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Southern African Rurality in Higher Educa6on


•  To	invesKgate	how	students	negoKate	transiKons	to	university	and	the	influence	
on	their	higher	educaKon	trajectories	in	South	Africa.		

•  To	examine	the	pracKces	that	shape	approaches	to	learning	of	university	
students	from	rural	areas	including	in	relaKon	to	digital	technologies.		

•  To	explore	the	challenges	for	students	from	rural	contexts	facing	curricula	which	
remain	imbued	with	colonialism	and	propose	alternaKves	that	build	on	all	
(including	rural)	student	experiences.	

•  To	encourage	capacity	building	with	8	Southern	African	countries	through	the	
SAULT	Forum.	

Research	Aims	
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A	liWle	bit	of	history	(and	poliKcs)	



1913	Land	Act	

1950	Group	Areas	Act	
	
1964	Rivonia	trial	-	Nelson	Mandela	and	others	sentenced	to	life	imprisonment		

1976	Soweto	uprising	aaer	600	killed	in	violent	clashes	
	
1994	First	democraKc	elecKons	under	new	consKtuKon,	Mandela	elected	president	



Higher educa6on in South Africa
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•  Policy	imperaKve	is	transformaKon	-
improved	access	to	HE	by	black	
students,	women,	disabled	and	
mature	students.		

•  Significant	changes	in	admission	
policies	to	address	inequaliKes	since	
1997	

•  Bursaries	,insKtuKonal	grants	and	
foundaKonal	programmes	

•  Ten	Year	Plan	for	Africa	2008-18	-	
crucial	role	of	higher	educaKon	as	a	
key	driver	of	‘equity,	social	jusKce	
and	democracy’	in	2030	vision	(Dept.	
Science	&	Technology,	2007).		

•  ConKnuing	and	significant	lack	of	
academic	achievement	of	students	
from	historically	under-represented	
backgrounds	(Cooper,	2015)	

•  RetenKon	is	a	major	issue	at	all	SA	
universiKes	–	32%	of	black	students	
drop	out	in	first	year	

•  Commission	on		Free	educaKon	in	
2017	-	Issue	of	high	student	fees	is	
unresolved		

	

Higher	Educa3on	in	South	Africa	



The	Fallists-	#feesmuslall	#rhodesmuslall	#witsfeesmuslall	
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The	concept	of	rurality	is	demographic,	geographic,	cultural	and	contextual	
(Roberts	and	Green,	2013).		

In	South	Africa,	space	is	a	deeply	poliLcal	maMer	due	to	the	displacement	
effects	of	apartheid	and	rural	students	are	one	of	the	most	marginalised	
groups,	aMracLng	liMle	aMenLon	in	widening	parLcipaLon	research	to	date	
(Mgqwashu,	2016).	
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Massey	(1992,	p.70)	-	the	social	and	the	spaKal	are	inseparable	and		‘space	
and	the	spaKal	are	implicated	in	the	producKon	of	history	-	and	thus,	
potenKally,	in	poliKcs’.		

‘Using	the	language	of	place	helps	shia	the	focus	of	social	jusKce	
consideraKons	toward	subjecKviKes	and	parKculariKes’	(Roberts	and	
Green,	2013,	p.766)	
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Figured	worlds	(Holland	et	al,	1998,	2010)	
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Figured	worlds	(Holland	et	al,	1998,	2001)	
Social	encounters	in	which	the	posiKons	of	those	taking	part	
maWer,	they	are	socially	and	culturally	organised	and	located	in	
parKcular	Kmes	and	places.	

They	are	historical	phenomena	are	themselves	shaped	by	
acKviKes	of	parKcipants		

	
‘a	socially	and	culturally	constructed	
realm	of	interpretaKon	in	which	
parKcular	characters	and	actors	are	
recognized,	significance	is	assigned	
to	certain	acts,	and	parKcular	
outcomes	are	valued	over	
others’	(Holland	et	al.,	1998,	p.	52).		
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•  How	we	act	when	encountering	and	
parKcipaKng	in	new	‘figured	worlds’	gives	
rise	to	and	shapes	our	idenKKes	

•  PosiKonal	idenKKes	-	‘day-to-	day	and	on	
the	ground	rela0ons	of	power,	deference	
and	en0tlement,	social	affilia0on	and	
distance	–	with	the	social-interac0onal,	
social-rela0onal	structures	of	the	lived	
world’	(p	127).	

