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Reflective Narrative on Teaching and Learning 

 
Figure 1: Réne Magritte ‘La Clairvoyance’.  

See https://www.renemagritte.org/la-clairvoyance.jsp (Accessed 6 May 2023) 
 
An artist sits at an easel, his gaze focused on an object resting on the tabletop (Fig 1). It is a bird’s 

egg, ostensibly the subject of his painting. But the canvas where his brush is poised reveals a 

radically different image. It is, unexpectedly (and wonderfully) a fully developed bird with its wings 

spread in flight. René Magritte called his self-portrait ‘clairvoyance’. His point was about the 

ongoing presence of possibility and capability, its readiness to hand within the material and relational 

realities we apprehend, and which we are part of.1 Such clairvoyance sits at the very heart of 

excellent teaching practice, where the possibilities in a classroom are both epistemic and ontological.  

Philosopher Giorgio Agamben alerts us to a distinction between ‘form of life’ and 

‘form-of-life’.2 The former refers to the  identities and material circumstances grounding us, 

diversely and unequally, in global and local realities – realities often constructing and reproducing 

conflict, hierarchy and relations of violence.3 The hyphenated latter concept expresses an 

‘immanence’ of possibility in every being, premised on recognition of life-force. The tensions 

between form of life and form-of-life are productive, because they represent a critical recognition of 

what is, while acknowledging that the way things are is both contingent and changeable. This 

dialectic sets the stage for a critical understanding of social reality, while acknowledging that a 

different reality may be imagined that is antagonistic to sovereign power. As Sergei Prozorov 

3 F Fanon (1967) The Wretched of the Earth. Translated by C Farrington. Harmondsworth: Penguin: A Mbembe (2001) 
On the Postcolony. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

2 G Agamben (2000 [1993]) Form-of-life. In: Means without End: Notes on Politics. Minneapolis, London: University of 
Minnesota Press: 3-14. 

1 M Heidegger (1962) Being and Time. Translated from the 7th edition of the German Sein und Zeit by J Macquarrie and 
E Robinson. New York: Harper-Collins: 98-101. 
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contends, the possibility endemic to form-of-life is a ‘source of radical political affirmation, whereby 

the being of things “as they are” authorises the overcoming of the present order of things’.4  

My teaching discipline of  is necessarily concerned with change. Students are 

 Teaching  is not an exercise for conveying supposedly useful ‘facts’ about the 

past but is rather an opportunity to facilitate understanding of our own agency in the present.  No 

other graduate outcome is as crucial. This, Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen remind us, requires 

that we encounter each other as beings endowed with innate value and capabilities.5 The classroom is 

a significant space for such optimism. Here, analogies of eggs and birds are not apt, because students 

are not embryonic objects, nor is it flight (or height) that teachers may properly claim to offer. Yet we 

have an important role in shaping, and awarding value to, the possibilities inherent in every student’s 

journey. 

At stake is how we can imagine – beyond the ‘valley of the normal’6 – a better world, and 

how we may work to bring that about. Göran Therborn recently summed up humanity’s acute 

collective challenges as residing in threats of environmental collapse, multi-scale violence, and the 

devastations of persistent inequality.7  Such issues foreground the United Nations’ 17 sustainable 

development goals,8 and are implicit drivers at my own institution of higher learning.  

 

 is apt here. Preparation for such challenges, as for an unstable 

job market in a country with scarce and disparate resources, requires a classroom environment that 

enhances student self-reliance and flexibility, including ‘greater choice as to the way [students] might 

engage in learning.’10 This means both validating and building upon the wealth of knowledge that 

students bring with them. It means setting diverse and multiple activities and assessments – crucial 

for encouraging students to play to their strengths, take risks, and seek the support they need to 

ensure success. 

10 C Dennis, R Matheson, and S Tangney (2020) Flexibility and Pedagogy in Higher Education. Brill, Sense: 2.  See also 
S Elkington (2022) Shifts in Pedagogy and Flexible Assessment: Integrating Digital Technology with Good Teaching and 
Learning Practice. In BA Brown and A Irons (eds) The Emerald Handbook of Higher Education in a Post-Covid World: 
New Approaches and Technologies for Teaching and Learning, Emerald Publishing Limited, Bingley: 153-171. 

9 See https://www. .ac.za/about/ (accessed 7 May 2023). 
8 See https://sdgs.un.org/goals (Accessed 7 May 2023). 

7 G Therborn (2022) The Left and the World. New Left Review 137:  23-73; G Therborn (2013) The Killing Fields of 
Inequality. Polity Press. (esp 48-67). 

6 D Kahneman, O Sibony and CR Sunstein (2021) Noise: A Flaw in Human Judgement. London: William Collins: 
148-158. 

5 MC Nussbaum (2011) Creating Capabilities: The Human Development Approach. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press; A Sen (1999) Development as Freedom. New York: Anchor Books. 

