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Based on the experience of recent educational work in a squatter community on 
the outskirts of Cape Tow n, South Afri ca, we examine the di fficulties and 
p robl e ms encounte red in tryin g to deve lop a criti ca l pedagogy amongst 
teachers. We show how sedimented the dominant class's ideology is within the 
co nsc iousness of oppressed communiti es and hence how inadequate ly the 
process of developing a critical pedagogy is understood. We argue th at the 
empowerment of oppressed teachers is a complex process and that we need to 
take seriously the specific circumstances which confront these teachers. 

E n s'appuyant sur !'ex pe ri ence d'un recent trav a il e n educa ti on dans une 
communaute de la banlieu de Cape Town, Afrique du Sud, nous examinons Les 
di fficultes et les problemes recontres en tentant de developper une pedagogie 
c ri tique parmi Les professeurs de cette communaute. ous montrons a quel 
point le niveau de consc ience de la c lasse dominante, en ce qui regarde Les 
co mmun autes d'opprimes , es t defa ill ante. C'est ain s i que le process us de 
developpement d'une pedagogie critique est tres inadequatement compri s. Nous 
crayons done que la possibili te d'octroyer plus de pouvoir aux professeurs 
opprimes est un processus complexe. Nous devons alors prendre tres au serieux 
!es circonstances particulieres dans lesquelles sont impliques ces professeurs. 

The oppressed, who have adapted to the structure of domination in which they 
are immersed, and have become resigned to it, are inhibited from waging the 
strugg le fo r freedom so long as they fee l incapable of running the risks it 
requi res. (Freire, 1972, p. 24) 

Pl aced into the politi ca ll y charged environment of the bl ac k South African 
classroom, "progress ive" educati on/critical pedagogy and its methodology (a la 
Pa ul o Fre ire ), particul a rly in its rej ection of the pres umed neutra lity of 
educati on, is frequ ently assumed to have found its natural medium. In thi s article 
we draw on the experience o f recent work with teachers at an independent 
community school in a squatte r community to argue that criti cal pedagogy 
cannot simply be adopted, no matter how sensitively , and that there is much that 
we have yet to learn about assisting in the emergence of critical consciousness. 

We set out to show how sedimented the dominant structures of thought are in 
oppressed communities and how inadequate ly the process of critical pedagogy is 
unde rstood. This di scuss ion is particularl y important as educators strugg le to 
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define their tasks in the emerging new South Africa. We argue that a theory of 
change through and in education in So uth Africa needs to be grounded in the 
spec ificity of the South African situation. We evaluate the complex dynamic 
inherent in bringing to the tas k of teacher education a progress ive approach. 
Thus, we seek to make sense of the encounter between an inte rpretation of 
progress ive theory and the specific context from which the teachers come. The 
aim, borrowing from Lather ( 1986), is to ass ist in the fo rmation of a theory that 
possesses "evocati ve power" whi ch w ith " resonating w ith people's li ved 
concerns, fears and aspi rations .. . serves an energizing role" (pp. 266-267). 
Much of our concern , therefore, is understanding what empowerment is all 
about. 

The argument that we employ is that the teacher plays a criti cal ro le in the 
formation of student thought and that student empowerment is, as Ayers (l 986, 
p. 50) suggests, fun damentall y dependent on teacher empowerment. U nlike 
Ayers, however, we argue that empowerment needs to be understood as a 
complex experience which is shaped in the spec ific ideologica l and materi al 
conditions confronting the teacher or student. These conditions are always 
tension-filled ones. Bringing together teachers and students creates a terrain 
which, as Giroux and McLaren ( 1986) say, is far from "an iron-clad system of 
rules and regulations" (I 986, p. 229). Rather, it is characteri zed by "resistance, 
compromise and contestati on" (p. 229). A sense of the compl ex ity of thi s 
experience is re fl ected in Del pit 's ( 1986, pp. 382-383) deeply self-co nsc ious 
acco unt of her passage th ro ugh the schoo ling mill : accommodat ion of the 
symbols of the dominant culture, rejection of the subordinate culture, and in the 
end a redi scovery of the poli tical signi fica nce of traditional strategies employed 
by disenfra nchi sed communities. 

