widely spoken language (23%), 
followed by isiXhosa (16%), Afrikaans (14%), English 
(10%), Sepedi and Setswana (9% each) with the other 
four languages being spoken by less than 5%. This rich 
diversity of cultures and languages is under-explored as 
a significant resource for learning and transformation in 
the country.

One of the greatest challenges experienced is that 
English tends to be used as the main medium of official 
communication and is also used as the main language 
of instruction after the first few years of schooling which 
is meant to take place in the mother tongue, creating an 

incredibly difficult linguistic environment for education 
and learning, given the centrality of language in learning.
 The linguistic medium of instruction is one of the major 
factors contributing to inequalities in the education and 
learning sphere and is the subject of much research at 
present.

Further, the country has 18 million households with 
11.7% of these living in informal dwellings. According 
to the 2021 General Household Survey (Stats SA, 2022), 
most households (51%) rely on government social 
grants as their major source of income. The majority 
of households earn less than 300k (ZAR) per annum. 
Poverty levels are still very high with the annual average 
household income being approximately R29K per annum 
and the average wage being R30K per annum. The 
situation even got worse with the impacts of COVID-19 
pandemic as many households lost their breadwinner 
and some lost their jobs.

In the schooling system, schools have been 
differentiated to deal with household income challenges. 
All South African public ordinary schools are categorised 
into five groups called quintiles, largely for purposes of 
the allocation of financial resources. Schools in quintiles 
1, 2 and 3 have been declared no-fee schools, while 
schools in quintiles 4 and 5 are fee-paying schools. The 
scale of inequality is perhaps reflected in the size of the 
National School Nutrition Programme, which by 2012 
was providing government-funded lunches to about 
9 million learners in 20 905 primary and secondary 
schools. These programmes have not been without 
their problems with corruption watch reporting over 500 
complaints of varying kinds of corruption in the school 
feeding scheme in 2013. This was further exacerbated 
by the impacts of the COVID-19 as the operation of 
some of these programmes were stopped during 
lockdown. Increased rates of child malnutrition were 
recorded, especially from low-income households who 
relied mostly on the school feeding programme for their 
children to get proper and healthy meals.

It has been reported that education levels in the country 
are improving. According to the 2016 Community 
Survey, 43.4% of people have completed matric and 
71.8% of people have completed Grade 9 or higher. A 
small percentage of the population (4%) have completed 
undergraduate education in universities and a similar 
percentage have completed post-graduate education 
(4%). About 38% of the country’s population are under 
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the age of 18 (20.8 million) with 94.9% of school aged 
children (5-17) who are in school. The 2019 StatsSA 
report on multi-dimensional inequality reported that 
school attendance of children aged 6–18 years has 
improved between 2002 and 2017 as it increased from 
91.3% to 96%, respectively. The findings further illustrate 
that the proportion of learners experiencing problems 
like lack of books and congestion in large classrooms 
has decreased over the same period. In addition, the 
proportion of learners attending a no-fee educational 
institution grew from 0.3% in 2002 to 64.8% in 2017. 
However, the 2022 Stats SA report highlighted that in 
2020, a rapid increase in the number of out-of-school 
children and youth in South Africa increased mainly due 
to school closures during the COVID-19 lockdown in 
2020. Distance learning was not an effective measure 
in South Africa as access to digital learning was limited. 
In 2021, when schools could still not fully open, most 
schools settled for in-school learning with some form 
of hybrid model entailing instructions of rotational 
attendance combined with distance education. With this 
model, children from households with illiterate or less 
educated people were left behind as they could not get 
enough help with their schoolwork from home. Due to 
these reasons, the percentage of out-of-school children 
aged 5–18 remained high in 2021 compared to the 
previous years.

Furthermore, school attendance and access are markers 
of change and progress, but this is hampered by many 
quality-related problems, high dropout levels and 
inadequate pathways for youth into meaningful work 
or activity following schooling. Regarding the dropout 
rates of children from schools in 2015, the Department 
of Basic Education reported that approximately 60% 
of first graders would ultimately dropout rather than 
complete Grade 12. Likewise, by Grade 12, only 52% of 
the age-appropriate population would remain enrolled. 
This raises the question of access, retention and quality, 
and the relationship between these in TESF. Related 
to this is the high dropout rate and lack of access to 
education and training by youth between the ages of 
18–24. A recent report on “Higher Education and Skills 
in South Africa, 2017” released by Statistics South Africa 
(2019) indicates that “about 18% of those aged 18–24 
who were not attending educational institutions had 
poor academic performance which prevented them from 
participating and more than half (or 51%) of youth aged 
18-24 claimed that they did not have the financial means 
to pay for their tuition.”

Similarly, the #FeesMustFall social movement emerging 
in South Africa in 2014/15 was partly due to household 
income being inadequate to support student fees 
and living expenses in higher education. The same 
challenges exist for students in Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training settings, creating a high reliance 
on the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS), 
which is a public entity reporting to the Department of 
Higher Education and Training. The NSFAS provides 
financial assistance in the form of a study bursary to 
qualifying students who wish to study or are already 
studying at TVET colleges and public universities. 
However, this issue of students getting NSFAS funding 
is more complex than one can imagine, as even those 
households with higher levels of income were not easily 
able to cover the fees and living costs of students, 
leading later to fee subsidies for households with 
incomes of up to 650K (in ZAR) per annum. This issue of 
longer-term student financing is yet to be stabilised.

While NSFAS is responsible for a budget of about R40 
billion annually and funds no less than 700 000 poor 
and working-class students, one of the problems with 
the NSFAS scheme over the past few years is that 
it has been “in a chronic state of maladministration 
with extremely poor achievements against legislated 
mandate and key performance indicators”. The Mail and 
Guardian reports that “NSFAS is a critical institution, 
but has not been running efficiently. Funds have been 
disbursed by trial and error, often leaving students 
frustrated; chief executive officers have come and gone; 
and people who were brought in to assist and turn things 
around left.” There are current union protests in the 
NSFAS, with one that recently occurred in February 2023 
at the University of Cape Town and University of the 
Witwatersrand indicating ongoing instability.
All these challenges pointed out above show that issues 
associated with TESF must be centrally concerned with 
the complex longer- and shorter-term multi-dimensional 
and intersectional dynamics of persistent inequality and 
its diverse effects – not all of which are easily perceived 
via shorter- or longer-term national surveys and 
statistics. While these types of analyses are necessary 
and important, they also need to be complemented 
with work that offers nuanced forms of research and 
engagement, especially if the intention is to fully 
understand and address the deep-seated seated often 
structural and cultural dynamics of inequality.
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1.2  Multi-dimensional inequalities 
and impact on sustainable futures

South Africa remains one of the most unequal societies 
in the world. Income inequality is among the worst 
in the world and remains split mainly along racial 
lines. Poverty rates are highest for black Africans and 
follow the racial hierarchies that were imposed by the 
apartheid state. Added to this, the unemployed and 
poor tend to be located far away from employment 
centres due to apartheid spatial planning continuities, 
which exacerbates the poverty situation, representing 
a “quintessential poverty trap” as explained by SERI et 
al. (2018). The IMF reports that South Africa started 
the 1990s with already elevated inequality as the policy 
of apartheid excluded most of the population from 
economic opportunities. In 1995, South Africa’s Gini 
index (an index that measures inequality from 0 to 1 with 
1 as maximal inequality) was 0.63, in 2015 it was 0.65 
and the most recent 2022 Gini index has slightly declined 
back to 0.63, still showing high levels of inequality 
persistence. The income distribution in South Africa is 
skewed towards the richest 20% and this follows racial, 
gender and geographic patterns. Economic inequality 
remains highly racialised with high differentials between 
white and black African groups, and economic inequality 
has increased between sub-groups in recent years. 
Income inequality is also highly gendered with 57% 
of male-headed households accounting for almost 
three-quarters of expenditure across the country, and 
43% of individuals living in female-headed households 
accounting for a little over a quarter of total expenditure 
share.

Geographically, there are clear economic disparities 
across provinces in South Africa, with the Gauteng 
province offering income levels almost twice those of 
the poorer provinces like the Eastern Cape and Limpopo. 
These factors are impacted by high unemployment 
rates and general economic stagnation, indicating that 
the issues experienced concerning inequalities can 
probably only partially be addressed by a focus on TESF. 
There is a need, with such a focus in mind, to develop a 
deeper understanding of the multi-dimensional nature 
of inequalities, and to be able to differentiate what role 
educational interventions can play at different levels 
and scales, as such interventions are most necessary. 
Stats SA (2019) further investigated inter-generational 
social mobility and identified five social classes, namely 
“the chronic poor, transient poor, vulnerable middle 
class, the actual middle class, and the elite” offering 
a more nuanced understanding of vulnerabilities and 
inequalities in South Africa. It also points to the socio-

cultural and underlying educational structure dynamics 
of inter-generational social mobility when it indicates 
that “children of top-earners have a higher probability 
of being top-earners themselves.” This shows a strong 
transmission of advantage from one generation to the 
next at the top end of the labour market. “Children of 
earners at the bottom of the earnings distribution have a 
very good probability of being low-earners themselves”. 
This also shows an extremely strong transmission 
of disadvantage from one generation to the next for 
those at the bottom end of the labour market. The most 
affected individuals are from the rural areas and the 
informal settlements, while those in the urban areas are 
less affected by social inequalities, and women remain 
most marginalised, especially black African women.

For a programme focusing on TESF, it appeared to be a 
crucial area of intervention i.e. to challenge and engage 
the inter-generational transmission of privilege and 
inequality via all forms of education and learning, and 
the socio-cultural foundations of the education and 
learning systems that produce persistent patterns of 
exclusion and marginalisation in ways that regenerate 
in-built and long-standing historical patterns of 
inequality. Apart from education, gender and social 
inequalities, the levels of inequalities are further 
manifested in the health sector and services (such as 
water, sanitation, refuse removal, electricity, sustainable 
housing etc.), which mostly affect our cities and 
communities. Similarly, the persistent poverty and high 
unemployment rates (affecting especially the youth) also 
needed some attention especially if the country needed 
to achieve a sustainable future, and these also became 
some of the most difficult problems to engage with in 
the TESF Network as they also arose from the multi-
dimensional inequalities and the histories as mentioned 
above. The issue of climate change is also a concern 
as it will transform the entire way in which we will live 
in the future, with water scarcity, heat stress, rising sea 
levels, biodiversity loss, impacts on human health and 
impacts on agricultural productivity being just some of 
the emerging impacts from climate change.

All these concerns point to the long durée of inequality 
in South Africa and the deep-seated structural nature of 
inequalities, all of which require substantive responses, 
and the mobilisation of capabilities and agency for 
transformative changes at all levels of society. For this 
reason, TESF in the South African Hub focused not only 
on formal education settings but enabled engagements 
with the informal and other forms of co-engaged 
education and learning that also cross boundaries 
between the formal and less formalised education and 
learning settings. All 14 projects in South Africa are 
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listed in table 1 below with the full title of the project.
reason, TESF in the South African Hub focused not only 
on formal education settings but enabled engagements 
with the informal and other forms of co-engaged 
education and learning that also cross boundaries 
between the formal and less formalised education and 
learning settings. All 14 projects in South Africa are 
listed in table 1 below with the full title of the project.
transformative changes at all levels of society. For this 

reason, Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures 
in the South African hub focused not only on formal 
education settings, but has enabled engagements with 
the informal as well as other forms of co-engaged 
education and learning that also crosses boundaries 
between the formal and less formalised education and 
learning setting. All the 14 projects in South Africa are 
listed in table 1 below with the full title of the project.

PROJECT TITLE PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Uncanny Lore Uncanny Lore: transgressive learning in the legal sovereignty of Indigenous legal 
practitioners for sustainability and climate action

Collective Community-level 
Economic Solutions

Developing a framework for collective community-level economic solutions 
that result in sustainable livelihoods for young people and their households 
in Makhanda 

Reframing Climate Messaging 
for Mobilising Youth in Cape 
Town

Reframing climate messaging for mobilising youth in Cape Town

Learning Seeds Network (Re)imagining Greater Muizenberg: nurturing seeds of transgressive learning

Water Mapping Water mapping as community-based activist research and education for the water 
commons 

Makhanda Ngoku! Makhanda Ngoku! 

GeoStories as Epistemic Maps Citizen sciences: generating GeoStories as epistemic maps

Tipping the Social Learning 
Scale

Tipping the social learning scale in favour of sustainable land justice for women 
who are land dispossessed and those from mining towns

Healing is in the Pot Sustainable nutrition for climate action: enablers and barriers to shifting to more 
sustainable food choices

First We Eat! First We Eat! Mobilising ECD centres to develop agency for growing, eating and 
sharing healthy food

Agriculture, Arts and 
Livelihoods

Agriculture, arts and livelihoods: investigating integrated school learning 
approaches for improved educational and livelihood outcomes

School Food Gardens as 
Educational Transformation 
Agent

The utilisation of school food gardens as educational transformation agent to 
achieve community-wide sustainable livelihoods

Universities as Sustainable 
Communities

Universities as sustainable communities

School Principals as Conduits 
for Sustainable Livelihoods

School principals as conduits for sustainable livelihoods in agricultural 
communities in rural South Africa 

Table 1: South African Hub projects titles with different colours showing project themes as shown in Figure 1.

https://tesf.network/project/uncanny-lore-transgressive-learning-in-the-legal-sovereignty-of-indigenous-legal-practitioners-for-sustainability-and-climate-action/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/makhanda-ngoku/
https://tesf.network/project/citizen-sciences-generating-geostories-as-epistemic-maps/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/sustainable-nutrition-for-climate-action-enablers-and-barriers-to-shifting-to-more-sustainable-food-choices/
https://tesf.network/project/first-we-eat-mobilising-early-childhood-development-centres-to-develop-agency-for-growing-eating-and-sharing-healthy-food/
https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
https://tesf.network/project/the-utilisation-of-school-food-gardens-as-educational-transformation-agent-to-achieve-community-wide-sustainable-livelihoods/
https://tesf.network/project/the-utilisation-of-school-food-gardens-as-educational-transformation-agent-to-achieve-community-wide-sustainable-livelihoods/
https://tesf.network/project/the-utilisation-of-school-food-gardens-as-educational-transformation-agent-to-achieve-community-wide-sustainable-livelihoods/
https://tesf.network/project/universities-as-sustainable-communities/
https://tesf.network/project/universities-as-sustainable-communities/
https://tesf.network/project/school-principals-as-conduits-for-sustainable-livelihoods-in-agricultural-communities-in-rural-south-africa/
https://tesf.network/project/school-principals-as-conduits-for-sustainable-livelihoods-in-agricultural-communities-in-rural-south-africa/
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1.3  Purpose of the TESF projects in 
South Africa

The South African Hub coordinated 14 research projects 
which were carried out within the country. These 
projects focused on a process that involved exploring 
and using inductive ways of developing indicators in 
the context of non-formal education for sustainability, 
drawing from individual projects coordinated by the hub, 
and drawing data from participants’ comments about 
what they find valuable, meaningful and worthwhile as 
key learnings within a shared context of TESF using 
practical action, rather than deducing a framework from 
theory. These approaches were also intersubjective, 
in the sense of seeking to understand and empathise 
with each other’s perspectives, identifying a common 
core if applicable, and building consensus about how 
to represent what matters to the group (or project) as 
a whole within the specified context. The projects also 
aimed to monitor and evaluate their projects using the 
values-based indicators created (Brockwell, 2019). 
More specifically, the projects monitored (a) ambitions 
(what partners hoped the project would achieve); (b) 
realities (what the partners’ project actually achieved); 
and (c) contexts (how the wider systems were changing 
and what that meant for the projects) – these were 
monitored against the context of networks/partnerships, 
capacity mobilisation and building, knowledge created, 
outputs/ dissemination and legacies as created by 
each project within the South African Hub. The general 
intentions were to determine if the projects were creating 
new knowledge in one or more of the TESF networks and 
these three main focus areas:

	• How education can contribute to people’s 
knowledge, skills and agency to achieve sustainable 
livelihoods.