•  FiguraKve	idenKKes	-	‘the	stories,	acts	and	
characters	that	make	the	world	a	cultural	
world’	(Holland	et	al,	1998,	p127).	

		

Iden3ty	and	agency	in	
figured	worlds	
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•  “ImprovisaLons	are	the	sort	of	impromptu	acLons	that	occur	when	our	past,	
brought	to	the	present	as	habitus,	meets	with	a	parLcular	combinaLon	of	
circumstances	and	condiLons	for	which	we	have	no	set	response.	Such	
improvisaLons	are	the	openings	by	which	change	comes	about	from	generaLon	
to	generaLon.”	(1998,	pp.	17	-18)	

•  Allows	us	to	explore	the	influences	of	rural	figured	worlds	upon	the	new	worlds	
of	higher	educaKon	and	the	improvisaKons	students	make.		

Improvisa3on	–	the	interplay	of	habitus	
and	agency	
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•  Technocracy	is	‘a	system	of	governance	in	which	technically	trained	experts	rule	by	
virtue	of	their	specialized	knowledge	and	posiLon	in	dominant	poliLcal	and	economic	
insLtuLons’	(Fischer,	1990,	p.	17)	

•  Privileges	technical	training	and	specialised	knowledges	over	social	meanings	derived	
from	experience	or	cultural	pracKces	(Danforth	2016).		

•  	Bell	(1973,	p.	349)	‘technocraKc	mind-view’	Common	understandings	of	social	
meaning	derived	from	experience	or	cultural	pracKces	are	replaced	by	mathemaKcal	
algorithms.			

•  “….	reliance	on	a	calculus,	on	precision	and	measurement	and	a	concept	of	a	system,	
it	is	a	world-view	quite	opposed	to	the	tradiLonal	and	customary	religious,	estheLc,	
and	intuiLve	modes”	(Bell,	1973,	p.	350).	

•  “‘TechnocraKc	consciousness’	strips	lived	experience	of	its	aestheKc	and	ethical	
features”	(Fischer,	1990,	p.	41)	

•  A	technocraKc	consciousness	sees	inclusion	as	a	means	to	an	end	,	not	an	end	in	
itself	(Danforth,	2016)		

	

Technocracy	and	social	jus3ce	in	
higher	educa3on	
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Digital	apartheid	-	‘naKve’	is	
synonymous	with	colonialism	and	
apartheid	

‘Not	a	generaKon	but	an	elite’	(Brown	
&	Czerniewicz,2010,	p.361)	

Digital	strangers		Lack	of	technological	
experience	and	opportuniKes,	used	a	
computer	for	fewer	than	4	years;	no	
direct	access	off	campus.	(Czerniewicz	
&	Brown,	2013)	

Emphasises	the	posiKonal	and	deficit	
idenKKes	of	rural	students	as	they	
transiKon	from	rural	world	to	the	
figured	world	of	university			

	

		

Digital	apartheid,	digital	strangers	
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•  ParKcipatory	research	–	‘co-
researcher	model	of	
parKcipaKon’	in	a	‘community	of	
inquiry’	(Timmis	&	Williams,	
2013)	

•  ParKcipatory	research	–	is	a	
‘decolonising	mode’	(Bozalek,	
2011),	as	it	avoids	a	deficit	
posiKoning	of	students.	

•  NarraKve	Inquiry	–	helps	in	
eliciKng	ideas	and	beliefs	formed	
in	contexts	such	as	rural	
schooling.	