Much of the material for thi s article was acqui red in the course of Wendy's 
work as a mathematics tuto r in a teacher tra ining projec t in the squatter 
settle ment ca ll ed KTC on the outs ki rts of Cape Tow n. She a lso spe nt an 
extended period of obse rvation with a fa mily in the community during the 
midd le of 1989 and several afternoons fo r many months. In terms of method, 
this immers ion raises many problems, not the least of which is the re li ability of 
the in fo rmat ion whi ch it has yie lded. W hil e we ag ree with W il son a nd 
Ramphele ( 1989, p. 15), we would argue that this immersion has served to draw 
attention to aspects that mi ght " ne ither be noti ced nor measured, let a lone 
assessed" (p. 15). For our purposes thi s closeness has also given us a perspecti ve 
of the community and has made it eas ier to understand the voices on the ground. 
The article is di vided into three parts. In the firs t part we prov ide a very brief 
description of the community, pay ing parti cular attention to e lements of home 
and school routines. In the second part we describe our involvement with the 
teac hers a t th e sc hoo l a nd in th e thi rd part we draw o n d iscuss io ns of 
empowerment as we critique our own practice. 
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KTC Squaller Community, the People, and the Stormont Madubela Community 
School 

KTC is one of a string of shack settlements strung along a rough north-south 
axis approximately 15 kilometres east of Cape Town. Products of waves of 
urbanization from the Transkei and Ciskei begun in 1978 (Bernstein, 1986, pp. 
36-37), the image these settlements project is one of intense hardship . Of 
comfort there is little evidence to be found. Dwellings are improvised structures 
constructed from s uch materials as corrugated iron and cardboard. 
Infras tructural facilities barely exist. Roads cut by pedestrian traffic snake 
between shacks, taking their own unpredictable courses; drinking water is scarce 
and sanitation facilities hardly available. Life in winter is hazardous, particularly 
for children for whom pools of stagnant water dammed around their homes are a 
major reality in their lives. 

It is thi s very impoverishment which has made scarce resources the cause for 
intense strife in the community and the basis on which imme nse power is 
wielded. Like squatter communities elsewhere in the Western Cape and indeed 
in the country (French, 1989) , KTC has had to contend with the peculiar 
ensemble of contradictions which the apartheid system has bestowed on such 
communities. Ever-present among these has been the emergence of powerful 
local figureheads dispensing such patronage as right to sites in return for other 
favors, not excluding financial payments. A complicating factor has been the 
association of these figureheads with such competing political organizations as 
the wider Democratic Movement, the African National Congress (ANC), or the 
Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) as well as those perceived to be supportive of 
state structures. This leadership has had different effects in different areas. 

In KTC it led to a conflict in 1987 which, after a series of traumatic attacks 
and counter-attacks in which homes were burnt, facilities (such as the primary 
health care clinic with which Crain had been involved) destroyed, and people 
beaten, resulted in the splitting of the community (SACHED Education Worker, 
personal communication, April 23, 1990). 

Immediately prior to thi s split, the area occupied by KTC was approximately 
51 hectares in extent, accommodating an estimated 5500 structures (Urban 
Foundation, Western Cape, 1986). Within this area were approximately 50,000 
people; many of these were recent immigrants from the homelands of the Ciskei 
and the Transkei. Based on research conducted by the Urban Foundation ( I 986) 
in the Western Cape, it was estimated that there were between 66 and I 00 
dwellings per hectare. 

Finding evidence to illustrate the degree of deprivation in the community is 
difficult but can be inferred indirectly from a few sources. Statistically, it is 
suggested from unemployment level estimates made by the National Manpower 
Commission that anything between 9.5 % and 55% of people are involved with 
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informal sec tor activities (National Manpower Commission, 1984). Other 
indications can be gleaned from income levels. While thi s information is sparse, 
that of haw kers, who one may argue are relatively better off than most, averaged 
out to RI 00.000 per week in 1984 (Urban Foundation, 1986, p. 9). Prinsloo, 
cited in Wilson and Ramphele ( 1989, p. 67), also found that the proportion of 
households living below minimum living leve ls (which was R345 .00 in 1985) in 
the squatter settlements in Cape Town was approximately 30%. 