	• How education can contribute to sustainable cities 
and communities.

	• How education can contribute to climate action.

We also looked at how the projects within the South 
African Hub created new knowledge to address cross-
cutting inequalities in education and education research 
such as gender, race, disability, the status of Indigenous 
knowledge and decoloniality.

1.4  South African Hub overview of 
projects 

The projects in the South African Hub aimed to answer 
the question: “What is TESF?” – what that meant in 
their context and how education in their context could 
contribute to the larger TESF Network objectives of 
achieving sustainable livelihoods, sustainable cities and 
communities and climate action. Most of the projects in 
South Africa were cross-cutting and did not address only 
one aspect of the TESF Network objectives, i.e. some 
projects were aiming to achieve sustainable livelihoods 
within communities and concurrently creating 
knowledge on climate change education and promoting 
sustainable cities. Therefore, South African projects were 
initially grouped into different themes, mostly according 
to the type of education, the targeted participants and 
the general aims of the project as shown in Figure 1.

Theme 1: Communities and youth engagement 
projects

There were eight projects in the South African Hub that 
were grouped into this theme. Most of these projects 
were cross-cutting and they worked in communities 
with the marginalised groups, especially the youth, 
women and Indigenous people mostly living in poverty 
and facing the challenges of unemployment. Most of 
these projects were carried out in the cities, looking 
at sustainable cities and communities, sustainable 
livelihoods and climate action, thus addressing at 
least one of the TESF Network research questions. For 
example, the Tipping the Social Learning Scale project 
worked with women to investigate the impacts of mining 
on their livelihoods and explored the lived experiences of 
these women who live in the mining towns. This study 
also emphasised the agency of women in acknowledging 
and challenging the factors that prevent them from 
claiming and restoring their socioeconomic and 
environmental rights in the mining sector. The Makhanda 
Ngoku! project worked with secondary school children 
(ages 13–16) from township schools to investigate 
how these young children make sense of, engage and 
articulate their sense of place, belonging and futures in 
the town. This project also came partly as a response to 
the feeling of alienation which young people feel when 
conversations about land/land restitution are done. The 
Learning Seeds Network project grounded their research 
in the context of South Africa’s persistently divided 

https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/makhanda-ngoku/
https://tesf.network/project/makhanda-ngoku/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
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School Principals as Conduits for Sustainable Livelihoods

Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods

Healing is in the Pot

 First We Eat

https://tesf.network/project/school-principals-as-conduits-for-sustainable-livelihoods-in-agricultural-communities-in-rural-south-africa/
https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
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communities and deep inequalities, and the project 
worked with three historically and still currently divided 
communities in Western Cape (Vrygrond, Capricorn and 
Muizenberg). The project sought to explore and develop 
examples of how communities can, and have, overcome 
this historical legacy with an aim to build transgressive 
learning processes into the layers of their communities’ 
fabric. They had a “vision by doing” new ways of just, 
joy-filled urban living that heal the divides, communities 
and the planet through understanding the role of formal 
and informal education and learning in supporting 
sustainable cities and communities. Similarly, the 
Collective Community-level Economic Solutions project 
also worked with young people but in the context of 
youth unemployment and economic agency. The project 
developed a framework that can enhance Collective 
Community-level Economic Solutions to youth economic 
marginalisation and support young people’s economic 
agency that would result in sustainable livelihoods 
for them and their households. Other projects (four) 
within this theme that involved community engagement 
were the Water Mapping project which collectively 
developed and piloted a water mapping tool with 13 
different townships neighbourhoods in the Western 

Cape; Reframing Climate Messaging for Mobilising 
Youth in Cape Town which centred their project on 
“Afrocentrism”, i.e. putting Indigenous knowledge and 
ideas about climate change and its intersection at the 
forefront and in a language that is understood by the 
communities; the Uncanny Lore project worked with 
the San communities in Namibia where they allowed 
interaction between the researchers and the people 
within these communities with regard to their land rights 
and how they can record the San’s living law and how 
this can be respected; and lastly, the GeoStories as 
Epistemic Maps project responded to interrelated issues 
of epistemic, contributory and distributive injustices 
within citizen science through collaborative and co-
engaged (re)stor(y)ing and (re)membering of common 
knowledge production. This project noted that “When 
citizen science projects are recognised as a vibrant 
form of participatory governance, it makes visible the 
emerging role citizen scientists can play in establishing 
sustainable communities. The conceptual frameworks of 
participatory governance and ecologies of knowledges 
unlocked a way of (re)stor(y)ing the citizen science 
projects knowledge work.”

Figure 1. Map of South Africa showing the geographical distribution of South African Hub projects in different provinces 
and the related themes for each project
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https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/uncanny-lore-transgressive-learning-in-the-legal-sovereignty-of-indigenous-legal-practitioners-for-sustainability-and-climate-action/
https://tesf.network/project/citizen-sciences-generating-geostories-as-epistemic-maps/
https://tesf.network/project/citizen-sciences-generating-geostories-as-epistemic-maps/
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Theme 2: Agriculture, food and livelihoods projects

Four projects within the South African Hub were grouped 
under the agriculture, food and livelihoods theme. These 
projects worked with diverse groups which included ECD 
children and their teachers; primary school children; 
individuals from the tertiary and teacher education 
institutions and involved the surrounding communities 
where these projects were implemented in the form of 
community-based learning. All four projects addressed 
issues of food production and/or consumption and how 
this would address the challenges of food and nutrition 
(in)security and sustainable livelihoods. For example, 
the First We Eat project worked with 13 ECD centres as 
they initiated a practitioner-led process of envisioning 
and creating organic food gardens with young children 
at the ECD centres. In this project, the associated 
learning processes were documented, focusing on their 
potential to develop individual and collective agency 
regarding food security and improved nutrition in the 
vulnerable communities of Makhanda. The project 
Healing is in the Pot also looked at communities shifting 
to more sustainable food choices/diets by drawing 
from Indigenous knowledge of food practices which are 
culture-centred and not influenced by the colonialist 
western diets. The other two projects (Agriculture, 
Arts and Livelihoods and School Food Gardens as 
Educational Transformation Agent) worked within the 
rural school settings in KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga, 
respectively. The Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods 

project integrated school learning approaches using 
a combination of sustainable agriculture and arts (in 
this case choir) for advancing educational development 
in schools for improved livelihoods, as most rural 
communities in South Africa rely on agriculture to 
address food insecurity. Similarly, the School Food 
Gardens as Educational Transformation Agent project 
established school food gardens at three primary 
schools and integrated the learnings from this practice 
into the school curriculum for pedagogical purposes. 
In this way, it promoted sustainable development 
through education systems as this knowledge would 
be transferred and adopted into the surrounding 
communities.

Theme 3: Formal education projects

This theme had two projects which were specific to 
formal education and were carried out by members 
from the Free State University and the University of 
Johannesburg. Although the School principals as
conduits for sustainable livelihoods project is regarded 
as a formal education project, it is important to note 
that they also worked with the communities through the 
school principals who drove the learning of sustainable 
livelihoods through agriculture. This diverged from the 
Universities as Sustainable Communities project at the 
Free State University which conceptualised universities 
as sustainable communities, especially for students. 
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Figure 2. Frequency of cross-cutting inequalities themes as they appear in the South Africa Hub projects

https://tesf.network/project/first-we-eat-mobilising-early-childhood-development-centres-to-develop-agency-for-growing-eating-and-sharing-healthy-food/
https://tesf.network/project/sustainable-nutrition-for-climate-action-enablers-and-barriers-to-shifting-to-more-sustainable-food-choices/
https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
https://tesf.network/project/the-utilisation-of-school-food-gardens-as-educational-transformation-agent-to-achieve-community-wide-sustainable-livelihoods/
https://tesf.network/project/the-utilisation-of-school-food-gardens-as-educational-transformation-agent-to-achieve-community-wide-sustainable-livelihoods/
https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
https://tesf.network/project/the-utilisation-of-school-food-gardens-as-educational-transformation-agent-to-achieve-community-wide-sustainable-livelihoods/
https://tesf.network/project/the-utilisation-of-school-food-gardens-as-educational-transformation-agent-to-achieve-community-wide-sustainable-livelihoods/
https://tesf.network/project/school-principals-as-conduits-for-sustainable-livelihoods-in-agricultural-communities-in-rural-south-africa/
https://tesf.network/project/school-principals-as-conduits-for-sustainable-livelihoods-in-agricultural-communities-in-rural-south-africa/
https://tesf.network/project/universities-as-sustainable-communities/
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The project worked with student activists at the 
university to co-develop a conceptualisation of a 
sustainable university community that is inspired by 
African-Indigenous and locally centred ways of being, 
doing and learning, which is an aspiration for future 
universities in South Africa and beyond. 

Due to the history and inequalities in South Africa, some 
of the hub projects also addressed some cross-cutting 
aspects or themes such as poverty, gender, Indigenous 
knowledge, systemic alienation and racial divides. The 
cross-cutting inequalities themes that came out of the 
14 projects hosted by the South African Hub and their 
frequencies are shown in Figure 5.

Poverty, Indigenous knowledge/heritage aspects 
especially the issue of language and racial tension 
frequently appeared in at least six of the South African 
Hub projects. Issues on race and alienation frequently 
appeared in six and four projects, respectively.

The aspect of deep inequalities in South Africa was also 
expressed by one participant from the Water Mapping 
project in their report on the issue of water rationing in 
townships in Cape Town who mentioned that “Water 
usage living in a backyard is different, landlord and 
backyarder can’t do washing on the same day. Water 
pressure is not always strong, and backyarders depend on 
landlord for water access, therefore buckets are filled for 
domestic use.” Another project, Learning Seeds Network 
also highlighted in their report how the project team 
worked together to achieve learning in communities that 
were divided by both race and inequality:

The creation and naming of work groups as Dream 
teams was deliberate. These sought to actively 
articulate and encapsulate the dreams/visions/
hopes of the collective and what they wished or 
dreamt to achieve and attempted to steer the project 
towards focusing on ‘dreaming into’ pockets of the 
desired future in the present. While aspirational and 
often jarring with some of the harsh realities/barriers 
to learning in the present, this framing assisted 
with attempting to steer away from a deficit-
based approach to understanding how to mobilise 
capacities for change. (Learning Seeds Network)  

1.5  Specific objectives of the 
projects in South African Hub

Further to responding to the above-mentioned themes 
for the TESF Network Plus, each project within the 
South African Hub had their own specific objectives 
which aimed to address the challenges within their 
own contexts, but also concurrently address the TESF 
Network’s thematic focus (education and (i) sustainable 
livelihoods, (ii) sustainable cities or communities and 
(iii) climate and environmental action). These aims 
further included addressing issues on knowledge co-
creation and co-engagement processes, Indigenous 
knowledge and inclusion of marginalised groups with 
regard to women, youths and those living in poverty, 
thus addressing issues of inequality. Below are some 
of the ways the projects chose to describe their work 
after months of deliberative inquiry into their research 
interests:

“Our aim was to co-develop a conceptualisation of a 
sustainable university community that can inform an 
action plan for the University … to move towards being 
a sustainable educational community. Our objectives 
were to co-create an African/Indigenous/locally-rooted 
conception of a sustainable educational community with 
student activists prompting ecologies of knowledges 
that bring insights from diverse stakeholders’ epistemic 
systems, co-explore student activists’ resistances 
against oppressions and their analysis of structural 
factors that impede universities to become more 
sustainable and just educational communities and co-
create strategies and an action plan for transforming 
universities into a more African/Indigenous/locally-
facing institution.” (Universities as Sustainable 
Communities)

“The research aimed to investigate, through a co-
engagement process, the enabling and constraining 
(conversion) factors underpinning possible transition 
to a more sustainable and nutritious diet. The research 
sought to gain clarity on how an understanding of 
conversion factors could make a positive contribution to 
climate action, as well as supporting people who would 
like to choose to live healthier lives. The objectives 
included to co-engage participants in food, health 
and climate change workshops through a Heritage 
Knowledge research approach/lens…, contribute 
to ongoing research in the field of conscious and 
sustainable nutrition.” (Healing is in the Pot)

https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/universities-as-sustainable-communities/
https://tesf.network/project/universities-as-sustainable-communities/
https://tesf.network/project/sustainable-nutrition-for-climate-action-enablers-and-barriers-to-shifting-to-more-sustainable-food-choices/
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Healing is in the Pot

https://tesf.network/project/sustainable-nutrition-for-climate-action-enablers-and-barriers-to-shifting-to-more-sustainable-food-choices/
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“The project aims were to work with three diverse 
Citizen Science projects to generate GeoStories of their 
collaborative and co-engaged work which articulated 
the ways in which citizen scientists are building 
common knowledge … potentially co-develop a shared 
methodology for (re)stor(y)ing, (re)membering, and 
making visible the complexity of epistemic activity 
generated through the citizen sciences more broadly.” 
(GeoStories as Epistemic Maps)

Some projects had specific aims to address climate 
change through the use of art, music, drama and 
storytelling and metaphor while others used schools 
to address the issues of sustainable livelihoods in 
the communities through the implementation of food 
gardens.