•  Data	generaKon	with	co-
researchers	
•  Longitudinal	(April	to	Dec	2017)	at	3	

sites	(UJ,	Rhodes	and	Fort	Hare)	
•  24	students	from	STEM	and	

HumaniKes	at	each	site	
•  Seven	data	generaKon	sessions	

(plus	external	sesngs)	
•  Data	CollecKon	Handbook	(including	

forms,	ethics	&	evaluaKon)	
•  All	co-researchers	have	an	ipad	–	

producing	mulK-modal	artefacts	
(Evernote)	

•  Workshops	with	SAULT	Forum	

•  Data	generaKon	with	Academics	
and	Senior	Managers	

Methodology	
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•  Deep	understanding	of	natural	
environment	from	early	age	

•  Independence	and	responsibility	
for	tasks	–	e.g.	herd	boy	

•  Collegiality,	negoKaKon	and	
collaboraKon	in	essenKal	tasks	

•  Time	management	–	home	duKes	
–	school	–	home	duKes-	
homework	

•  Long	distances	to	school,	natural	
barriers	

•  Few	educaKonal	resources	in	rural	
schools,	especially	digital	
technologies	or	internet	

Emerging	Data:	Indigenous	knowledge	prac3ces	and	
rural	life	
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•  Language	as	a	barrier,	e.g.	difficulty	following	English	lectures	or	
wriKng	tests	in	English.	

•  Lack	of	knowledge/experience	in	pedagogic	pracKces,	e.g.	conducKng	
scienKfic	experiments	and	using	scienKfic	equipment.	

•  PercepKon	that	non-rural	students	are	more	advanced	and	they	oaen	
afraid	to	ask	for	help	for	fear	of	seeming	‘stupid’.	

•  PercepKon	of	differenKal	treatment	of	black	and	white	students	by	
white	lecturers	(patronising,	finishing	sentences,	allowing	white	
students	to	talk	for	longer).	

Emerging	Data:	Early	experiences	of	transi3oning	to	
higher	educa3on	
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Digital	strangers	
‘I	used	to	go	to	town	for	internet	café,	that’s	where	I	will	get	more	academic	
informaKon.	For	instance,	if	we	have	a	project	or	if	we	have	research	to	do	…	it	was	
difficult	for	me	because	I	didn’t	know	how	to	use	it,	so	I	had	to	take	more	Kme,	hours	
I	was	paying	for	them	to	do	my	work.’	(discussion	group,	R.U.,	1	April	2017).		
	
‘I	had	no	phone	and	I	didn’t	even	know	internet	and	google,	even	a	computer.	I	saw	
one	when	I	went	to	apply	[to	university]	...	when	you	get	to	the	internet	café,	you	
ask	strangers	to	assist	you.’	(discussion	group,	R.U.,	22	July	2017,	F).	
	
I	didn’t	know	anything	about	computer,	I	remember	the	first	Kme	pressing	a	
computer	it	was	a	horror	movie.	I	don’t	know	how	to	explain	it,	I	was	in	an	internet	
café,	I	have	to	pay	money	…	in	fiaeen	minutes	my	R50	just	gone.	I	didn’t	even	know	
where	can	I	start,	what	can	I	do?’	(discussion	group,	R.U.,	22	July	2017,	M).	

‘…coming	to	UJ,	I	didn’t	know	how	to	operate	a	computer,	I	didn’t	know	…	how	to		
even	make	use	of,	like	to	even	switch	it	off	…	like	the	tablet,	I	struggled	…	I	thought	
my	Ipad	it	was	damaged	….’	(discussion	group,	U.J.,	20	April,	2017).	
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	‘…you	know	what	the	Dean	said	to	some	people	at	the	beginning	of	the	year	when	
you	wanna	take	CompSci?	“You	people	will	like	not	try	to	take	CompSci	…	you	
don’t	even	know	how	to	switch	on	the	computer”	…	You	get	there,	they	say	
“design	your	own	game”…’	(discussion	group,	R.U.,	1	April	2017).	

Transi3ons	into	new	worlds	

‘I	also	include	the	internet	café,	which	is	like	in	my	case,	cause	it	was	where	I	got	
exposed	to	like	technology	for	the	first	Kme	and	like	opened	like	the	world	of	
google	and	social	media.’	(discussion	group,	R.U.,	1	April	2017).		
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‘I	think	technology	played	like	a	huge	role	in	actually	coming	here	because	I	don’t	
think	anyone	would	have	applied	and	goWen	like	the	right	informaKon	to	get	here,	
so	like	laptops	and	gesng	informaKon	from	internet	cafes	…	we	didn’t	have	cell	
phones	but	you	know	from	friends….	‘(discussion	group,	R.U.,	1	April	2017,	F).	