The story of Nomsa, an untrained teacher at Stormont Madubela School, has 
its own e loquence in illustrating the impoverishment of the community. As an 
untrained teacher with 12 years of formal schooling Nomsa is considered by the 
community to be one of its most highly educated and privileged persons. She 
has a two year old son, Ncedo , a nd shares her shack with her mother and 
younger sister. The shack consists of two rooms, an anteroom which erves as a 
kitchen and a living area and a bedroom The wall s of the bedroom are lined with 
strips of cardboard. In the room which serves as the kitchen are a ll the utensils 
required for preparing meal s. The dwelling is kept very clean; it is swept five or 
six times daily. 

Ncedo has one toy, a broken lorry . His play is invariably made up of s itting 
digging in the dirty sand with hi s ha nd s. He wa nd ers aro und see min g ly 
aimlessly and follows hi s mothe r everywhere she goes. Ncedo occasionally 
entertains the family by telling them about the things he learned at the creche he 
attends daily. Put in Nomsa's own words, "I get through the days by thinking to 
myse lf, 'Nomsa, you were born to suffer. "' She fee ls so disempowered and 
inferior that she says, "I spend most of my day wishing I was white. " 

The hi story of the school and the experiences of teachers and pupils refl ect the 
accumulated ravages of thi s deprivation Prior to the split in 1987, and in contrast 
to neighboring squatter communities like Crossroads which are led by traditional 
headmen, the KTC community introduced a democratic ad ministration for itself, 
sustained by a democratically e lected leadership. This leadership so licited the 
assistance of seve ral educational and hea lth organizations to introduce 
rudimentary educational and hea lth programs for the community. 

The KTC community school grew out of the need expressed by members of 
the KTC committee to establi sh a place of learn ing fo r the large number of 
children who were not ad mitted and who could not be admitted into state 
school s because of lack of space. They approached an independent Cape Town 
service organization, the South African Committee for Hi gher Education, to help 
es tabli sh the schoo l. SACHED had been es tabli shed to support and provide 
tutoring for di sadvantaged black learners. Teachers for the school were to be 
drawn from the literate, unemployed ad ults of the community. Initi all y about 40 
people came forward to participate voluntarily in the project as teachers. This 
number was reduced as people found other interests and e mployment . Such 
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sponsorship as was obtained helped the KTC committee acquire shipping 
containers which became the school building. The school took its name from a 
prominent community leader who was killed in the conflict of 1987, Stormont 
Madubela. 

The school has eight members of staff, none of whom are certified teachers. 
Their education ranges from IO to 12 years of formal schooling. They serve 
approximately 189 children hou sed in the seven containers which are the 
buildings of Stormont Madubela. Raising finances to run the school has proved 
to be a problem; this continues to be a factor in virtually every aspect of the 
school's existence. Beyond the efforts of the community itself, sponsorship has 
been sufficient only for buyin g material s . Apart from relative ly small 
endowments made by foreign benefactors, local agencies have been reluctant to 
invest money in the project. As a result, teachers have frequently gone many 
months without remuneration. 

Nevertheless, teachers have taken the initiative and have begun their own fund 
raising schemes. For instance, with the support and encouragement of the others, 
one of the teachers often took the school choir to the ci ty center where they 
stood at a busy intersection and sang; passers-by put money into a collection box 
for them. Thi s meant that she had to organize transport for herse lf and 60 
students to and from Cape Town. This money was used to provide funds for the 
teachers as well as to buy equipment for the students and the school. 