“The study aimed at using public storytelling 
methodologies and creative exhibitions, these co-
developed stories of Lore are brought into transgressive 
conversation with the dominant legal system.” (Uncanny 
Lore)

“The project aimed to initiate a practitioner-led process 
of envisioning and creating organic food gardens with 
young children at specific Early Childhood Development 
(ECD) centres in Makhanda; invigorate the ECD centres 
as sites of knowledge co-creation, skills development 
and ethical deliberation regarding the people-nature-
food interface in Makhanda; research and document 
the associated learning processes, in particular their 
potential to develop individual and collective agency 
regarding food security and improved nutrition in the 
immediate communities.” (First We Eat)

“The project aims were to establish sustainable food 
gardens at three teaching practice schools in the vicinity 
of the UMP’s Siyabuswa campus; use food gardens 
to teach relevant content knowledge in accordance 
with the Foundation Phase curriculum. The project 
also intended to draw on Indigenous knowledge when 
deciding on context-appropriate solutions to help 
establish sustainable SFG at three schools in Siyabuswa 
… introduce and expand food gardens to households 
and the community by using schools as transformation 
agents.” (Food Gardens as Educational Transformation)

Some of the South African Hub projects had cross-
cutting aims which sought to address different themes 
within informal education such as climate action, 
inclusion of marginalised groups and language within 

a single project. For example, the Reframing Climate 
Messaging for Mobilising Youth in Cape Town project 
aimed at co-creating ways in which to inform and 
mobilise BIPOC youth of Cape Town to take part in 
climate actions and public participation meetings in 
policy making and to co-create climate messaging 
and develop a framework to share knowledge on 
various platforms to mobilise others towards a global 
climate action. This project aimed to address issues 
of climate action and targeted marginalised youth 
groups in Cape Town. This project investigated the 
processes of transformative and transgressive learning 
for youth leadership and activism using open space 
methodologies and increased understanding of the 
role of language, discourses and narratives for climate 
change education, thus promoting learning by doing.

Another project that focused on learning by doing and 
targeting the marginalised groups to address the issue 
of sustainable cities and communities was the Water 
Mapping project which aimed at training community 
groups on how to map their water usage and the 
Collective Community-level Economic Solutions project 
which focused on youth economic empowerment.
 
“Our overall aim was to refine, reflect on, and develop 
the AWCC water mapping tool for learning, organising 
and evidence building for the water commons. … Action 
research that aims to support the establishment/growth 
of well-informed water action committees through water 
mapping participatory research. The objectives included: 
train the trainers sessions for community organisers 
who will co-create and lead the mapping processes in 
their communities … support the capacity development 

“ ...we sought to make a 
meaningful contribution 
towards improving 
sustainable livelihoods 
in the region and 
enhancing household 
income security.” 

https://tesf.network/project/citizen-sciences-generating-geostories-as-epistemic-maps/
https://tesf.network/project/uncanny-lore-transgressive-learning-in-the-legal-sovereignty-of-indigenous-legal-practitioners-for-sustainability-and-climate-action/
https://tesf.network/project/uncanny-lore-transgressive-learning-in-the-legal-sovereignty-of-indigenous-legal-practitioners-for-sustainability-and-climate-action/
https://tesf.network/project/first-we-eat-mobilising-early-childhood-development-centres-to-develop-agency-for-growing-eating-and-sharing-healthy-food/
https://tesf.network/project/the-utilisation-of-school-food-gardens-as-educational-transformation-agent-to-achieve-community-wide-sustainable-livelihoods/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
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of neighbourhood water action committee.” (Water 
Mapping)

“We specifically aimed to create a framework around 
the factors, partnerships and processes that can (a) 
enhance community-level solutions to youth economic 
marginalisation and b) support young people’s economic 
agency. By working collectively to develop ecologically 
and socially responsible economic agency among the 
youth, we sought to make a meaningful contribution 
towards improving sustainable livelihoods in the region 
and enhancing household income security.” (Sustainable 
Livelihoods for Youth in Makhanda)

The Agriculture, Art and Livelihoods project also aimed 
at investigating “how the performing arts (in particular, 
song and music) can be integrated with regenerative 
and sustainable agriculture to advance educational 
development, while also addressing agricultural 
sustainability in the face of climate change.” This 
research project intended to address the thematic 
areas of the TESF programme which are education and 
sustainable livelihoods through introducing practices 
that advance sustainable livelihood strategies and 
amplify through learning theatre, education and 
sustainable communities. This was done by introducing 
the concepts of recycling, water efficiency practices and 
self-sufficiency and lastly education for climate action 
by introducing climate change causes, impacts and local 
action options.

“The project aimed to understand how knowledge can 
be co-generated and shared when two student groups 
with different skills (specifically, [1] music and song 
and [2] regenerative agriculture) work together in a 
creative setting. The objectives of the research project 
were to apply performing arts (visual media, music) as 
innovative approaches for the dual purpose of furthering 
educational development and kindling a passion for 
regenerative agriculture and sustainable development 
within schools and the broader community and use the 
co-created knowledge to develop community awareness 
around food gardening using regenerative agriculture.” 
(Agriculture, Art and Livelihoods)

In addition, other projects further grounded their aims 
in exploring the lived experiences of young people and 
women in ways that sought to foster a greater sense 
of belonging. These projects also foregrounded a 
decolonial intent. Examples of these projects are shown 
below.

“Drawing from inputs we have captured and drawn from 
their (youths in Makhanda) lived realities, with a focus 
on skills, capabilities, resources and assets, enabling 
environment, and livelihood strategies, we have gathered 
narratives that will continue to be shared amongst 
participants and other stakeholders. Furthermore, the 
nature of expansive learning methodology implies that 
this process will in future be open to other stakeholders 
that could benefit from the research and bring varied 
perspectives to bear.” (Collective Community-level 
Economic Solutions)

“We need education resources that are localised 
and not disconnected from the lived experiences of 
communities.” (Reframing Climate Messaging for 
Mobilising Youth in Cape Town)

“This is part of what the TESF mapping project is 
exploring; the development and testing of a tool 
for community-based water mapping that engages 
lived (and livid) experience, generates knowledge 
and supports organising for the water commons 
(the collective management of water for life). We are 
getting a sense of how this tool enables knowledge 
and learning required to reflect on household water 
use, the structures, activities and false assumptions 
exacerbating violent historical inequality and ‘slow-
violence’; the knowledge and learning that can support 
moves towards an alternative to the dominant idea of 
water privatisation.” (Water Mapping)

“We explore the lived experiences of the women living in 
the West Coast and Northern Cape. The study explored 
the realities of women living in the mining communities…
Central to our research was to explore the nature and 
struggle of rural women against corporate mining 
interests in their land and coastal mining communities.” 
(Tipping the Social Learning Scale)

“The four main aims and objectives of this research were 
to understand how young people in Makhanda make 
sense of place (Makhanda) and the meaning of land for 
sustainable futures; find out how they make sense of 
historical African leaders like Makhanda kaNxele whose 
political praxis grapples with the questions of land, make 
sense of the [Black] intellectual activity that Makhanda 
engaged in, of deliberations and various forms of debate, 
and creative engagements addressing the question of 
land loss/access to land in the spatial divide of the pre-
colonial and colonial past.” (Makhanda Ngoku!)

https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/makhanda-ngoku/
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The projects in the South African Hub conducted 
different methodological approaches and
embarked on processes that were specific to their 
research projects, which could fully respond to their 
research questions. These methods and processes are 
discussed in the sections below, as were gathered by the 
South Africa Hub team through qualitative methods of 
data mining and analysis. This analysis included reading 
and synthesising information from all 14 South African 
projects’ reports, information gathered from projects’ 
presentations at the two country workshop gatherings 
held in May (projects’ initial phases) and July (projects’ 
mid-term phases) 2022. More data was gathered from 
the presentations at the end of the projects’ national 
conference held from November to December 2022. 
For the May and July workshops, each hosted about 
45 people including members from the South African 
Hub and Bristol teams, project principal investigators 
(PI) and monitors (MEL) while the November/December 
conference hosted close to 150 people, as about 10 
participants from each project to the group were added. 
These workshops and the conference also had some 
sessions that included whole group discussions on 

certain topics that were significant to the projects, the 
South African context and the entire TESF Network 
thematic areas. All the information that was mined 
during the country gatherings and the end-of-term 
project reports was used to support the writing of 
this report, with regard to the methods and processes 
implemented by the 14 project teams and the learnings 
and knowledge gained and created with the projects.
 

2.1  Methods focusing on context of 
engagement
The general research approaches adopted by the 
South African research teams were participatory and 
interventionist methodologies. This proved to be a rich 
research strategy that tackled real-world problems 
in collaborative and cyclical ways to produce both 
knowledge and action. Many have adopted the concept 
of Action Research as a type of research methodology 
which works toward change in addition to generating 
new knowledge and learning.

2

METHODOLOGY, APPROACH AND 
PROCESSES ADOPTED BY THE PROJECTS 
IN SOUTH AFRICA

National conference
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Taking this embedded approach was considered 
essential by most research teams, for example the 
Uncanny Lore project concluded that: “Transformative 
Education for Sustainable Futures requires transgressive 
learning approaches that situate culture at the centre of 
Sustainable Development Goals.”

Furthermore, working with embedded knowledge often 
required engaging with the ‘unknown’ for the research 
teams, therefore part of the research process included 
surfacing the cultural complexities. This was evidenced 
in the Uncanny Lore  and Tipping the Social Learning 
Scale projects:

“…in some places, like Omega, in the Caprivi area, 
relationships were more complex and difficult. There 
were no close relationships with people here going in, 
and a certain lack of trust from within the community – 
born of a sense of researchers historically either working 
extractively.” (Uncanny Lore )

“Our project was implemented within a very complex 
existing web of relations, organisational initiatives 
and networks, and customary practices. We realised 
early that it was important to integrate and connect 
positively.” (Tipping the Social Learning Scale)

The importance of context and its inherent complexity 
illustrates the significance of relationality within a 
trajectory towards sustainability. The relations within 
communities, identity formations and to the land (to be 
elaborated later), appear to be an important dimension 
for sustainability goals, as opposed to the growing 
hegemony of financial instruments as the central 
mechanism for realising a sustainable future.

2.2  Methods focusing on the 
participants’ agency

The concept of embedded research was generally taken 
beyond the conventional ethnographic understanding 
in the research projects, to a level that can be described 
as honouring the ‘directionality’ of participants’ agency. 
Some of the projects expressed this in the following way:
“…strengthening their voices against injustices, their 
foci on what they want to eradicate, their vision for 
sustainable futures, and how the research process 
created empowerment through capacity-building 

training workshops.” (Tipping the Social Learning Scale)

“Support community organisers … Support the 
capacity development of neighbourhood water action 
committees.” (Water Mapping)

“…practitioners were acutely aware of the role their 
centres play in supporting children in need, a deep 
concern for hungry children in their centres … these 
perspectives were shared at the start of the project.” 
(First We Eat!)

“…young people recommended a co-developed youth 
policy that will contain a framework for promoting 
programmes that have been informed by the youth and 
in consultation with relevant stakeholders.” (Collective 
Community-level Economic Solutions)

The participants’ agency, in terms of what they were 
striving to overcome or realise in their realities, was 
already present. The research programmes generally 
identified and acted in solidarity with that agency. Often 
this required researchers to be open and accept fluidity 
as part of the research design, as evidenced in the 
following examples:

“…researchers needed to address the direct concerns 
of the women and provided them with information 
and guidance as requested in their training sessions.” 
(Tipping the Social Learning Scale)

The saying that came out of the conversations at the 
national conference with the youths: “nothing about 
us, without us” (Collective Community-level Economic 
Solutions)
 
This suggests a mode of ‘activism research’, where the 
participants are regarded as central to the research 
project and a decentring of the researchers’ role. It is 
noteworthy that the projects did not assume they were 
working with an absence of agency; treating participants 
as empty vessels that need to be filled with the values 
and knowledge aligned to the sustainability discourse. 
The implication for the research method is a shift from 
a linear concept where the content is decided prior to 
implementation, to a more formative approach as the 
content for the project is formed during implementation. 
Numerous projects moved between these two types of 
intervention research.
 

https://tesf.network/project/uncanny-lore-transgressive-learning-in-the-legal-sovereignty-of-indigenous-legal-practitioners-for-sustainability-and-climate-action/
https://tesf.network/project/uncanny-lore-transgressive-learning-in-the-legal-sovereignty-of-indigenous-legal-practitioners-for-sustainability-and-climate-action/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/uncanny-lore-transgressive-learning-in-the-legal-sovereignty-of-indigenous-legal-practitioners-for-sustainability-and-climate-action/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/first-we-eat-mobilising-early-childhood-development-centres-to-develop-agency-for-growing-eating-and-sharing-healthy-food/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
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“Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures has, in 
essence, an activist position, because it is understood 
that true transformation in education requires a change 
towards something that people believe in.” (Healing is in 
the Pot)

2.3  Methods grounded on the 
matters of concern

The concept of ‘directional agency’ implies that 
participants are motivated to resolve or overcome 
some form of concern, often of a structural and historic 
nature. For example, the Water Mapping project 
expressed this as follows:

“The realities in poor urban households, occupied 
by black South Africans because of colonialism and 
apartheid and continued transmutations. … We are faced 
with a situation that is not only historically unjust but 
contemporarily reproduced at an accelerating rate.”

The limitations placed on access to water for these 
communities stem directly from their access to land 
and often a history of dispossession. Therefore, 
historical oppression is compounded in the democratic 
era of South Africa’s history. These complex issues, 
termed here ‘matters of concern’ run through the 
different research projects with different levels of 
explicit manifestation. For some, it was the historically 
accumulated inequalities in education or even the 
materials used.

“We need education resources that are localised 

and not disconnected from the lived experiences 
of communities. When looking at equitable and 
accessible education this is key to ensuring young 
people can connect to climate injustices and the social 
intersections in their community.” (Reframing Climate 
Messaging for Mobilising Youth in Cape Town)

For the youth participating in the Makhanda Sustainable 
Livelihoods project, this occurred through interacting 
with a sphere of local government and civil society for 
the first time: “…the project also created a unique space 
where the youth engaged with policymakers and key 
development practitioners in Makhanda on equal footing. 
The space encouraged open and robust conversations 
on the current socioeconomic status of Makhanda.” 
According to the youth who participated in this project, 
“this has never happened before.”

