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ABSTRACT

In South Africa, the National Education Policy of 1996 and the National Qualification Framework
Act, 2008, requires that all teachers be socially just teachers, with education being perceived as
a perfect tool to realise the ideals of democracy. Education should lead people to become critical
citizens with the mandate to play pivotal roles in the transformation of a multicultural society. It
was inevitable that a new curriculum for a new South African dispensation should be welcomed
and be unavoidable, but the sine qua non was that diverse cultures; the background of learners;
the values in education and so forth, had to be taken into account. The dawn of the South African
democratic period was associated with the emergence of multicultural schools in South Africa.
Furthermore, universities and colleges needed to transform their teacher education training
programs in line with the changes in the educational sphere of South Africa. Student teachers
needed to be trained to understand and adapt to the challenges of multicultural schools and the
new policies that govern these schools. Social Science as a subject deal with the interrelationship
of humans and their environment and can thus play an integral role to meet the needs of diverse
populations. The inclusion of controversial topics in social science curricula is widely considered
to be an essential element of quality education. The sequential mixed methods study was
compounded in the theories of civic education as a moral imperative in social sciences education;
Social Constructivism as a teaching and learning paradigm; and critical multiculturalism. The
population of the study was final year social science student teachers, attached to the identified
university. Quantitative data emanating from 78 questionnaires, ascertained the participants’
perceptions of using social justice considerations in the teaching of controversial social science
topics in multicultural classrooms. Qualitative data emerged from the four focus group
discussions held virtually with participants from different race groups, respectively and teaching
practice classroom observations, as well as the investigation of the role of social justice
considerations in the teaching of controversial social science topics in multicultural school
settings. The findings of the study revealed that pre-service teachers lack training to teach
controversial social science topics. The study further indicates teacher education students fear
of being ostracised leaves them vulnerable and unwilling to teach controversial topics. A lack of

support from education authorities and School Management Teams make teacher education
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students feel unprotected. Moreover, the vagueness of strategies on how to teach controversial
topics according to the current policies does not assist the cause. The study also recommends
that schools develop open relationships with parents about the importance of children discussing
controversial Social Science topics. It is recommended that the adoption of a more positive and
realistic view of Social Science as a subject, will advance social cohesion and citizenship. The study
further suggests that the provision of a space should be made which is collaborative and
respectful, and which will promote opportunities for open dialogue where learners can air their
views in an open forum for critical, in-depth and respectful discussion. In-service teacher training
opportunities should be provided for teacher education students and the formation of
partnerships with Teacher Training Institutions to focus on social justice as a vehicle for the
teaching of controversial Social Science topics and for proposing policy reforms that address the
teaching of controversial Social Science topics in multicultural primary school settings, should be
considered. It is also further recommended that teacher education students be supported by the
school management teams (SMTs) and a possible mentor (experienced) teacher be attached to

support the newly appointed intermediate phase Social Science teachers.

Key words: Teacher education students, perceptions, controversial topics, Social Science, social

justice, multicultural classroom, intermediate phase, primary school
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND ORIENTATION TO THE STUDY

1.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter provides a brief overview of my research on social justice considerations for the
teaching of controversial Social Sciences topics in multicultural primary school settings of the
Free State province, South Africa. It begins by delineating the statement of the problem,
rationale, and describing the purpose of the study, research questions, and the research design.
Social Science has been identified as the subject in the school curriculum that is used as a vehicle
for equipping learners with the requisite knowledge, skills and values, attitudes and dispositions

relevant for producing functional and effective citizens (Ministry of Education, 2005).

Since 1994 after the first democratic elections, there has been a significant redesigning process
of the education and training landscape in South Africa. The period 1994 introduced a radically
new historical era for all South Africans and most importantly, for schooling (Grades 1-12) in
South Africa. The political thinking in 1994 was to abolish all the old that had been systemically
linked with apartheid and to introduce new policies in all the various spheres in the country (Du
Plessis, 2009). As schooling had been in dire straits for many years which were based on
separation, exclusion and marginalisation of black South Africans. Government deemed it
necessary that policy should be enacted to transform the national system of education and
training. The latter needed to recognise that pedagogies, curricula and qualifications were not
absolutes, but rather, that they were the result of decisions, as well as priorities, and therefore

needed debating (Young & Kraak, 2001; Wedekind, 2016).