School invariably begins with the singing of religious songs. Every morning 
the students line up in front of the biggest container and sing a number of these 
songs. The teachers (those who are at school at about nine o ' clock) stand in 
front of the students and announce which song is to be sung next. The last song 
is a marching song and the students then march to their various containers. 
Deviations from this routine are seldom made. 

The students settle themselves in their c lasses and wait for the teachers . 
During the period of our observation and subsequent visits it was apparent that 
the teachers arrived late and were frequently absent. Reasons for their absence 
were mostly of a personal nature. 

Generally, we observed that teaching took place during the first hour of the 
day. Thereafter, the nature of the school day changed. The main role of the 
school seemed to become one of custodial care . For example, after the first 
break the teachers continued sitting quietly in the containers chatting to each 
other and only occasionally to students. The students, mostly unsuperv ised, sat 
around paging through magazines, talking to each other, and generally amusing 
themselves. When the teachers were asked why they continued to run the school 
the reply was always the same: "Where will these children go otherwise?" Given 
the lack of child care facilities within the community, this can be seen as an 
important function for the school. 
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Working With the Teachers 

During December of 1987 Wendy was invited to work with the teacher 
training project. Her work was to help the teachers prepare and teach 
mathematics/basic numeracy to students between the ages of five and 16. A 
number of other people, including a mathematics lecturer at a local College of 
Education, also joined the project. Other focuses of the work were language and 
general science. In launching the project, SACHED envisaged that it would be 
guided by the ideals of People 's Education, a popular movement which grew out 
of the national student rebellion of 1985 and which sought to generate an 
alternative educational system guided by the principles of antiracism, anti­
sexism, and democracy. 

Project workers sympathetic to thi s perspective (of whom some were full-time 
teachers) were invited to participate in a series of meetings to di scuss the 
program for the project. From these meetings, as well as from the work of Freire 
(1972) and recent "alternative education" experience, some guidelines were set: 

• There would be no principal. 
• Teachers would be encouraged to timetable their day as it suited them 

and their students. 
• Th ere wou ld be no need to write forma l examinations; a written 

examination wou ld be developed onl y for those students who were ready 
to go on to the eighth year of schooling (standard six) at a Department of 
Education and Training (DET): the government department responsible 
for black education - secondary school. 

• Teachers would be made aware of ways of moving away from the 
traditional pencil and paper exerci ses and shown that painting, drawing, 
writing a poem, or produc ing a dra ma are also ways of recording 
learning. 

The project workers envisaged a radical education being put into practice at 
the community school. We operated on a number of assumptions: 

• Teachers can be empowered to work with students' knowledge bases and 
strengths and weaknesses; these will inform their practice. 

• Teachers can be encouraged to find a variety of ways to record student 
work. 

• Teachers are representati ve of the most oppressed; they have suffered 
immeasurably and will surely do anything to change their powerlessness. 
Thus, they are ready to be politicized and will support our idea of a 
radical education for the children of the community. This assumption is 
based on Freire 's ( 1972) statement 

th at (those) hands - whether of indi v iduals or entire peop le -
(need) be extended less and less in supplication, so that more and 
more they become human hands which work, and which by working, 
transform the world. (pp. 2 1-22) 
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• Teachers will like our different and creative teaching ideas fo r teaching 
language, mathematics, and science. 

• Teachers wi II prefer a school without too much formal structure: no 
prin c ipa l, no uniforms, no set school hours, and no rig id teaching 
periods. 

• Teachers and parents within the community will be enthusiastic about 
be ing involved in all the decision-making that takes place; thi s includes 
not only administrative dec isio ns but also tho se concerning the 
curriculum to be implemented. 

The project workers met once a week with the teachers to prepare for the basic 
numeracy/mathematics sess ions. The teachers were involved in one workshop 
per week at SACHED in Cape Town; these were held in the afternoons after 
sc ho o l. The fo c us of th e work shop s was lan g ua ge and ba s ic 
numeracy/mathematics. At the same time other organi zations and individuals 
were also contributing to the teachers' training. The teachers from the KTC 
community school attended workshops on other topi cs including teaching 
reading, Montessore educational methods, art, and music . 