A common factor is that the understanding or relation 
to the matters of concern expanded through the 
research process. This seems to have been the case 
for researchers as well. As expressed by one research 
project (Learning Seeds Network) who noted that, “We 
went from ‘doing’ the work to ‘being’ the work.” Through 
adopting an approach of knowledge co-creation it 
appears that the research participants and researchers 
underwent a significant learning experience. It is 
noteworthy that this happened in multi-directional ways, 
as opposed to from one institutional expertise to the 
other.

2.4  Methods focusing on safe 
spaces

An important feature that enabled the process of 
knowledge co-creation and providing a platform for 
marginalised voices to be heard was the creation of a 
‘safe space’ to nurture meaningful engagement. One 
project, First We Eat, described this as:

“… providing a platform for ‘therapeutic factors’ 
associated with working in groups around a common 
concern. Some of the ‘therapeutic factors’ that we 
identified (based on observations and interviews with 
the ECD practitioners) include:

	• information sharing (practitioners talked about the 
challenges and responses to gardening and other 
topics, often casually giving advise or sharing tips 
with each other)

“...providing a platform 
for marginalised voices 
to be heard was the 
creation of a ‘safe space’ 
to nurture meaningful 
engagement.” 

https://tesf.network/project/sustainable-nutrition-for-climate-action-enablers-and-barriers-to-shifting-to-more-sustainable-food-choices/
https://tesf.network/project/sustainable-nutrition-for-climate-action-enablers-and-barriers-to-shifting-to-more-sustainable-food-choices/
https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/first-we-eat-mobilising-early-childhood-development-centres-to-develop-agency-for-growing-eating-and-sharing-healthy-food/
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	• universality (where practitioners realised ‘we are not 
alone in this’)

	• altruism (opportunities to offer insights and advice 
towards the greater good)

	• developing self-worth (practitioners realising that 
their contributions and experiences have value; they 
have something to contribute)

	• instillation of hope (recognising that change is 
possible and something can be done)”

Through interaction among the projects, the 
traditional concept of ukukhunga was adapted to 
create a safe space in a manner that resonated with 
many participants. This can be likened to the idea of 
‘ukukhunga’, which one of the TESF projects (Makhanda 
Ngoku!) suggested and worked extensively with. In 
their words, “this comes from the amaXhosa tradition of 
community members ‘holding space’ for family after a 
death; it incorporates the idea of looking after and taking 
care of those in this interstitial space, along with a spiritual 
sense of prayer and supplication.”

This concept proved to be a useful galvanising approach 
that helped other project teams to think carefully about 
how they were ‘holding space’ in their own projects. 
A collective conversation about what matters when 
holding space which was held during one of the country 
workshops offered these additional insights from other 

hub projects on the relevance of ukukhunga, especially 
on our thinking of TESF:

“Although we came to this methodology in our 
own research, the resonances with this concept of 
ukukhunga, or holding space, became helpful to frame 
it.” (Reframing Climate Messaging for Mobilising Youth 
in Cape Town)

“Ukukhunga points us towards a constellation of being 
present, as you accompany the other, any other who is 
in a moment of transition and is working through one 
state of being to another. So it’s holding space and 
accompanying, in a way that enables and facilitates that 
transition … it’s like cleansing, releasing, transitioning, 
it’s a mobile word - it’s not a noun. There is a verb-e 
ness to it. It is imbued with spiritual significance- it 
does not have a mundane meaning. Its imbued with that 
sense of being that philosophy of being, that holds us in 
connection with each other.” Collective hub workshop 
discussions

These ideas gave way to an understanding that holding 
space is about appreciating the wisdom for what is 
needed next. It is about making the sacred conditions 
for something other than what we know to flourish and 
honouring of the incremental moves that can be made 
at every turn. This approach to research was seen to be 

Tipping the Social Learning Scale

https://tesf.network/project/makhanda-ngoku/
https://tesf.network/project/makhanda-ngoku/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
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enacting a decolonial methodology, as it positioned a 
traditional concept as central to the relational dimension 
of the research method and thereby made visible the 
value afforded to the traditional culture.

The absence of a safe space was also apparent in 
some projects, where this absence appeared to have 
caused much distress among the project members and 
participants. For example, there was so much tension 
that was noted in the Learning Seeds Network project:

Power dynamics creates inability to be honest 
because of the fear of losing access to that which 
was gained. How honest can we aford to be in 
this space? Having said that, there have been big 
changes later in the project. I am speaking more 
honestly. With time, trust builds. You get to a point 
where you have to disrupt the pattern of – I can’t 
aford to be honest. Actually, I can’t aford not to be 
honest.

Projects also referred to moments where they discovered 
the importance of being ‘transparent’ with participants 
(e.g. Tipping the Social Learning Scale), and the 
need to be explicit about the ethics of engagement 
(e.g. GeoStories as Epistemic Maps and Collective 
Community-level Economic Solutions). The need to 
nurture safe spaces and hold them emerged as an 
essential feature for a meaningful process, but more 
importantly, as a condition to prevent harm. This point 
was linked to discussions in the country workshops 
around radical democracy and what this means in 
practice:

A notion of radical democracy, which isn’t based 
on consensus. Radical democracy enables us to 
have different priorities, to not like each other very 
much, to agree to build things in common, but also 
to build things for different reasons. And so radical 
love is something that actively makes space for 
togetherness that isn’t based on consensus and 
sameness. Resisting that need for sameness as 
a part of reconciliation. Collective hub workshop 
discussions

 
 

2.5  Methods focusing on safe 
language

Along with the necessity of safe spaces, the importance 
of a ‘safe language’ also emerged from the research 
projects. The use of safe language was noted to be a 
significant aspect during all engagements between 
researchers and participants and for the process of 
knowledge co-creation, with every project member fully 
participating.

“We experienced just how much language matters, and 
how using big academic words in our planning sessions, 
TESF Hub meetings, project summary documents etc 
– is a form of Violence. Using Very Big Words created 
confusion about our purpose and made many people 
feel small and of no value, in particular, Vrygrond-based 
folks. This created experiences of: Imposter Syndrome; 
feeling small.” (Learning Seeds Network)

“There is a lot (of information) out there, but most of it is 
inaccessible due to jargon, big words, lack of storytelling, 
lack of linkages to lived experiences.” (Reframing 
Climate Messaging for Mobilising Youth in Cape Town)

One project described ‘unsafe language’ in the project 
as a causal factor for epistemic injustice (Collective 
Community-level Economic Solutions), a condition they 
were actively trying to overcome through the project. 
Some projects managed this by changing code or 
language completely, while others adopted a hybrid 
approach. An important component of the idea of safe 
language was the acceptance of different knowledge 
economies, where the different forms of exchange are 
valued. The Tipping the Social Learning Scale project, 
who worked with women in the coastal towns expressed 
this as follows: “Breaking isolation and silence requires 
the creation of safe spaces, that accommodate diverse 
forms of expression (story circles, visual art, creative 
verse, mapping etc.).”

In this regard, all the research projects encouraged 
various forms of multimodal expression, including 
poetry, photography, illustrations, digital and analogue 
storytelling and formal academic writing.

https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/citizen-sciences-generating-geostories-as-epistemic-maps/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
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First We Eat
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3

TRANSFORMING EDUCATION  
FOR SUSTAINABLE FUTURES IN  
SOUTH AFRICA

3.1  Understanding the concepts in 
the South African Context

In South Africa, TESF was grouped into two separate 
concepts which were transforming education and 
sustainable futures. The South African Hub projects 
looked at these two concepts separately and answered 
what the projects understood by the concept of 
transforming education in South Africa. Questions which 
came from the collective discussions during South 
Africa Hub workshops and the national conference with 
all 14 projects present included: could transforming 
education be aligned to the structural transformations, 
the education system, the way education is regarded 
(mostly as f ormal) in the country or could it be the 
strategies used to implement education programmes?

In this discussion, most projects pointed out that when 
we speak of transforming education, we also need 
to think of changing education into a more inclusive 
process that incorporates the issues of culture, 
race, gender, tribalism inequalities, which when not 
addressed may result in activism/action from the public 
communities who feel marginalised and are experiencing 
these effects.

The process of transformation includes understanding 
people’s lived experiences and histories and should 
incorporate knowledge from the communities and 
combine the intellectual and emotional aspects in 
the process. As collectively perceived by the South 
African Hub projects during discussions at our national 
gatherings, the process of transforming education 
should also include the respect for human rights and 
equal distribution of resources in both the formal and 
informal education arena which helps in navigating the 
social tension which was evident in most projects in the 
South African Hub.

“Education is either a 
revolutionary concept 
or an oppression in the 
system, but only those  
who can learn, unlearn, 
and relearn will survive!! 
As the community we  
need to work together  
for our better tomorrow. 
And never give in or 
 give up.”  
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The empowerment of individual people and communities 
to recognise agency (own agency) and the co-creation of 
knowledge which is shown through a changed dynamic 
of research is another important aspect. Similarly, the 
recognition of the contextual relevance of knowledge 
is very important in realising the best in the concept of 
transforming education and it has to follow a circular 
process of continual re-examination and revisiting 
effective communication (in-person, virtual, collective), 
building a fertile foundation where organic learning 
can take place, intentional and inclusive community 
education, formal education which also includes the 
development of new and inclusive curriculum which 
is accredited and can set a framework for reimagining 
transformative education.

Education can also be transformed by including 
learning through extracurricular activities and learning 
through engagement. This is also evident in the way the 
Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods project conducted their 
research which is noted in their end-of-project report:

“Apart from teaching them skills around growing food 
which can set them on a path of lifelong learning, it 
has been documented that the integration of food 
gardening into the school curriculum can teach learners 
about caring for their environment and also about the 
various biological processes that occur (at its simplest 
level, water and carbon dioxide being converted to 
carbohydrates through interaction with sunlight). Action 
learning through activities such as gardening is said to 

provide the opportunity for abstract concepts taught 
in school lessons to become embedded in the mind 
through understanding how such systems operate in 
practice.”

In addition, the second concept of sustainable futures 
was approached with the perspective of what individual 
projects imagined a sustainable future to look like, what 
needed to be done to achieve this and what could hinder 
us (as a nation) from achieving this sustainable future. 
Further, another question in this regard was posed: 
“Could transforming (changing) the way education is 
regarded in different contexts help the communities to 
achieve a sustainable future?” To respond to the above-
mentioned questions, some discussions with project 
teams were probed and responses included imagining 
a sustainable future as a green planet future with 
individuals living in it being able to manage its limited 
resources and complexities in an inclusive and respectful 
manner and coming up with the ever-changing solutions 
to the challenges in education. Thus, a sustainable 
future should be able to:

i.	 address issues on building capacity

ii.	 evolve with the evolving world (spiral metaphor)

iii.	 have ‘future proof’ lives where there is re-skilling 
and re-imaging food security by people for people 
through nurturing innovation and entrepreneurship

iv.	 stand as a crisis harbinger of new opportunities and 
innovate beyond the status quo

TESF National Conference

https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
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v.	 acknowledge differences between people (diversity) 
and allow working together for the common good 
instead of side-lining or discriminating against, thus 
it draws people closer.

Therefore, the understanding of TESF in South Africa 
was received by the projects as a process of organising 
and collating information, developing materials together, 
embracing diversity and preparing for a constantly 
changing world together, with careful attention to detail 
and allowing this to unfold as time goes by:

“Time is very important when thinking of transforming 
education for sustainable futures. Things can’t be 
rushed or put on a timeline. The best way to respond is 
slowly and carefully. This creates enthusiasm, delight, 
friendship, encouragement and growth in the process.” 
Collective hub workshop discussions

“To take time to attend to one’s personal experiences 
with their relationship to water, specifically ones’ water 
usage, and to engage in it, was and is an individual 
and collective learning that informs one’s life.” (Water 
Mapping)

Furthermore, it was perceived that the process of TESF 
requires us to embrace the need for equal ownership 
of research among project partners, anchoring the 
focus on the ‘need’ perspective of the people as well 
as the inclusion of different voices of the marginalised 
groups in the societies. No one should be left behind 
and a sustainable future should help those who feel 
marginalised to find their confidence and challenge 
cases like the one expressed in the Universities as 
Sustainable Communities report in the story ‘Am I doing 
enough’ where one student participant reflected on how 
coming from a minority ethnic group exposed him to 
early experiences of discrimination:

“Being Tsonga made me aware of social injustices. 
In most spaces, I would be treated as an outcast or 
regarded as incompetent without being given the 
platform. Experiencing tribalism led to the build-
up of my curiosity. I often asked myself. Why am I 
being treated differently? Why are the spaces around 
me unwelcoming? Do other people encounter this?” 
(Universities as Sustainable Communities)

Likewise, transforming education entails equal 
ownership of research, which includes the voice of all 
participants, voicing diversity and rethinking inclusion 
and what it looks like to all participants.

“However, one thing to note is, if transformation numbers 
increase then we need to know what those numbers are 
allowed to do.” Collective hub workshop discussions

“Ownership of research including the voice of students; 
voice to diversity and rethinking inclusion and what 
it looks like to students is very crucial when thinking 
of transforming education for sustainable futures. 
One thing to consider is if transformation numbers 
(individuals of colour in South African context) increase 
then we also need to know what those numbers 
are allowed to do.” (Universities as Sustainable 
Communities)

“True education comes from need and true learning is 
by doing and sharing. We are not mapping the water for 
Bristol but for the poor and elderly people of Cape Town.” 
(Water Mapping)

3.2  Emerging visions in TESF

The South African Hub national gatherings gave us 
ample time for collective sharing and deliberation that 
began to shape our understanding of the work that we 
have been doing together. The great diversity of projects 
and initiatives present began to slowly articulate some 
elements that their work has in common, in each case 
signalling where the edge of our collective work sits. 
Here are some generous and expansive visions emerging 
from across the projects.

The Politics of Knowledge that we are generating seeks 
to be agile enough to respond to historical exclusions 
by inviting contextually relevant and/or Afrocentric 
concepts grounded in languages that are not limited by 
English.

“... the process of TESF 
requires us to embrace 
the need for equal 
ownership of research ...” 

https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
https://tesf.network/project/universities-as-sustainable-communities/
https://tesf.network/project/universities-as-sustainable-communities/
https://tesf.network/project/universities-as-sustainable-communities/
https://tesf.network/project/water-mapping-as-community-based-activist-research-and-education-for-the-water-commons-v2/
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(Re)search within this perspective is about listening 
differently and exposing absences in ways that can 
reframe and shift our perspectives on regenerative 
cultures for sustainable futures. It is about thinking and 
doing “with” others through an ethic of wit(h)nessing. 
Research in this way is bridge-building and boundary 
crossing. It looks to foster vital spaces for emergence in 
times of increasing emergency.