It was inevitable that a new curriculum for a new South African dispensation was welcomed and
unavoidable, but the sine qua non was that diverse cultures, the background of learners, values
in education and so forth, had to be taken into account (Harley & Wedekind, 2004; Maphosa,
1|Page
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Mudzielwana & Netshifhefhe, 2014). This period will forever be associated with the emergence
of multicultural schools in South Africa. Furthermore, universities and colleges needed to
transform their teacher education training programmes to be in line with the changes in the
educational sphere of South Africa. Student teachers needed to be trained to understand and
adapt to the challenges of multicultural schools and the new policies that govern these schools.
Within the South African context, perceptions were common that teacher education students
would be going into unchartered waters with only the knowledge and skills gained at institutions
of higher learning and seemingly, with very limited experience on how to respond to many
challenges. These were, for example, poverty, inequality, unemployment, social justice, HIV-

AIDS, child-headed household, etc.

It is therefore, with regards to the above said in mind that the aim of this study was to establish
the role of social justice considerations in the teaching of controversial Social Science topics in
multicultural primary schools. The Qualification and Curriculum Development Agency (QCDA),
(2016) recognises the need for the development of essential skills necessary to function in a
democratic society, of which school are also part of. Society must consider a wide range of
political, social, ethical and moral problems (that is, controversial issues). As noted by Office of
the Standards in Training and Education (OFSTED), this is a part where at least some, perhaps

many, practicing teachers are neither assured, nor efficacious.

This perceived deficiency has significant implications for the intermediate phase in multicultural

primary schools and society, e.g.:

e acceptance that the classroom is diverse and requires a different approach to create a
classroom climate and atmosphere that will make everyone feel welcome; and

e adjust the teaching strategies to accommodate the diversity, as they are such an
important aspect of the development of democratic values and skills - the ability to

present and discuss controversial issues.

Particular incidents of racial intolerance in Free State schools is a typical example and relate to
the challenges schools are facing in dealing with diversity in their classrooms. In the “Mail &
Guardian” newspaper of 24 July 2014 it was reported that the South African Human Rights
2|Page
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Commission (SAHRC) found a Bloemfontein school’s staff member guilty of hate speech towards
black and ‘coloured’ learners. The investigation uncovered that learners at the school were
exposed to dehumanising and racist treatment by staff. Teachers form part of society and they
frequently share the same stereotypes and prejudices with the majority and thus could have
“blind spots” when their attitude towards diversity is in question. Teachers with stereotypes and
prejudice towards certain social groups, or those who tend to be blind to inequalities and
discrimination, can hardly teach learners about the significance of education for diversity, for
learners’ future professional work in multicultural school settings. If teachers are incompetent to
teach about diversity, it might be extremely difficult for them to prepare their learners for work

in a multicultural environment.

Theories and practices that assists unbiased and socially accepted opportunities for learners is
what multicultural education incorporates (Barndt, 2007; Arslan & Rata, 2015). Therefore, | agree
with opinions that reinforce apposite arguments that relate to teaching and learning in
multicultural classrooms. The notions of culture, schooling, and education are embedded in
democratic multiculturalist approaches to teaching, learning, education reform programmes and

social justice initiatives (Witsel, 2003; Alismail, 2016).

| am of the opinion that the inclusion of social justice in teacher training programmes can
contribute to preparing intermediate phase Social Sciences teachers to be agents of change. The
discipline of Social Science is better positioned to examine critical, social issues from multiple
perspectives, explore past and present inequities, and propose possibilities for change in an
increasingly globalised world (Agarwal-Rangnath, 2013). However, it needs to be noted that
social science teachers face a wide range of challenges and obstacles when teaching about
controversial topics surrounding injustice. Variables outside of the South African school context,
eg School Governing Bodies, parents, community members and the increased marginalisation of
Social Sciences content may easily influence a teacher’s decision-making skills. In response to the
latter mentioned issues, there is a pressing need to clarify social justice and its position within

the Social Sciences.

3|Page

© Central University of Technology, Free State



©.

The inclusion of controversial issues in Social Science curricula is widely considered to be an
essential element of a quality, democratic, civic education (Hess, 2010). One of the leaders in the
field, such as Hess, usefully identified a variety of ways teachers may treat controversial issues in
their classrooms, by denying that controversy exists; ignoring contentious issues; privileging
particular viewpoints; or presenting a so-called “balanced” multiplicity of perspectives. This said,
less is known about how the political, geographic, economic, social and emotional particulars of
any one controversy influences teachers’ decisions about how and what to teach (Swalwell &

Schweber, 2016).