In the sess io ns dea lin g with num e racy we as ked th e teachers to start 
introduc ing bas ic co ncepts of s ize, number , a nd shape . The workshop 
methodol ogy required teachers to work in small groups and to manipulate 
concrete objects before they started with abstract, written exe rc ises. It also 
encouraged them to begin ex ploring mathematics in an investigational way. This 
meant that we started by working through such open-ended mathematical 
si tuations as the following: 

Consecutive Sums 
15 = 7 + 8 

9 = 2 + 3 +4OR4+5 
10= I + 2 + 3 +4 

These three numbers can be written as the sum of two or more consecutive 
integers. 

Are there numbers which cannot be written like thi s? 

Starting with any number, say 42, can you dec ide whether and how it can be 
written in thi s way? 

Which numbers, like 9 above, can be split up in more than one way? 

(Brombacher & Breen, 1985, p.5) 

This methodology was chosen to cha ll enge the teac hers ' ass umption that 
mathematics is a given and finite body of knowledge of basic algorithms. 
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Unfortunately, all our well-worked out, thoughtful theory and practical 
applications of methodology and subject content were met with the strongest 
resistance by the teachers. They listened politely to us but ignored our inputs 
completely . We discovered that they continued in their classes to fol low very 
traditional chalk-and-ta lk methods . As well, the teachers felt that very strict 
corporal punishment was necessary. 

After about three months the SACHED project coordinator also became 
concerned about this continued emphasis on traditional , authoritarian teaching. 
As well , those of us in the project concluded that there had been little, if any, 
observab le movement away from authoritarian, traditional methods . When 
talking to the teachers we detected contradictions: While teachers said they liked 
what we were doing, when asked why they were not using many of the 
suggestions regarding methodology which cropped up in our discuss ions at 
workshops they shrugged and would not answer us directly . We interpreted this 
as a rejection of our methodologies. Their beliefs and assumptions had somehow 
not been expanded to include a more learning-centered vision of education. 

We decided that interventions from too many different sources, organizations, 
and people were confusi ng the teachers rather than helping them expand their 
educational beliefs. All workshop sessions were suspended for about six weeks . 
However, after this break Wendy was asked by the SACHED project 
coordinator to continue preparing support for the teachers of mathematics and 
basic numeracy. 

Wendy decided to continue the workshops but, instead of having the teachers 
come to SACHED in Cape Town, she held the workshops in KTC at the school. 
She decided that the school was a better venue because the teachers would not 
have to travel and mathematics education could be di scussed within the context 
of the actual classrooms. In cooperation with the project worker for language 
she planned workshops on topics such as comparison, (e.g. , " larger than and 
smaller than " ). The language tutor followed these mathematics/numeracy 
sessions with others on complementary topics for language. 

Wendy and the language tutor tried to problematize politically the topics with 
which they were dealing. For example, when responding to questions regarding 
the lack of such teaching materials as metre sticks and teaching blocks , they 
referred to differing ex penditure for the various racially defined education 
departments where the annual amount spent on white children is far more than 
amounts spent on colored or Black ch ildren (Christie, 1985). 

During the June 1988 vacation, the SACHED coordinator and Wendy ran a 
full course of daily workshops . Topics included planning of the school day , 
providing alternatives to traditional assessment, and integrating subject material 
and teaching aids made from ordinary household things. However, despite all of 
the work during October, the teachers at the school asked Wendy to stop running 
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the workshops as they wanted to prepare for the final examination that they as 
teachers had decided was to be a crucial part of their school calender. Again, the 
project workers became painfully aware of how little impact they were making. 

As she reflected on her practice, Wendy became aware of the discrepancy 
between the amount of energy going into workshops and interaction with the 
teachers and their professional growth as defined by the project workers . She 
felt that if she gained more insight into the teachers ' lives at the school and 
within the community she would be able to address this perceived lack of 
growth. So she started visiting the school and the teachers on a very informal 
basis. Often, she just stood around chatting with the teachers . A very important 
thing happened when she started doing this: She was forced to start listening to 
them rather than their li stening to her. She became more aware of their utter 
rejection of her "newfangled" ideas of mathematics/basic numeracy teaching as 
well as of their desperate desire for a "proper" school with a proper school 
uniform , proper timetables, proper exams, a proper principal , etc. She also 
became aware of the inappropriateness of the assumptions on which the project 
had been based. 