Digital	improvisa3ons	

‘……because	even	if	you	find	that	people	who	are	in	university	they	come	to	your	
high	school	and	they	give	you	applicaKon	forms	and	stuff,	…	some	of	the	things	
that	are	on	applicaKon	forms	you	don’t	understand	so	you	have	to	google	them,	so	
that	was	like	really	helpful,	like	phones,	even	though	our	phones	they	were	shady	
at	the	Kme	but	it’s	fine,	and	then	school	had	computer	lessons	so	that	helped	a	lot	
and	they	showed	us	how	to	use	the	internet.’	(discussion	group,	R.U.,	22	July	
2017).		
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‘You	have	to	change	and	the	curriculum	

just	stays	the	same’	



•  Epistemicide	–	the	murder	of	
subordinate	knowledge	

•  A	recogniKon	that	there	is	an	ecology	
of	knowledges	and	that	all	
knowledges	are	to	some	extent	
incomplete	

•  Intercultural	transla3on	–	searching	
for	common	concerns	and	underlying	
assumpKons	amongst	cultures	and	
developing	hybrid	forms	of	
understanding	

•  DecolonisaKon	versus	decoloniality	
•  Decoloniality	-	dealing	decisively	with	
colonial	vesKges	in	knowledge	
generaKon	tradiKons	and	knowledge	
itself,	psychological	enslavement	and	
a	sense	of	unworthiness	engineered	
for	many	centuries	over	the	colonised	
through	colonial	insKtuKons	such	as	
schools	and	universiKes	(Ndlovu-
Gatsheni,	2014).		

•  Mgqwashu	(2016)	-	grand	narraKves,	
including	that	of	“decolonisaKon”	
tend	to	silence	“local	narraKves”.		
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•  Connell	(2017,	p.6)	argues	that	the	21st	century	university	is	‘highly	
unequal’	and	that		‘a	Eurocentric	curriculum	prevails	almost	
everywhere’	

•  The	selecKon/compilaKon	of	‘knowledge’	for	a	curriculum	is	‘not	done	
in	heaven	by	a	commiWee	of	epistemological	angels’	(Connell,	1992,	p.
137)	

•  ‘Curriculum	is	an	official	selecKon	that	structures	knowledge	in	ways	
that	privilege	a	parKcular	construcKon	of	knowledge	and	the	history	
of	knowledge’	(Peters,	2017,	p.644)	

•  ‘Curricular	jusKce’	–	based	on	how	‘social	effects	are	embedded	in	the	
curriculum-as	pracKsed’	(Connell,	1992,	p.138)	

•  The	‘counter-hegemonic	curriculum	must	incorporate	and	rework	the	
core	of	the	hegemonic	curriculum’	(ibid,	p.143)	

Curricular	Jus3ce	
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•  Rural	students	should	not	be	seen	as	in	deficit	-	bring	knowledges	and	pracKces	that	
can	contribute	to	intercultural	discourse	and	hybrid	knowledges	

•  Curricular	imbued	with	the	colonial	past	AND	universiKes	with	a	technocraKc	mind-
view	

•  Heavy	reliance	on	desktop	computers/	laptops		in	university	-	yet	phones	are	the	
lingua	franca	

•  ‘Digital	strangers’	–	facing	new	worlds	and	new	pracKces		-	not	just	when	they	reach	
university		but	also	in	applying		

•  Importance	of	internet	cafes	in	rural	areas	–	for	applying	and	when	home	doing	
university	work	

•  Digital	improvisaKons	-	help	students’	transiKon	in	a	new	technocraKc	world	–	but	no	
evidence	of	university	adaptaKons	

•  Staff	and	students	need	to	work	together	on	‘intercultural	translaKon’	in	pursuit	of	
more	inclusive	and	decolonised	curricular	

Figuring	the	future		
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www.sarihe.org.za	 	TwiWer	-	@sariheza,		@sueKm	
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