The vision of Education emerging seeks to move us 
from education as a process of acculturation led by key 
concepts and processes that are privileged by the status 
quo. Questions around formal and informal processes 
of education that are transgressive are emerging where 
transgression is seen as a conduit for reclaiming, 
shifting and regenerating cultures for sustainable 
futures.

Learning entails courageous unlearning and re-learning 
beyond forms of acquisition in which there is a transfer 
of knowledge and skills towards greater participation in 
processes of expansion where we learn what is “not yet” 
there.

3.3  Key learnings in South Africa
 
The process of TESF in South Africa was understood by 
researchers and participants as changing the education 
system into a more inclusive and safer environment 
which incorporates different cultures, Indigenous 
languages, marginalised groups in society, race and 
gender. There is a need for the inclusion of community 

voices. A sustainable future may also refer to the effort 
put in by individuals regarding the management of 
complexities to deal with our limited resources and 
holding onto the aspect of achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Some of the key learnings from the 
14 projects in South Africa are highlighted below.

3.3.1  Co-creation of knowledge and the 
process of co-engagement

Co-creation of knowledge can be defined as producing 
knowledge together, learning from each other and 
valuing what all members involved in the project can 
bring to the project goals. This involves collaborations 
– creating partnerships within projects and learning 
from the collective expertise and experiences which 
may add value to the knowledge sphere. This may also 
mean that the people who produce the knowledge also 
have ownership rights to the knowledge that is created. 
This is very crucial for South Africa as the country 
moves towards TESF as learning together (inclusion 
and involvement) helps cement relationships, enhances 
trust, manages tensions and establishes confidence 
within collaborations and creates sustainable and long-
lasting partnerships. Thus, in South Africa, our findings 
have shown that the co-creation of knowledge is not 
something that you can talk about in a romanticised way 
considering the way that most projects have navigated 
the paths of injustices, inequalities, poverty and 
exclusion and brought together people with such diverse 
experiences and histories of pain (due to inequality and 
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injustice), unemployment, poverty and marginalisation.

Some projects in South Africa adopted the knowledge 
co-creation approach from the beginning of the project. 
For example, the Collective Community-level Economic 
Solutions project indicated in their end-of-project report 
that:

The project adopted an approach of knowledge 
co-creation from the onset, which is already the 
result of collaboration of partner organisations and 
youth participants in the project implementation. 
In addition to the initial participants, being civil 
society organisations in Makhanda, an important 
partner for us was the traditional beneficiaries 
of these organisations, namely the economically 
marginalised youth who have either matriculated 
from high school and/or tertiary institutions, may 
have participated in programmes offered by our 
partner organisations, and are largely unemployed or 
income-insecure.

Furthermore, projects in South Africa have also 
embraced the fact that not everyone is knowledgeable 
about everything and therefore have allowed the process 
of integrating different knowledge from participants 
within groups, including and valuing the use of 
Indigenous knowledge within the research. The Learning 
Seeds Network project noted that “Through our work 
together, we learnt so much from one another. We became 
more honest with each other, and braver in our approaches 

to power, voice, and experimentation along the journey.” 
(Learning Seeds Network)

Similarly, the Water Mapping project also noted in 
their end-of-project report that “through co-creating, 
implementing and reflecting on a common activity, 
community education spaces can be strengthened through 
a combination of relationship strengthening, capacity 
development, and sense making that is grounded in 
concrete ‘livid’ experience. People build relationships and 
can learn together.”  Furthermore, women participants in 
the project Tipping the Social Learning Scale also noted 
themselves as knowledge co-creators as they said, “We 
now embrace ourselves as not only knowledge holders 
and knowledge bearers, but also knowledge creators.”

There are multiple impacts of mining on women in 
landlocked and coastal communities including social, 
political, economic, spiritual and environmental 
impacts. Women’s voices are largely excluded from 
decision-making processes that affect their livelihoods 
and quality of life. This includes a lack of access to 
information and adequate benefits from the social labour 
plans of existing mining operations. The consultation 
processes concerning prospective mining applications 
are inadequate, and women do not feel well-prepared to 
engage in public participation meetings which are poorly 
set up and often poorly advertised and biased towards 
mine bosses. Women who live in mining communities 
are blocked from opportunities. ( )

Tipping the Social Learning Scale

https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/reimagining-greater-muizenberg-nurturing-seeds-of-transgressive-learning/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
https://tesf.network/project/tipping-the-social-learning-scale-in-favour-of-sustainable-land-justice-for-women-who-are-land-dispossessed-and-those-from-mining-towns/
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Also, the GeoStories as Epistemic Maps project invited 
their research collaborators to join the project as ”co-
experts, recognising that while the research team brought 
research knowledge and skills to the project, each other 
collaborator brought their own forms of expertise to the 
shared work.” In this project, knowledge co-creation was 
highlighted as demonstrating a knowledge-rich form 
of participatory democracy and collaborative decision-
making.

“…when we explain these kinds of different types of 
knowledge is something that we are now going to 
build on even if we’re not working in the Mpophomeni 
community but working in another catchment or in 
another community.... So it’s something that now we can 
tend to identify, before working with the people, in terms 
of what kind of knowledge that we can use in terms of 
like, working with Mpophomeni people around that are 
learning together.” (GeoStories as Epistemic Maps)

The conceptual frameworks of participatory governance 
and ecologies of knowledges unlocked a way of (re)
stor(y)ing their projects knowledge work. ‘Participatory 
governance’ provided a dramatic conceptual shift in all 
three projects, as they were able to reframe their project 
activities from a softer concept of volunteerism towards 
a more structured and politically present notion of 
‘participatory governance’. This impacted the language 
of self-description in all three projects, including the 
government project which integrated the terminology 
into their strategic planning and their project reporting 
structures. (GeoStories as Epistemic Maps)

The question of epistemic injustice and the coloniality 
of knowledge is very real and in South Africa, the 
creative ways that projects have implemented showing 
the different epistemologies of learning through 
drama, music, art, photography, GeoStories and with 
communities showed the power of the co-creation 
methodology. This is noted in the GeoStories as 
Epistemic Maps project where learning was expressed 
within the project teams and some participants 
appreciated this learning:

As an individual, I benefited a lot working on the 
GeoStory. Firstly, it opened up doors for me to learn 
new skills … we had to learn how to take proper 
photos, to do videos, putting things together and 
also got to meet other people, like from the other two 
projects … sharing and learning from them, it was a 
great experience.

The GeoStory methodology was similarly designed to 
enable self-representation in a range of formats, and 
importantly, facilitated the co-representation of diverse 
forms of expertise simultaneously, without resorting to 
one formulation of legitimacy to warrant other forms 
of expertise (e.g. providing scientific accounts and 
explanations for the self-representations of diverse 
experts and their knowledge contributions). Instead, 
the research team worked to articulate the bases of 
legitimation that various co-experts were drawing 
on, and to make this visible to both the project teams 
and within the knowledge community more broadly. 
(GeoStories as Epistemic Maps)

The purpose of knowledge production activities was 
to generate collaborative benefit to all parties in the 
research community, establishing members of the 
research community as co-experts, and recognising the 
distribution of priorities and knowledge needs across 
the project teams. This approach practically enacted 
a re-distribution of epistemic, economic and political 
powers across the group and maintained the purpose 
of collaborative work as a shared project with shared 
benefits that became tangible within the lifespan of the 
project. (GeoStories as Epistemic Maps)

This is also mostly seen in food gardening work with 
people who had a lot of practical knowledge and 
experience of food gardens as highlighted in the theme 
on Agriculture, food and livelihoods. Bringing these 
knowledges together is also a way to mobilise these 
different voices effectively which can also speak to 
policy. Crucial examples leading to co-creation of 
knowledge include the projects on food gardening 
in schools, with some adding the aspect of music in 
the form of choir songs for children and communities 
to learn about issues related to agriculture and the 
environment (Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods).

This project (Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods) has 
also highlighted the importance of school gardening as 
a tool to disseminate knowledge to the communities 
as parents of the learners were also involved in the 
learning of producing food and supporting sustainable 
livelihoods within the community.

Another example of co-creation of knowledge is 
highlighted in the project Healing is in the Pot where the 
project leads participants to work together to produce 
a nutritional recipe book “Healing is in the Pot Recipe 
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Book.” The participants were involved in the creation of 
certain recipes which were meaningful to them and as 
a group, they would try them out regularly until they felt 
the recipes were good enough with the right nutritional 
content to be implemented. With this working together 
and valuing each other’s contributions, the project 
managed to produce the recipe book which also has 
recipes for Indigenous foods that were shared at the hub 
level. One of the recipes for a ‘bean burger’ was served 
for lunch at a TESF South Africa national conference at a 
hotel in Cape Town and received good reviews as it was 
enjoyed by most of the people at the conference.

“...through a collaborative and transformative education 
process, embracing Active Learning and coming from 
an ‘open to anything and everything’ approach results in 
transformative learning.” (Healing is in the Pot)

Through processes of knowledge co-creation, an 
underlying principle in the research projects and the 
understanding of these matters of concern invariably 
expanded. This appears to have happened across 
various axes, such as self-reflexivity. Some participants 
acknowledged the way their projects were conducted 
and how they were also regarded as researchers in the 

project, as much as the official ‘research team’ were:

“I thought there would be tutors teaching us in 
classrooms and maybe exams or tests to write about 
what we learned. It was not like that, it was like a family 
meeting – talking about things you want to understand, 
there was no pressure, it was a relief. It was giving and 
getting.” (Healing is in the Pot)

“This was a learning journey of unlearning, re-learning 
and challenging the status quo in terms of the food 
and climate link. I was expecting it to be a really boring 
academic thing. But for me it was so practical, so 
interesting seeing the recipes come to life, getting 
feedback from the other research participants on how 
they managed to switch this with that.” (Healing is in the 
Pot)

“Women expanded their understanding of their own 
context. They saw themselves as knowledge creators 
instead of only knowledge bearers and knowledge 
givers” (Tipping the Social Learning Scale)
 
Often, co-creation of knowledge was through interaction 
with others who had the same concerns as was noted 

Healing is in the Pot
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in the report by the Reframing Climate Messaging for 
Mobilising Youth in Cape Town project:

“…in workshop 3, an organiser from an informal 
settlement asked an organiser from a different informal 
settlement how they dealt with their grey water. Not only 
did this conversation establish common experiences 
across the city but it also brought to the attention of all 
organiser-researchers the additional task of grey water 
disposal required by those living in informal settlements 
– a theme that recurred as we investigated water use 
and how it changes based on context.” (Reframing 
Climate Messaging for Mobilising Youth in Cape Town )

More elaborated evidence on the food gardens work 
and methods of knowledge co-creation will be written 
in different publications with the abstracts shown in the 
links below.

	• Food gardens
	• Methods on knowledge co-production

3.3.2  Learning together and co-ownership 
of research

One of the challenges that was experienced with projects 
in South Africa was ensuring that everyone felt they 
owned the project, as project participants initially felt left 
out with the PIs appearing as if they owned the projects. 
Participants were finding it difficult to fully participate 
and contribute some ideas for the projects because they 
felt like they did not initiate the project idea and regarded 
themselves as ‘guests’ in the process of doing the 
project. This was mostly seen in projects where diverse 
groups were trying to work together but with differences 
in terms of race and economic class. For example, the 
Learning Seeds Network project (showing up is a miracle 
itself by the Learning seeds) showed such kind of 
tension due to the racial differences and inequalities.

“Of course there is inequality and historical divides, 
SA is the most divided and unequal nation in 
the world when it comes to resources, economy, 
because of a historical backdrop of oppression, 
which has been carried out from generation to 
generation. Since forever. And there’s a lot of things 
that cause it and there’s a lot of things that we can 
do to change it.” (Learning Seeds Network)

Therefore, the transformation concept of working 

together and co-ownership of the project came through 
many researchers’ reflections as they tried to answer 
some difficult questions such as, ‘What does it mean 
to co-own a project between researcher, participants 
and all stakeholders involved?’ ‘What does it mean to 
work together? ‘Does it mean we have to go back to 
the drawing board and start together to conceptualise 
the project?’ Through these reflections, many of our 
researchers acknowledged the mistake they had 
made especially when inviting other groups including 
participants to a well-conceptualised project which had 
to address their challenges, without them expressing 
their own lived experiences and what they value most 
as challenges. Projects learnt to involve all stakeholders 
in project running and had discussions – and although 
some maintained things the way they were, they 
operated differently with all parties’ voices being heard. 
In this way, learning was not imposed on the participants 
but all ideas and everything happening in the projects 
were open. The participants were not told to do things 
or informed on how they should participate but would 
also initiate some learning themselves and suggest the 
approaches used in the projects. Therefore, researchers 
would also learn from the participants and vice-versa 
and knowledge was co-created between the two groups 
as the participants felt that they also had a huge part 
in the projects. The decision was also made between 
all the partnerships that the knowledge created was 
a product of all those involved, thus promoting the 
co-ownership of knowledge. Some of the projects 
reflections are shown below:

“The way we start our work together matters. It impacts 
on how we understand its purpose, who influences its 
direction, its culture, who feels ownership.” (Learning 
Seeds Network)

“Education is either a revolutionary concept or an 
oppression in the system, but only those who can learn, 
unlearn, and relearn will survive!! As a community we 
need to work together for our better tomorrow. And never 
give in or give up.” (Learning Seeds Network)

“We chose to bring together a team of people who would 
like to learn more, share Indigenous knowledge and 
experiences, explore new tastes, live healthier lives and 
who care about the problems our planet is facing. As 
such a very diverse and interesting group of participants 
from students to teachers, community workers, food 
entrepreneurs and project managers have been brought 
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together for what has been a very rich and meaningful 
learning experience for all.” (Healing is in the Pot)

“For me, I think it was more like learning together and 
also helping us to identify what kind of approaches that 
we use in our project. So, for example, we sometimes 
extend or write things down in terms of how we do 
things. And then maybe you’re sharing identify that, oh, 
this is associated knowledge, they need to explain it to 
us. And then we’ll agree or disagree.” (GeoStories as 
Epistemic Maps)

“Sustainable food choices for climate action was one 
of the first things we looked at and what everyone 
understood by Climate Change. Through exploring and 
reframing climate messaging, we wanted to be able to 
use what we had co-created in this project so that it can 
be used within the work that we’re doing at Project 90 
by 2030 with our youth plan of leadership programme. 
Trust, transparency and resources were just some of 
the things that we used to build the ecosystem and the 
conditions for the server to deploy as freely as possible.” 
(Reframing Climate Messaging for Mobilising Youth in 
Cape Town)

“While we stuck with this, the methodology evolved over 
the span of the project. Another proposed methodology 
was to collaborate on the development of materials on 
climate justice, incorporating dialogues and learning 
sessions that build knowledge and ensure clearer 
understanding of the topics identified (intersectional 
and Indigenous knowledge based).” (Reframing Climate 
Messaging for Mobilising Youth in Cape Town)

The issue of using a language that is understood by all 
the participants in the project was also highlighted in 
many South African Hub projects as crucial, especially 
when creating safe spaces of learning together so that 
no one is left behind.