As well , it was becoming obvious that not much was being taught at the 
school. One teacher said that the teachers did not teach well or regularly because 
there was no principal to check on them. That the pupils were not receiving 
much in the way of an education really bothered Nomsa; she spoke about it quite 
often. It seemed that she did not know what might be done to remedy the 
situation. 

However, help was still being sought. This encouraged Wendy to persevere 
into 1989, when she made one more attempt to facilitate a program for the 
teachers. During the first week of January one of the authors contacted the 
mathematics lecturer again and discussed the work at KTC. The lecturer was 
very willing to resume involvement in the project. So they planned that senior 
student teachers specializing in mathematics would also become involved. 

Broadening Contact 

By now the way that the teachers had organized themselves to teach had 
changed dramatically. They felt that the teachers who had the most formal 
education and who were therefore judged by the staff to be cleverer than the rest 
of the staff should take responsibility for teaching mathematics; therefore only 
three were now involved in this. The teachers at the school were asked whether 
the student teachers from the college might be involved and they readily agreed. 
On refl ection Wendy felt that the project workers operated from a power and 
authority base that stood in the way of open communication concerning teaching 
practice. It was hoped that the student teacher involvement would erode this 
power base and that channels for talking about teaching and mathematics 
education would be opened. 
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Each week the students gathered ideas and resources for the specific topics 
that they were asked to teach. Together the students and teachers drew up 
worksheets or lessons the nex t week. The student teachers then taught the 
lessons in a nearby white school and the lecturer from the co ll ege eva luated 
them. The teachers at Stormont Madubela School told Wendy when they wanted 
her to obse rve their lessons and she went to the ir c lassrooms to provide 
feedback. Then they all - Wendy, the co llege lecturer, the student teachers, and 
the mathematics teachers at the school - met to reflect on the lessons and to 
suggest improvements for future instruction. 

The first few sessions appeared to work well. Both students and teachers were 
busy talking, sharing, and genera lly being very in vo lved in each workshop 
sess ion. They easily described what had taken place in the lessons which they 
had taught. This involvement and interest began to wane, however, as lack of 
sa lary bega n to a nger and de press the teac hers. Press ures of time and 
professional commitments also caused the college lecturer to withdraw. 

This led to a phase of deep reflection about the KTC involvement. It seemed 
to Wendy that everything possible had been done to encourage an honest and 
critical engagement around the issue of mathematics/numeracy education but 
that this critical di scourse had never become a reality for those involved in the 
project. 

Knowing and Understanding the Context 

Wendy still fe lt that she did not know enough abo ut the teachers and the 
constraints with which they dealt fro m day to day. She decided that, if she were 
to work intimately with the teachers, she should have a better idea of what was 
happening in the classrooms. She chose to work with Nomsa because she was 
teaching the senior mathematics course and because they shared an interest in 
mathematics for the senior primary phase. However, when she arranged with 
Nomsa to observe the class, she found that only carefu lly rehearsed traditional 
lessons were presented. So, on invitation from Nomsa, she decided to stay and 
attend school with her in order to get a better idea of life in the squatter camp 
and the school. 

This period of intense involvement in the community, school, and fam ily life 
at KTC proved again that intervention by outsiders had brought about very little 
teacher growth, deve lop ment , and awareness . T hey had not become the 
empowered teachers who, after critica l reflection on their teaching practice, 
would be able to make informed deci sions regard ing their c lassroom practice. 
The onl y meaningful in struc tio n that Wendy observed happened when the 
SACHED literacy worker came to the school and worked with older learners. 