In South Africa, the National Qualification Framework Act, 2008, requires that all teachers be
socially just individuals, with education being perceived as a perfect tool to realise the ideals of
democracy, and to lead people to become critical citizens with the mandate to play a pivotal role
in the transformation of a multicultural society (Msila, 2013). As newly appointed teachers, the
fate of student teachers is sealed, as they have to contend with multicultural learning
environments characterised by different challenges, such as the lack of knowledge or
understanding of the diverse groups of learners; a lack of understanding of the different cultures
and social behaviour; and the acquisition of teaching competencies of social justice
considerations, such as the ability to support learning in schools, and raising critical questions.
These may be, for instance, equity, privilege, democracy and the capability to provide leadership
as a collective responsibility for school improvement (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy, 2005,

Whalan, 2012).

Social justice generally embraces values, such as the equal worth of all citizens and their equal
right to meet their basic needs. Kea, Campbell-Whatley and Richards, (2006) aver that in the
context of democratic education, teacher competencies such as sociocultural consciousness,
adopting responsible teaching strategies, and having an affirming attitude towards learning from
culturally diverse backgrounds, should form part of teacher education students’ professional
development. Most advocates of social justice education note that preparing pre-service
teachers to teach in such learning environments and challenging oppression is difficult work,

facing a multitude of barriers (Pace, 2014). As such, democratic education requires teacher
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education students to lead and teach for social justice and combat oppressive practices, while

creating an equal and dignified classroom environment.

Controversial topics are of seminal importance in African schools because without them, African
children are not likely to form citizenship dispositions that are vital to the health of their
communities. (Asimng-Boahene, 2007). Masote (2016) concurs with this stance by indicating that
in traditional African society, children were taught about societal values and responsibilities at
an early age and these values were regarded as the effective cultural elements that also shaped
individuals as members of a community that live together. Student teachers spend about four
years at Higher Education Institutions and part of the task of higher education is to respond to
the challenges which confront South African society. One of the crucial challenges is how non-
racialism as an ethical imperative can be foregrounded in higher education. An integral part of
transformative education must be to work against inequality and inhumanity, systemic

domination, and to foreground social justice (Hess, 2010).

The content of social science as a subject, respond to many societal challenges currently
associated with issues such as urban and rural settlement, pandemics, climate change, poverty,
racism, etc. -these contents as portrayed in some subject themes, fulfils a role in enhancing social
cohesion and tolerance for one another (Busey & Mooney, 2014). In an age in which diversity
and multiculturalism are increasingly prominent features of higher education and society,
researchers are tirelessly exploring numerous ways to meet the educational needs of diverse
populations (Banks, 2004). Social science as a subject in the intermediate schooling phase of
South Africa deals with the interrelationship of humans and their environment and can thus play
an integral role to meet the needs of diverse populations. Historically, the primary function of
Social Science was the development of civic virtue; helping students acquire through instruction
and practice, the knowledge, attitudes, values, habits and behaviours that are central for
maintaining a healthy, diverse and dynamic society to foster effective civic participation (Chapin,

2011).
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1.2 RATIONALE OF THE STUDY

As this study resides within the field of teaching and learning, it ought to make a contribution
with regard to initial teacher development and training within a post-apartheid, multicultural
school milieu. Exposure, interaction and a comprehensive understanding of the current South
African intermediate phase classroom is of paramount importance for the teacher education
student to engage with different challenges and issues in the classroom. In particular, the Social
Science classroom where controversial topics such as poverty, slavery, social justice, HIV-AIDS,
homosexuality, religion and religious wars, xenophobia, etc. should be discussed. It should also
be kept in mind that to define controversial topics in Social Science is difficult because there is
no universal accepted agreement on what is controversial to whom. Invariably, controversial
topics are complex, have no fixed point of view and have completing interpretations, which will
challenge personal beliefs and values (Wasserman, 2011). By implication it would be fair to argue
that any historical issue will be controversial to some individuals or groups while certain issues
have the potential to polarise people on a large scale. Therefore, the rational to explore the
contribution of social justice considerations to the teaching of controversial topics, in Social
Science. The development of a guideline document will be suggested as a means of addressing
the challenges student teachers have to navigate in the post-apartheid, South African,

multicultural primary school classroom.

1.3 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

South African universities are under pressure to alter their institutional cultures and policies in
order to provide compensation for the neglect of black students during our apartheid past, as
part redress and to level the playing field. Many universities in South A