“One of the main benefits of having certain sessions 
given in isiZulu, and discussions, was that the 
descriptive isiZulu language was made more front and 
central, which meant that people learned more about 
the origins of words and concepts. This was beneficial 
and interesting to English speakers whose language 
is not so descriptive and created a new appreciation 
for the understanding of concepts from an AmaZulu 
perspective.” (Healing is in the Pot)

“Challenges have included language use when running 
youth workshops, particularly cognisance around 
using research jargon, which initially compromised full 
participation in the process. We experienced participant 
dropout as a result, and therefore a considerable gap 
between workshops. The subsequent youth research 
workshop was made to be more practical and included 
contextually relevant examples of research, ethics 
and fieldwork. In particular, we went on to use simpler 
language, with examples from everyday life, and also 
used ‘role plays’ in particular, to help the youth better 
understand their role in conducting research interviews 
and focus group discussions.” (Collective Community-
level Economic Solutions)

“... for the researchers, the interaction with the youth in 
their mother tongue revealed the importance of taking 
into cognisance the reality that African languages 
were a subject of epistemicides. Interacting with the 
participants in their mother tongue or language of 
preference boosted their confidence, validated them 
and their issues and motivated their participation.” 
(Collective Community-level Economic Solutions)

However, in some projects, it was pointed out that 
language, especially the use of English only became a 
barrier for other participants to voice their contributions 
in the projects:

“Challenges have 
included language use 
when running youth 
workshops, particularly 
cognisance around using 
research jargon, which 
initially compromised 
full participation in the 
process.” 
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“The violences of language: We experienced just how 
much language matters, and how using big academic 
words in our planning sessions, TESF Hub meetings, 
project summary documents. … Using Very Big Words 
created confusion about our purpose and made many 
people feel small and of no value. … Academic language 
makes me feel like my voice doesn’t count. English 
was the assumed main language of communication 
throughout the project. Only very rarely did people bring 
other mother tongues into the work space.” (Learning 
Seeds Network)

“Language will always be a barrier, I don’t think I 
personally will be able to learn a new language and 
I think this is the same for some other comrades, 
however organising comes with a language of its own, 
understanding someone’s pain when they talk about 
their issues and being able to relate to that no matter 
what language its being said in is absolutely amazing. 
There are comrades that only understand a little bit of 
English, others know no Afrikaans or isiXhosa, but this 
did not stop comrades from giving advice or sharing 
translated advice and then sharing gratitude through 
hugs and handshakes. I’ve seen this happen over and 
over again.” (Water Mapping)

“Those big words used become a foreign language. 
It’s like, they don’t understand not because they don’t 
understand English, but then the level of English that is 
being used. It’s what made them confused, you know, 
and I think some even complained, when they came 
here, they didn’t feel like they have much to say, because 
of the words that came from other people, they kind 
of undermine themselves: If I say something, would it 
be useful to those people using big words, or I will be 
just making a clown of myself? Maybe the researchers 
should find a simpler way that could be understandable 
to those people who are not familiar with it, to bring 
them on board. Maybe find people like me, according to 
my own understanding of the research purposes, to say 
we’re doing a research.” (Learning Seeds Network)

3.3.3  Foregrounding and inclusion of 
marginalised voices through use of 
metaphors/drawings/pictures 

The use of metaphors has become an apparent learning 
tool in some of the South African projects. This is 
mostly evident in the Makhanda Ngoku! project, where 

the project partly responded to the feeling of alienation 
which young people felt in the conversation about land 
or land restitution which had recently dominated South 
Africa’s public discourse. This discourse in the post-
apartheid democratic dispensation resurfaced partly as 
a concern about the unaddressed long and unjust land 
dispossession through colonialism and apartheid. The 
project created a safe space where that agency was 
exercised by the young people who joined the project as 
co-conspirators and it sought to amplify their voices as 
they learnt about decoloniality and sustainable cities, 
particularly Makhanda as a sustainable city. The project 
used different methods to create this conversation for 
the youth to learn about the history of the town, which is 
not found in the history books that are used in schools. 
It also used the figure of Makhanda Nxele (a former 
black leader murdered during apartheid) as a metaphor 
of black resistance and how Africans negotiated change. 
The project also used some decolonial approaches, 
without announcing them in that way, and art-based 
methodologies that pushed the participants to think 
side-ways and to centre Indigenous knowledges that 
are on the periphery and that which is overlooked 
such as oral histories through grandparents. This 
project attracted a number of learners, with about 200 
learners putting in applications to participate in the 
project, although the project only had a budget for 30 
participants. However, the average consistent number 
of the participants attending the workshops was said 
to be 25 and the project team reported at the end of the 
project report that these learners showed the utmost 
commitment and a deep connection to the project.

“This project was very important in learning about 
Indigenous knowledge and the history of the place as 
most of the youth had no clue about the history of the 
town called Makhanda, how it was constituted, and the 
violence and resistance that informed the process. Most 
young people were so removed from the conversations 
of addressing the past injustices and had no idea 
who Makhanda was and his significance.” (Makhanda 
Ngoku!)

“We had asked the group of people that we were working 
with at that school to do these metaphor drawings 
around what sustainability meant for them. One of the 
drawings had a map of Africa with an eraser and a part 
of Africa sort of erased. So there was an interesting 
conversation around this drawing and what it actually 
meant. Remember, Africa as a continent was divided 
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up in colonial times, it’s not the division that people 
thought about or maybe there was no division at all. 
But then now we are all divided into all these pockets. 
And that erasure part was around the de-coloniality. It’s 
about what is it that needs to go away? What is it that 
we need to work beyond and underneath that we cannot 
directly see? It was a very interesting conversation to 
have around sustaining sustainability because at the 
heart of these divisions, what is there for us (as black 
people)? So very beautiful conversations that happened 
through those metaphor drawings, which also had some 
dots that we are harnessing our own sustainability.” 
(Makhanda Ngoku!)

Furthermore, the Healing is in the Pot project also made 
use of language metaphors as a way of learning about 
Indigenous knowledge. This created safe spaces for 
the diverse group of people who were also speaking 
different languages to engage in the creation of different 
recipes without the fear of being judged. The project 
used a heritage lens in every session they ran, and this 
helped to decolonise the classic research approach to 
one that was open to all, multi-directional and multi-
viewed, non-extractive with a willingness to participate 
and inclusivity of all voices. Thus, this project also 
addressed the issue of power dynamics that are usually 
encountered in many Eurocentric research projects 

which often subvert and undermine local knowledge and 
experiences. The incorporation of inputs on Indigenous 
diets in the project led to the following conclusions:
 
“This project was not only about us gaining learning 
from the project but about what we could also bring to 
the project.”

“Many good health practices of Indigenous people in 
South Africa were dismissed and erased by colonialism. 
With the global shift to a faster, more convenient diet, 
we have lost many of the connections that have made 
food production and mealtimes central to the human 
community for centuries.”

Furthermore, the project also managed to improve the 
health of some of the participants and their households 
through consuming plant-based and nutrient-rich 
Indigenous foods. One of the participants in the project 
testified that:

Since my mum has been diagnosed with cancer, 
she is eating more vegetables. My sister used to 
mix the veggies and meat together, now she serves 
them separately and half the plate is vegetables. At 
first, she said she was only doing it for me and the 
Okuphilisayo Kusembizeni project, but now she is 
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doing it automatically. We eat much more sorghum, 
which makes my mum so happy because she grew 
up with it and has not had it for a long time.

Similarly, the Reframing Climate Messaging for 
Mobilising Youth in Cape Town project also embraced 
the importance of including Indigenous knowledge in 
their project as they noted that, “As Africans, we can 
learn to capture our own history and our own selves, and 
then write it on our own.”

Some projects in South Africa used pictures as a 
metaphor for learning through reflections, and this 
became a methodology for the projects. For example, the 
emphasis was on the practice and the theme of space 
making and reclaiming space, and locating differences 
among groups using an artistic intervention strategy to 
learn about history and let participants’ voices be heard.

“This workshop invited co-creators to think about being 
and belonging through new inventions and imaginations 
of photo lens devices that respond to the current 
discourse of land in South Africa. … we collectively took 
stock of where we come from by showing complexities, 
harms, and burdens of many years of the colonial 
practices of documenting the space and place that is 
Makhanda by using camera obscura, pinhole, and digital 
photography exhibition display.” (Makhanda Ngoku!)

“So, we wanted to come with our angle of knowledge 
co-creation in the intention of having a shared space 
where women needed support in finding their voice 
and in transitioning from regarding researchers as the 
knowledge holders or knowledge bearers to regard both 
groups as knowledge creators. The conceptualisation of 
the research process and agenda was built in a capacity 
mobilisation process where training was initiated which 
emphasised the issue of transparency and trust, which 
is the only way of establishing meaningful relationships 
or the momentum of the built relationships.” (Tipping the 
Social Learning Scale)

“Women expanded their understanding of their own 
context. They saw themselves as knowledge creators 
instead of only knowledge bearers and knowledge 
givers. The team had the skills to translate the training 
into the local language (Afrikaans) and this became a 
crucial part of the project’s legacy reality of co-created 
knowledge production.” (Tipping the Social Learning 
Scale)

The South Africa Hub projects also addressed the 
inclusion of marginalised groups and communities in 
different ways. For example, the challenge of youth 
unemployment in Makhanda and fighting youth 
unemployment through partnerships (universities, NGOs 
and youth groups) involved holding different spaces 
and identities in addressing the challenge of having a 
conversation that involved many fears. This multiplicity 
of meanings in terms of holding the space so that the 
youths would feel empowered enough to be able to 
contribute to this problem of unemployment was crucial 
as this is a huge community concern in Makhanda. 
Strong engagement with stakeholders was reflected 
in the nature of the stakeholders-youth partnerships 
which involved the youth group – for the young people 
this was a very personal thing; they were passionate 
with the desire to be heard and understood based on 
their personal experiences of being unemployed and 
their challenges of navigating their real-world situation. 
The civil society that was involved also attempted to 
address this issue of unemployment, following what the 
youth had perceived to be “their own way” of solving this 
challenge. The partnership also involved government 
representatives who were also able to participate in the 
processes of addressing these challenges and the role 
of the university in creating engagement and strong links 
with the community. These partnerships set the level of 
influence for each stakeholder who worked together to 
find solutions to the challenge of youth unemployment 
through space attention, and speaking and listening to 
each other.

“The TESF project gave possibilities in leveraging multi-
stakeholder action to address youth unemployment 
in cities especially in Makhanda, which might be 
dysfunctional in many ways that are well recorded or 
even not in the media, from the current municipality 
to the high unemployment rates which have been 
heightened by the COVID-19 pandemic. The one thing 
that came out clearly in the project is communities that 
were willing to come together, communities that cared 
for each other and took care of each other. So the project 
was built on that strength and the main drivers to this 
success being strong partnerships and participation 
of all stakeholders, including the youths.” (Collective 
Community-level Economic Solutions)

“For young people to have a sense of agency it is 
important that they are given the space to work things 
out themselves, to find their voice to ask for support and 
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receive guidance that has no agenda other than to assist 
them in finding their own solutions to move forwards.” 
(Reframing Climate Messaging for Mobilising Youth in 
Cape Town)

Foregrounding marginalised voices was also central to 
the Uncanny Lore project:

Foregrounding marginalised voices was central to 
this project from the start and grew more important 
as the research developed. We were working within 
the context of legal pluralism, trying to move beyond 
Roman/Dutch or Common Law frameworks, which 
have historically been used to exclude Indigenous 
communities. This exclusion remains a major 
aspect of the judicial system, where customary law 
is disregarded. By foregrounding the importance 
of customary law, we have tried to bring these 
marginalised voices strongly into the debate.

The relationships between the land, people and objects 
emerged strongly using photography, and this in turn 
opened up interesting discussions about the relationality 
that is unfolding on the land, which is often what is trying to 
be conveyed in ancestral land rights claims. Photography, 
as a creative practice, played a really important role in that 
it allowed the women to speak through their portraits; it 

allowed these objects to speak in a manner that a lawyer is 
not able to do through their own practice, their own use of 
language, informed by the legal education that they had. 
By working with a very different approach to research, 
including photography as a creative practice, we were 
able to enter some of these complexities and represent 
them visually. The photographs of dances at night and 
rituals capture these other worldviews, often as if the 
ancestors are there – a part of the land and the world. 
The role of ancestors and spirituality is something deeply 
important to an understanding of customary and living 
law and is often very hard to represent. The images we 
were able to create through this mode of research convey 
that spirituality and its importance, which is something 
that cannot be grasped with the rational mind; after all, 
law is not something that is purely rational and reasoned, 
law is living and also mystical (Uncanny Lore).