Somehow the transformative teacher tra ining to which we all had aspired and 
for which we had worked very hard for never mate rialized. Our pedagogy, 
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which we had hoped would result in people who were no longer the oppressed 
or oppressors but rather were in the process of achiev ing freedom (after Freire, 
1972, p. 25), did not help us to fac ilitate thi s transformation. 

As Britzman (1986) argues, we learned that, in the hard rea lity of the real 
world , " theory counts fo r little" (p. 44 7). Our ass umptions were inaccurate ; 
moreover, they were very probl ematic in terms of our re lationship with the 
teachers. Our expectations were different fro m those of the teachers; somehow 
we had fa il ed to clarify these expectations. 

It beca me appa rent tha t the ex pecta tion s of the teac hers inc luded the 
fo llowing: They wanted school uniforms and a set timetable with the school day 
divided into set periods. They wanted desks, blackboards, and all the formal 
structures that are found in conventional state schools. Their main concern was 
that the children of the community should have proper education but thi s was 
the same trad itional and conservative ed ucation that white learners in this 
country receive. 

The contradiction between their views and ours was apparent in the teachers' 
feelings about the ways in which the school was being managed. Because they 
were worried about their homes and fam ilies, their paramount concern was 
whether they would receive payment fo r their work. This placed them in an 
extremely ambiguous situation vis-a-vis the DET. Hav ing heard that another 
com munity sc hool had received offic ia l DET recogniti on and therefore 
ass istance with the payment of sa laries for teachers, they decided to explore 
similar poss ibilities. While negoti ations with the DET offered the possibility of 
funding, they were not certain that they wanted to be controlled by it. They 
perce ived the DET as a threat to their independence, bringing with it racist 
inspectors and administrators who stood for the "Bantu education" and its 
apartheid ideology. (Bantu education was a policy introduced by the state to 
school black people into subserv ience.) 

Empowerment: Constraining Factors and Concerns 

Several important observations can be made about thi s experience. There 
appears to ex ist a "common sense" among the teachers which has its own 
specific theoretical structure. In our view the process of empowerment is about 
more th a n just int rod uc in g a no th e r model which has new theoretical 
imperatives . Empowerment is about articulating the common sense of the 
teachers and developing thi s into concepts which they can examine critica lly. 
This common sense is reflected in a diversity of ways (e.g. , a strong belief in 
proper education). Much of thi s is informed by experience in the forma l settings 
of state schooling. While contact with progressive acti vists has introd uced 
noti ons of democracy , the di scourse of control sy mboli zed by wanting a 
principal as leader is pervasive. The idea of a democratic approach to teaching is 
also spurned in favor of very traditional discipline - driven methods. 
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This reveal s the extent to which the uni verse of the teachers is dominated by 
sy mbol s of the broader society. While they seek to a li gn themselves with 
alternative type structures such as SACHED, they res ist the values for which 
these structures stand. Interpreting the significance of the resistance is not easy; 
however, the re does appea r to be an anxie ty about the des irability of the 
a lternative . For example, on many occasions, teachers and members of the 
comm unity expressed a des ire for the schoo l to be in corpora ted into the 
mainstream structure or the Department of Educati on and Training (DET) 
"because that is proper schooling." What it suggests is that they fear the ri sks 
involved in taking the alternative route; they are also concerned with the degree 
to which the a lternative wo uld provide access to the same opportunities as 
proper schooling and the ir status in the community would be maintained . 

It is appropriate here to expand on our notion of empowerment. In our view, 
empowerment transforms a person from one who is fata li sticall y despondent to 
one who is engaged with those fac tors in hi s or her life, such as the dominant 
culture, which are determinati ve. It means reconstitut ing the person (and the 
class) as active subjects in reality. It beg ins from a common sense world-view 
and proceeds through one or a multiplicity of engaged experiences which assist 
students in "broadening their understanding of themselves, the world and the 
poss ibilities for transforming the taken-for-granted ass umptions about the way 
we live" (Giroux & McClaren, 1986, p. 229). 