It has been noted in the hub projects that full 
participation in the research projects is needed for the 
research to flourish, from inception to implementation 
and during the project life. We have learnt from the South 
African projects that participation does not mean just 
showing up, sitting and listening to others’ views, but 
also surfacing the voices of the participants as they 
are the ones able to share their experiences – they are 
being directly affected by different societal problems, 
especially unemployment, poverty, food insecurity, lack 
of access to water and marginalisation. For example, in 
the Tipping the Social Learning Scale project report, two 
participants expressed themselves saying, “I gained inner 
confidence and found my inner voice. I never felt able and 
confident enough to speak in front of people, but now I am 

“For young people to 
have a sense of agency 
it is important that 
they are given the space 
to work things out 
themselves, to find their 
voice...” 
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not scared anymore” and, “In our communities, women 
learned to stand up and reclaim our voices and with the 
information we received, we were prepared to attend the 
environmental feasibility meetings and could stand up 
and say NO to the mining as it had never benefited us in 
Olifantsriver, instead it impacted us negatively.” Thus, 
this project managed to achieve one of their project’s 
objectives which was to surface the voices of the 
marginalised women:

We wanted to hear the voices of the women and 
there has been studies of women and mining but 
this time we were doing it in a co-creative way 
where the women were there every step of the way, 
speaking their own language in their own tongue 
and in their own conception. (Tipping the Social 
Learning Scale)

Similarly, the success of the citizens science project on 
GeoStories was mainly due to giving the participants 
the space to express their views in the workshops and 
meetings:

The collaborative co-definition of GeoStories was 
difficult in that teams were not used to being given 
voice and space to integrate their own priorities 
into research work. Teams were pushed into an 
uncomfortable space of cognitive dissonance 
that left them feeling disoriented about what was 
required of them, and whether what they were 
doing was ‘right’, and it took more than half the 
project period for them to feel comfortable in taking 
the GeoStories forward in their own terms, and 
by centring their own priorities. (GeoStories as 
Epistemic Maps)

Most importantly, the Collective Community-level 
Economic Solutions project discussed that inclusion of 
marginalised groups in the societies can be achieved 
once we consider “accountable leadership”, which 
should address the real situations in the South African 
landscape. For example, the abuse of power from the 
leaders where those in power (leaders) take decisions 
without consulting people (who are experiencing the 
challenges) and escalate corruption behind closed 
doors. This mostly affects the youth, especially the 
girl child who is also affected by the bigger factor of 
competing in a male-dominated society where men will 
ask for sexual favours – this power dynamic negates the 
equality they are seeking.

“An ideal situation is whereby we have leaders who 
follow laws and regulations, bottom-up approach to 
leadership, nothing done by leadership in secret, which 
is people-centred approach, producing objective and 
inclusive spaces for minority and marginalised groups, 
job shadowing and volunteering skills or return agency 
to look at markets. However, accountability starts with 
us.” (Collective Community-level Economic Solutions)

Lastly, the Uncanny Lore project emphasised the 
importance of using Amphitheatre as one significant 
method emerging from the South African context:

Complex problems in unequal societies require 
careful yet rigorous explorations of different ways 
of knowing, being and during political debates are 
polarised and filled with judgements and entitled 
livelihoods and marginalised voices are often 
ignored. Amphitheatre is one such method emerging 
from the South African context which helps with 
innovative ways of constructing social spaces 
for equitable public dialogue as it can facilitate 
multiple forms of listening to and sharing knowledge 
across diverse bundles and it offers a new form of 
participatory justice in decision making, meaning 
making and solidarity building across societal 
spheres. (Uncanny Lore)
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3.3.4  Art, music (choir) and drama as a 
methodology for creating learning spaces

AArt-based methods have been noted as a crucial 
pathway to learning in South Africa. Several projects 
used art in the form of music, drama and photography 
to advance learning in schools and communities. For 
example, the Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods project 
noted that rural schools in South Africa face multiple 
challenges in providing learners (especially if they come 
from communities that are characterised by poverty, 
food insecurity, and unemployment) with the diverse 
skills and sufficient experiential learning required 
for them to advance effectively in modern society. 
There is clear evidence in the literature and among 
educators that children learn through music and song 
and the project used children’s choirs to provide an 
excellent platform for psychotherapy, joyful learning, 
improving literacy levels, facilitating peer support, 
and learning and community engagement. They also 
used food gardens that make use of the principles of 
regenerative agriculture as another mechanism for 
learning and understanding the environment around 
them and human-nature interactions, apart from 
teaching and learning about nutrition and sustainability 
in the classroom. Learning through songs and food 
gardening drama activities equipped the learners with 
the skills on growing food, compost/organic fertilisers 
and irrigation which can set them on a path of lifelong 
learning. Furthermore, the project has also learnt that 
integration of food gardening activities, choir and drama 
(action learning) into the school curriculum can teach 
learners about caring for their environment – this was 
seen to have helped children develop soft skills such 
as communication, confidence, punctuality, decision-
making and systems thinking which are not easily 
developed within the traditional classroom setting. 
Furthermore, the project team noted that the inclusion 
of regenerative agricultural principles improved the 
perceptions of agriculture and the environment, with 
potential spillover of the learning from the schools into 
the respective communities and beyond.
“Using the performing arts, which is visual media 
and music and innovative approaches of furthering 
education development skills in kindling a passion for 
regenerative agriculture and sustainable development 
within schools and the project community is crucial. 
We let the kids feel free to talk to us, and in whatever 
language they want although they insist on speaking in 
English. It could not be seen as a huge achievement on 

its own if you look at it, but this is a point of high level of 
confidence because it’s not that they are good with the 
language yet.” (Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods)

“This is what we also hear from the teachers themselves 
and some of the things that came out were ‘why is 
someone important to you?’, and they say, ‘Well, if you 
sing a song, you can capture experiences, emotions 
and things like that, and you can remember’. This is 
something that came up especially when they were 
starting to compose songs apart from what they did in 
the garden together as a team.” (Agriculture, Arts and 
Livelihoods)

The Uncanny Lore project also emphasised the use of 
art-based methods for learning. For example, the project 
used public storytelling methodologies and creative 
exhibitions. The co-developed stories of photography 
and storytelling methods of data collection and analysis 
which ranged from shared storytelling and undertaking 
chores together, to photographic documentation and 
collaborative portraiture and recording of materials used 
in the production of tools, to participating in community 
healing dances, helped to bring in transgressive 
conversations with the dominant legal system.

Similarly, the Reframing Climate Messaging for 
Mobilising Youth in Cape Town project also found the 
use of art more beneficial which engaged young people 
in their project.

In our research we have found a huge importance 
to utilise the arts to engage, as well as creating 
opportunities to cultivate the arts as a platform for 
young people to express themselves and share their 
understanding of climate justice issues with others. 
Using art to be at the forefront of how Afrocentric 
ideas can form. For example, use paintings to tell 
stories, dancing, use poetry, use that platform to 
tell their stories and about their livelihoods. All art 
is important’, it is a powerful tool for information 
sharing and even more for today’s society because 
there is so much to unpack. (Reframing Climate 
Messaging for Mobilising Youth in Cape Town)
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Collective Community-level Economic Solutions

Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods

Reframing Climate Messaging for Mobilising Youth in Cape Town Water Mapping

 Makhanda Ngoku!

https://tesf.network/project/developing-a-framework-for-collective-community-level-economic-solutions-that-result-in-sustainable-livelihoods-for-young-people-and-their-households-in-makhanda/
https://tesf.network/project/agriculture-arts-and-livelihoods-investigating-integrated-school-learning-approaches-for-improved-educational-and-livelihood-outcomes/
https://tesf.network/project/reframing-climate-messaging-for-mobilising-youth-in-cape-town/
https://tesf.network/project/makhanda-ngoku/


39

3.3.5  Capacity building and mobilisation 
for sustainable livelihoods: school food  
gardening projects inspiring communities

School food gardening has inspired several communities 
to participate in learning. Schools acted as a centre 
of knowledge dissemination and exchange in some 
of the South African projects. By learning through 
school activities, some community members have 
built food gardens at their homesteads using the kind 
of experiments that were implemented at the schools. 
These included creating tower gardens, using mulching 
and organic manure from livestock, and using rainwater 
harvesting and conservation techniques which were 
used at the schools.

The most amazing thing was that the communities did 
not wait to get materials to execute the food gardening 
activities but rather made use of the materials that 
were readily available at home. For example, the School 
Principals as Conduits for Sustainable Livelihoods 
reported that some older women who were community 
members adopted the gardening skills and implemented 
them at their homes. The gardens did not have all the 
fancy equipment that the schools got from donations 

and the older women involved had used sacks filled with 
soil and started their tower gardens at home in their 
own way. Therefore, the transference of learning from 
what they were doing at school (both the learners and 
community members), into their homes, is regarded in 
this project as a significant and powerful tool of learning 
where knowledge is being transferred in practice.

“There was this whole other group of community people 
that somehow organically came into the gardening 
space willingly, out of the woven wool, and without the 
idea that this was research that was happening. They 
became part of the conversation and of what we were 
doing.” (School Principals as Conduits for Sustainable 
Livelihoods)

Some old women who were community members 
adopted the gardening skill and implemented it at 
their homes. The gardens did not have all the fancy 
equipment that the schools got from somewhere 
(donations) but the old women involved had literally 
used sacks filled with soil and started their tower 
gardens at home in their own kind of way. (School 
Principals as Conduits for Sustainable Livelihoods)

Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods
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Similarly, knowledge was also transferred to other 
nearby schools that also implemented food gardens at 
their schools, using the same technique:

Surprisingly, there was one school in which the 
learners held the tower garden that they had 
physically created without their teachers. The idea 
of farming was set up from what was going on in the 
group of learners. (School Principals as Conduits for 
Sustainable Livelihoods)

This was another discovery/evidence of this 
transference of learning and how learning can expand 
outside of schools, and homeschooling becomes truly 
part of the community.

Similarly, capacity building and mobilisation was 
also evident in the First We Eat project, which sought 
to respond to the issue of childhood hunger and 
malnutrition in Makhanda. The project worked with 
15 preschool ECD centres in Makhanda East and 
collaboratively with Rhodes University, the Centre for 
Social Development, the Makana circle of unity (a civil 
society coalition) and Umthathi training which is a small 
NGO in Makhanda which has experience working in the 
community regarding permaculture practices and very 
simple but effective ways of supporting people to grow 
food.

This combination of partners is a crucial and different 
way of holding space because new partnerships, 
especially with partners who have a long history of trust, 
facilitated strong ties with the ECD teachers and easily 
penetrated into the community sphere. In this gardening 
project, the ownership was given to the participants 
(the ECD centres) as they were able to choose what 
they needed to grow at their centres considering their 
contexts, how much they needed to grow, and the help 
they needed to start the gardening work together with 
their learners. The greatest learning in this was that all 
stakeholders found that their engagements were free 
flowing and created a “nice and big web” through working 
together and creating relationships.

“If it wasn’t for this opportunity (TESF project), I would 
not have known that there was one of the communities 
that has been there and was not featuring in a lot of 
stuff (projects). I did not know it existed until it got to 
me a year and a half ago (referring to the year 2020). It 
brought light to the dark”.

The 1st We Eat project managed to build a bridge that 
entertained all the differences in the communities, the 
NGOs, civil society and the ECD centres through food 
gardens where people were advocating and making 
things happen (food production) with the help of the 
water tanks that were provided.

Similarly, capacity building was also seen in the 
Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods, Water Mapping and 
GeoStories as Epistemic Maps projects. The Agriculture, 
Arts and Livelihoods project indicated in their end-
of-project report that their research has significantly 
increased the learners’ capacity and skills (for those who 
participated in the research project):

Through the project, the learners at the five 
schools have developed / strengthened a range 
of capacities. One of the videos on the miro board 
shows a learner explaining to the others how they 
constructed the gardens. The learners (especially 
at eMadholobeni) can explain the whole process of 
building a garden and the construction of additional 
gardens confirmed this. Being able to work as 
a team to make songs has developed decision-
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making and leadership skills. (Agriculture, Arts and 
Livelihoods)

The project further narrated how learning to build tower 
gardens had a positive impact in the communities:

One boy said that he lived with his grandmother and 
reflected that the tower garden would be helpful 
because she would not need to bend down (sore 
knees and back), so he wanted to build one at home. 
This is evidence of the capacity to apply learning 
and to think abstractly. It is also evidence of the 
potential for knowledge (learning) to be acquired 
with the purpose of benefiting others, not just the 
learner.

Overall, concerning food gardening activities 
happening in the South African projects, there is a 
need for change in the education sector, especially in 
schools which should reflect as sustainable places for 
learning. Education can be transformed by imposing or 
influencing the idea that activities in the school gardens 
should be included in the school curriculum so that they 
become part of the content that students learn right 
from primary school. This should not be regarded as just 
learning, but learning being transformed into practice.

“Educators need to also learn how to incorporate that 
pedagogical part of it is very, very important. If you 
have a garden it’s one component, incorporating it 
into the curriculum is another component that needs 
to be the opportunity to interact with the learners 
outside the classroom. That’s a key thing that we saw 
the excitement of the learners and it’s also ownership 
and responsibility and that we have tried to practice 
participatory action research where we made it open 
and everybody participated, and so everybody became 
a researcher in the garden establishment.” (Agriculture, 
Arts and Livelihoods)

One of the major lessons from the project is that while a 
school food garden can contribute directly to improved 
nutrition of learners if it produces sufficient food or 
targets specific needy households, it can contribute 
in many other ways too. Firstly, it can build capacity 
of learners, staff, and the local community to produce 
their own food (even exposing people to different food 
types such as broccoli and herbs); secondly, it can 
contribute to knowledge generation and consolidation 
through experiential learning. However, it also has the 
potential to contribute to a range of soft skills that will 
prepare our youth for the future. Teamwork, decision 
making, planning, and speaking in public were all skills 
that emerged from the project activities as well as some 
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social consciousness related to decisions such as who 
should receive the harvested vegetables. (Agriculture, 
Arts and Livelihoods)

Furthermore, through the work of food gardening, 
learning was also experienced through conversations 
with the learners rather than from the use of 
questionnaires as in most research projects. The project 
teams created safe spaces for these conversations and 
used them as a framework for learning.

This was mostly evident in the Agriculture, Arts and 
Livelihoods project where the project team wanted to 
know and learn how school children/learners acquire 
agricultural knowledge, the ways they do it, and how it 
influences their skill sets, their behaviour, and attitudes. 
Some of the questions included mining information on if 
the learners had any experience about gardening and if 
they had ever done gardening before and who they learnt 
these skills from.

“So when you’re having a conversation, you’re just 
talking instead of having that questionnaire kind 
of conversation with question by question. You are 
stimulating a conversation, a very general conversation 
and people wouldn’t know that you actually asked them 
questions. Therefore, when we went to the kids, it was 
quite amazing because in one day, we just got a whole 

lot of conversations on their gardening experience and 
how and where they had acquired the knowledge from.” 
(Agriculture, Arts and Livelihoods)

In addition, the Water Mapping project also saw the 
development of capacities for maths literacy in adults 
and children. A participant reflected: “I think everyone 
learned about litres and millilitres and now know how 
much water more or less they use for different things…I 
think measuring in jugs and writing that down on its own 
is a learning experience and parts of that learning will help 
them to speak their own truth.” One of the organisers as 
noted in the report also mentioned that “we have learnt 
the importance of information; it gives people individual 
strength. When the municipality comes to say, we are 
wasting, we can say, no we aren’t” (Water Mapping). Most 
participants in this project appreciated the learning 
through capacity building and one of the participants 
mentioned that “sometimes it is important that you 
measure the water so that you can see exactly how much 
water you are using and wasting and how much you need 
to use the water” (Water Mapping).