There were times when the teachers obviously fe lt competent, confident, and 
empowered to initiate projects of the ir own. For instance, when the teachers 
decided to raise funds for their school they required very little help from any of 
the tutors or from the SACHED coordinator. This stands in stark contrast to the 
unwillingness they displayed when it came to implementing a different way of 
educating themselves and the learners in their care. In a noneducationa l setting 
the teachers fe lt that they cou ld do something about the situation and became 
initiators of change; however, thi s successful experience did not spill over into 
their daily act ivities in the classroom. 

How empowerment occurs in real life, in the space between the cognitive and 
affect iv e domain s, doe s not a ppear to be redu c ibl e to pat formu lae. 
Undoubtedly, however, in appropriating new know ledge it means not onl y 
understanding that knowledge but understanding its deep contradictions too. In 
dealing with the question of color, Ell sworth ( 1989, p. 305) argues that to ca ll on 
students of co lor to justify and explicate their claims in terms of the master's 
too ls - such as rationali sm, fashioned precisely to perpetuate the ir exclusions 
- co lludes with the oppressors in keeping the oppressed occupied with the 
master's concerns. 

We propose that there are important elements of personal experience which 
thi s common sense wisdom manifested by the teachers has served to subjugate. 
Much of the lack of initiative of the teachers and even the chi ldren in moving 
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beyond the limitations of their environment can be ascribed to the dislocation of 
experience which has accompanied the migration from the rural environment to 
the urban. The real apathy of the teachers reflects for us how the subjugation of 
any other enriching educational experience, and the elevation of the common 
sense, has disempowered the teachers. They are caught in a mind-set within 
which success and achievement are only attainable through compliance with the 
rules of that framework. However, entry into the framework, given their social 
location, is only from the very bottom of society, a route which is a 
disempowering one. The young children who come from the rural areas of the 
Transkei , for example, usually have a wealth of experience because of the 
responsibilities they are expected to undertake and their interaction with other 
siblings. Unfortunately, it would appear that this experience is lost or negated as 
herding goats or collecting kindling for fires is not seen as important or dignified 
work within the urban context in which the children now find themselves . 

There are a number of difficulties in trying to rescue the significance of 
empowering kinds of experience. Much of this difficulty is about the very 
pervasiveness of powerlessness which characterizes squatter-community life. 
Self-reflectiveness is a way of overturning that powerlessness (Colyn, 1986). 
However, what we fear, based on our experience, is that the image subjugated 
people look for, and much less seek to understand, is not their own but that "(of 
the) oppressor. This is their model of humanity" (Freire, 1972, p. 22). 

How then does one begin this process of empowerment? Answers are not self­
evident. Clearly, one has to help students , adults as well as children , to 
reconstruct their social environments. As a very modest contribution to this 
process, students have to be brought to understand their own social construction. 
This would serve to bring them to the vantage point of understanding their 
location in an environment, central to which is the capacity to accept 
themselves, or as Aronowitz says, "appreciating and loving oneself' (Giroux & 
McLaren, 1986, p. 229). The self-interrogation implied in this process, however 
would appear to involve ways of knowing which critical pedagogy can only 
partially provide. Along with Ellsworth (1989) we would argue that 
empowerment cannot be considered an approach which "treats the symptoms 
but leaves the disease unnamed and untouched" (p. 306). Working with teachers 
in KTC we are deeply conscious of this and would therefore argue that the 
political and social struggles for housing, health, and other basic demands are 
intrinsically part of the KTC teachers' realization of their social construction. It 
is as teachers that they express their empowerment but it is as subjects in a 
universe broader than the school that they become fully human. 

We now wonder if it should not have been our role to support the teachers at 
KTC in establishing the kind of school that they wanted and to facilitate their 
reflection on the process as it unfolded. This reflection might have ensured that 
the teachers codified their experience in one way or another. Working from this 
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code we could have sought to bring about those changes that the teachers really 
wanted. 

We wish to thank Chris Breen, Wendy Flanagan, Dave Gilmour, and Beth MacLagen for 
their valuable comments. 
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