Likewise, the GeoStories as Epistemic Maps project 
worked with EnvironChamps to create citizen sciences 
GeoStories. One participant in this project expressed 
their satisfaction in the process of capacity building and 
mentioned in the project’s final report that

having gone to the practice gives pathways, and 
now they [the Enviro-Champs] can start working on 
their own team, they can work more like mentors or 
sharing information with the youth, the one that will 
if they have no pay more attention in terms of been 
happening for the last 10 years.

Capacity building was seen differently in the Collective 
Community-level Economic Solutions project:

There is a clear need for education that is 
responsive and aligned to current economic needs 
and opportunities. This calls for inter-sectoral 
conversations and interventions that involve 
education, business, government, youth and non-
profits. This project has created a platform for the 
beginnings of such; what is needed is continuity 
and commitment to consultation, partnership 
and implementation. (Collective Community-level 
Economic Solutions)

“Furthermore, through 
the work of food 
gardening, learning 
was also experienced 
through conversations 
with the learners rather 
than from the use of 
questionnaires as in 
most research projects.” 
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School Principals as Conduits for Sustainable Livelihoods

https://tesf.network/project/school-principals-as-conduits-for-sustainable-livelihoods-in-agricultural-communities-in-rural-south-africa/
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The project further highlighted the need to support 
and nurture the budding entrepreneurial spirit in young 
people as most young people are not getting jobs that 
are aligned with what they have learnt in school.

In most cases, the businesses that we embark on 
are not businesses that we went to school for or 
we were trained for, and you just see and decide 
that maybe I can try this business. This is exactly 
what happened to me, I saw other people lending 
money and I decided I will follow that route too. 
Because I could see that the interest was much 
higher (they charge 50% interest), what motivated 
me was the profit. It is substantial, especially at the 
beginning when I started the business. I could see 
the difference; I could see the profits. I had a loyal 
base of clientele but as the time moved on there 
were hiccups; there were difficulties. (Collective 
Community-level Economic Solutions)

3.3.6  Learning through activism: creating 
meaningful music, videos and maps

Activism was another method of advancing learning 
that stood out in some of the South African projects 
including Universities as Sustainable Communities, 
Water Mapping on learning about water mapping in Cape 
Town townships and Tipping the Social Learning Scale 
which worked on women justice and land rights in the 
coastal mining towns. For example, university students 
at the Free State University (Universities as Sustainable 
Communities) made a centralised community for all 
through activism and creating music that speaks to “us” 
(students), coming from a song without words but only 
humming. The explanation behind this being, “with the 
music that we are creating, it is more or less speaking 
to the voices and so we could not put words because 
words are already there in their own stories which was 
shown later in a participatory stage which then included 
everyone’s voice and making a beautiful song”. The song/
music then gave researchers and their participants a 
space to talk and gave a sense of the project, using the 
students’ voices and their own experiences to create 
a space where everyone felt they belonged. This was 
crucial because the students (participants) were from 
different backgrounds (and different countries), and 
ethnicities and spoke different languages. Engagement 
also focused on the feelings of the students and how the 
workshops made them feel more comfortable with their 

differences, helping them feel safe in terms of expressing 
themselves as foreigners and as South Africans.
“The humming in bringing all voices together 
represented the different stories that were being shared 
by the students who sought to challenge oppressive 
systems within the university towards students in terms 
of class and where they originated from. This also 
supported the kind of leadership in the agency within the 
group.”

Activism was also seen as a human right in many 
projects. For example, in South Africa, the issues 
of water security, land, food security, sustainable 
livelihoods, and sustainable communities have been 
looked at more from a human rights perspective through 
activism and thus human rights are to be respected 
for our nation to see the dawn of a sustainable future. 
This was evidently shown in the Water Mapping project 
in terms of “marginalised communities in Cape Town 
deserving the right to access water” and the changing 
dynamics of this research as the community members/
participants learnt to measure and record the amount of 
water they used daily. This also shows that there was a 
degree of co-creation of knowledge within this project 
which also was reported in other South African projects.

We have also seen projects such as Uncanny Lore, 
Collective Community-level Economic Solutions, 
Makhanda Ngoku! and Tipping the Social Learning Scale 
working with the marginalised groups (San people, the 
youth, and women, respectively) on the issue of gaining 
back their rights with regard to employment (Collective 
Community-level Economic Solutions) and their lost land 
due to mining and colonialism (Makhanda Ngoku! and 
Tipping the Social Learning Scale) and Uncanny Lore, 
respectively).

The Collective Community-level Economic Solutions 
project emphasised a sustainable future that can provide 
the youth with the right to education that can better 
prepare them for the labour market (learning by doing) 
as well as gaining some artisanship skills for them to be 
able to gain experience, be competitive, and be able to 
create employment opportunities for themselves.

“...while some acquired their qualifications, often this 
did not translate into securing meaningful employment. 
Most job requirements cite the need for prior experience, 
which was a sore point for the youth as they felt it 
contributed to the high rate of unemployment due to 
unfairness in employment processes. This mismatch 
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of skills and jobs, and high reliance on academic 
qualifications over artisanship, are perceived as 
significant blockers of youth access to existing and 
potential livelihood opportunities. All these factors tend 
to push them into the margins and further exacerbate 
their vulnerability.” (Collective Community-level 
Economic Solutions)

“We live in a society that has invested a lot in education 
and we are puffed up by getting these qualifications 
and not doing research about the market needs of 
these qualifications and how much they are produced 
by universities each year. We are not finding out what 
is the demand out there. We have qualifications that do 
not apply because we do not have [that] information.” 
(Collective Community-level Economic Solutions 
participant)

Therefore, the Collective Community-level Economic 
Solutions project looked at bringing the empowerment 
of youth groups from previously disadvantaged 
communities in Makhanda to recognise the agency 
for themselves and the different knowledges, which 
are regarded as the context of knowledge that was 

being gained or created. The long durée of inequality in 
South Africa and the deep-seated structural nature of 
inequalities, all of which required substantive responses, 
needs the mobilisation of capabilities and agency for 
transformative changes at all levels of society.

Similarly, activism was seen in the Makhanda Ngoku 
project which spoke about openness, information 
communication (in-person, virtual, and collective 
communication) and revisiting the past archives 
(history) to build future knowledge as information 
changed and the South African context (from apartheid 
to democracy), which is just circularity of other 
sustainable future considerations.

“This project was very important in learning about 
Indigenous knowledge and the history of the place as 
most of the youth had no clue about the history of the 
town called Makhanda, how it was constituted, and the 
violence and resistance that informed the process.” 
(Makhanda Ngoku!)

3.3.7  Learning through a crisis: Creating 
new research pathways to learning

The COVID-19 pandemic delayed the implementation of 
many projects across the TESF Network Plus. As most 
projects in the South African Hub started, they had to 
adhere to the COVID-19 protocols of social distancing 
and also work with limited numbers of participants, 
especially when conducting group discussions and 
workshops (which was also in the code of ethics given 
to the projects). However, with the vaccination process 
being successfully executed across the country, the 
number of people suffering from COVID-19 declined. As 
projects moved to the new normal of doing research, 
some of our projects in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) were then 
affected by the devastating KZN floods in April 2022. 
The slow-moving storm Issa brought long periods of 
heavy rain to KwaZulu-Natal which caused flooding and 
mudslides in Durban and surrounding areas, affecting 
over 40 000 people and leaving a trail of destruction 
and killing almost 450 people with some missing 
and unaccounted for (AfricaNews, 2022). The floods 
destroyed the schools which were study sites for the 
project School Principals as Conduits for Sustainable 
Livelihoods that was working with the school principals. 
This was traumatic for the project as they also lost 
some of their participants in this tragedy, and thought of 
migrating their study sites to much safer places.
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“About trauma, our team and the people we worked 
with were so emotional because of what happened in 
KZN. It was just traumatic to have to also experience 
that loss of somebody that we have worked with and 
knew the family, although we got to know the family 
better on this occasion. So the decision was made that 
we would support and work with the recovery process, 
how in the aftermath, all that has happened to them and 
how to complete all of the agenda and bullet points that 
were put together in our project.” (School Principals as 
Conduits for Sustainable Livelihoods)

Although the KZN floods negatively affected the 
operation of the School Principals as Conduits for 
Sustainable Livelihoods project, it also created new 
pathways for learning as new projects arose from this 
disaster. For example, the project team maintained 
the relationships that they had built with the affected 
schools and had new project ideas for these schools as 
they continued to work together.

“For our schools in KwaZulu-Natal, we are still working 
with them within the space that they find themselves 
and given the work they were hoping to work around. 
In the new work, we ask these questions: what does 

the crisis situation look like? What are the things that 
emerge from that space? Within the sustainability nexus 
and with disruptions like that, with climate change and 
other things that might happen in the future; how do we 
engage? So we are not abandoning our schools but we 
are working in a slightly different way as we proceed, 
as this conversation is relevant.” (School Principals as 
Conduits for Sustainable Livelihoods)

This was also regarded as a possible way of managing 
tension that could have arisen between the schools, 
the learners, and the communities (if participants felt 
abandoned due to the crisis) as projects already had a 
foundational level force of research that was done with 
the participants before the floods and relationships had 
already been made.

“And so our visit in May (2022) sort of cemented 
relationships to choose from, and we decided with 
our colleagues to start a research process with the 
affected schools as they have gone to that level of 
not having fully functional gardens. Most people in 
the community who were not engaging in the gardens 
were very supportive and we were quite amazed at how 
these people instead of walking away, actually came to 
purchase the gardening skills to resell elsewhere. This 
revitalised the energy of the community in the space as 
they showed that the school food garden was not owned 
only within the school by the schools, the teachers 
and the learners, stakeholders but it has become a 
community working together through a crisis.”

3.3.8  Learning by practising the code of 
ethics: the ethics principles

Participation in all projects was voluntary and at 
any given time, participants could reflect on the 
interviews and conversations held. The researchers 
also looked at the ethics concerning consent and that 
of the relationship holding and regarded these not as 
separate entities but seeing them as building blocks 
for cementing relationships which were built through 
respect, trust, truthfulness, and transparency. Through 
collective group discussions at the national workshops, 
the project teams managed to come up with what they 
view as principles of ethics in their context. These 
principles of ethics from the projects’ and participants’ 
perspectives are shown in the box below:
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Some of the principles raised by participants include the 
following: 

“The nature of our working group developed a sense of 
comradery, trust and confidence in everyone being able 
to voice their uncertainties, questions, and opinions in a 
safe and accountable space.” (Healing is in the Pot)

“We used storytelling and we combined the storytelling 
which is an individual process with participatory 
video, which is a group process. One thing to note in 
this process is the ethics behind the camera, from the 
computer and all interactions, authentic and active 
participation.” (Uncanny Lore)

“We were confronted by an attempt by a participant to 
dominate and direct the research project in ways which 
were contrary to our objectives. We learnt that we need 
to be explicit about the decolonial intent of the research 
at the start and get an ethical commitment from 
participants to co-operate on that level as it interferes 
with the contributory and distributary justice objectives 
of the research. This is an aspect of the work that 
requires far stronger support and intention.” GeoStories 
as Epistemic Maps

The importance of creating safe spaces in research for 
everyone to feel belonging was also highlighted in some 
projects,

 “…the relationship building and meetings held in this 
project developed capacities for collective learning and 
sharing. If anything I think the project have opened up a 
space for people to share and learn from one another.” 
(Water Mapping)

Much of our co-learning work happened in other spaces, 
such as peoples’ homes, in gardens around the fire, 
on rooftops, in cafe event spaces, co-working offices, 
church halls, ECD/educational homes, or the theatre and 
its gardens. These spaces host community kitchens, 
school classrooms, meetings, creative sessions, regular 
learning groups, dialogues and other activities. Some 
charge for use of the space.

“We realised that whether spaces existed was only 
part of the story. How, who and when we use them all 
affect who shows up and feels they belong in the space, 
and therefore the kinds of conversations that happen. 
What could nurturing ‘safe’ learning spaces look like?” 
(Learning Seeds Network)

	• Being faithful and accountable to those you 
engage with.

	• Respect, trust, shared vision/endpoint, shared 
responsibility, relational-consent/ negotiated 
contribution and a conscious communication to 
avoid harm or tension.

	• Reliability, meaningful participation of everyone 
and being true to the information provided.

	• Safety (physical-mental-emotional).

	• Safe spaces and freedom.

	• Legal requirements, institutional policy that 
protect against abuse, misuse of resources, 
harm, respectful research, remove secrecy, 
dovetail into validity and reliability.

	• When discussing ethics, it is something we do 
and feel but not always written down.

	• It mostly applies to the medical field and applying 
ethics to social science is difficult, especially 
modern forms of social research (emergent) 
and participatory research which clashes with 
traditional ethics approval processes.

	• Learning to separate ethics from our own moral 
values, especially when capturing research into 
short films or taking photos where one needs 
to make sure it is a true representation of the 
research.

	• Reflexiveness and transparency are very 
important, and researchers do need to open up to 
their participants, create a choice and explore the 
idea with participants, thus journeying together 
in the process from the initial stages of the 
research.

The principles of ethics from the projects and participants’ perspectives
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Food garden at ECD centre
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Projects in the South African Hub focused not only on 
formal education settings but on enabling engagements 
with the informal and other forms of co-engaged 
education and learning that also crosses boundaries 
between the formal and less formalised education 
and learning settings. Furthermore, the co-creation 
of knowledge and the co-engagement processes 
within the South African Hub were linked with effective 
communication, trust and respect for each other which 
was guided by the code of ethics principles.

Thus, a sustainable future in the South African context 
relied on ethics principles as applied within the projects, 
between the project leads and their participants as well 
as between collaborating partners. This mostly relied 
on creating a safe space for these discussions between 
diverse groups with different backgrounds and lived 
experiences. These safe spaces opened up dialogues 
with regard to openness and speaking out forgiveness 
and inclusion aspects which are very important.

Overall, South Africa hub projects have shown that the 
best way to transform education for a sustainable future 
is meaningful participation of everyone, which should 
be intentional and inclusive. Building capacity within 
communities means that community education will 
thrive as it has been likened to an infinity spiral that gets 
adopted and “basically just continues and when it gets 
to the end of the page then we realise that it’s formed to 
infinity”. Education is ever evolving with new knowledge 
being created continuously.

4

CONCLUSION
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