4 S Prozorov, (2016) Agamben, Badiou and affirmative biopolitics. In: McLoughlin D (ed) Agamben and Radical 
Politics. University of Edinburgh Press: 165-188, esp. 184. 
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We owe our university students the chance to be stretched and to become accountable to their 

educational growth, as their sense of what is at stake shifts over the course of their tuition beyond an 

understandable but limited obsession with marks towards more liberatory personal goal-setting. A 

changing digital context is crucial to consider in that journey. For while AI means greater flows of 

information (in accessible formats and virtual spaces), it is important also to recognise that problems 

of credible information, ethics, creative originality and non-virtual human connection is a growing 

concern (acknowledged, for example in health and journalism).11 Disciplines like  possess 

new relevance in this emerging context, because they offer students exposure to these issues, as well 

as practical training – both for assessing evidence (i.e., for its veracity and nuances of meaning), and 

for communicating complex ideas and arguments, in new and emerging platforms.  

I’ve come to see that students in South Africa often seem to feel they need ‘permission’ to 

‘draw outside the lines’ and take creative risks. Many are concerned about marks and ‘right 

answers’. My passionate views for why a more liberatory approach really does matter was the gift of 

my teacher parents. I also grew up in an era when Pink Floyd’s anthem ‘The Wall’ and Paolo Freire’s 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed raged against education as a factory for producing competent cogs and 

‘yes-(wo)men’.12 Freire’s criticism of content-dumping instruction – with students positioned as so 

many containers to be filled with rote content – was aligned with other critical studies. This literature 

demonstrated, for example, that schooling tended to produce normative consent in learners to the 

ruling ideas and structures of power in a given society.13  

A social justice approach is imperative at an institution of higher learning situated in the most 

unequal society in the world. It means that our context is not something ‘outside’ the classroom but 

deeply shapes it. It also shapes graduate student supervision. I have reflected on these issues, and 

advocated for student-centred, locally postured approaches to teaching in scholarly articles, 

published from 2005. Please se  with a 

link to the full publication in the appendix. A list of earlier accredited articles and conference papers 

is found in my CV. This body of writing evidences how, across my career, I have purposefully 

pursued teaching strategies to engage students’ minds, hearts and imaginations.  

Another way of saying this is: I have aspired to be a  teacher who can empower 

students to examine the egg and see the bird.   

13 S Bowles and H Gintis (1976) Schooling in Capitalist America: Educational Reform and the Contradictions of 
Economic Life. New York: Basic Books.  

12 P Freire (2007 [1970]) Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Continuum Books. 

11 RS Kingston et al (2021) Identifying Credible Sources of Health Information in Social Media: Principles and 
Attributes. National Library of Medicine Perspectives, Jul 16. doi: 10.31478/202107a; KN Dörr and  K 
Hollnbuchner (2017) Ethical Challenges of Algorithmic Journalism. Digital Journalism, 5,4: 404-419. 
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The bright young people in my classroom, and who inspire my optimism, face substantial challenges, 

even as they bring resilience and creativity into the learning environment. Most of the first-year 

students in my  module, for example, are coming from vulnerable 

socio-economic contexts, bravely pioneering tertiary education as first-generation university goers in 

the most unequal society on the planet. Demographically, 99% are Black South Africans, broadly 

defined, for whom  has produced many hurdles, which reside in persistent social inequalities 

of race and class, as well as gender.  

It is this specific context that must compel us to understand that , both as an 

intellectual problematic as well as teaching subject, is not a servant to nationalism or capitalism. 

Rather it treats the nation-state and current trends of neoliberalism as contingent products of , 

ones which shape our normative ideas of reality and common sense about what is (form of life). 

Teaching  is a means of interrogating that ‘common sense’ and its ideological and material 

foundations, to understand its limitations and to search for what might exist or be possible beyond 

(form-of-life). In practical ways, I draw inspiration from Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s classic book 

Silencing the Past,14 which I have incorporated in honours methodology classes. Trouillot 

emphasizes, and empirically explores, through the case of his own Haitian homeland, the 

contingency of  knowledge-production as a feature of political and institutional forms of 

power, past and present. His point is that  silences are produced, simultaneously and in 

symbiosis with,  knowledge.  

This insight informs my teaching through two directions of practice. Firstly, students of 

 must – if the discipline is to be of any worth to them as thinkers and actors – become versed 

in the debates about evidence, its nature, origins, credibility and revelatory potential. They should 

both be able to appraise the evidence available and to critically reflect on why certain kinds of 

evidence are less likely to come to light or be preserved (for example, in archives and repositories). 

Decolonising education means asking questions about the ‘who’ of knowledge production and 

control: who writes ; what is remembered and forgotten (by whom and how); and where 

‘other’ or ‘hidden’  and memories might reside.15 It is about recognizing that reservoirs of 

15 M Giabi and T Waetjen (2022) Decolonising Drug ? Notes on a Journey Southward, Social  of Alcohol 
and Drugs, 36, 2: 119-128. 

14 M-R Trouillot (1995) Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of  Boston: Beacon Press.  

6 

 



 knowledge exist in the story-telling of our grannies, in the work of their hands, and in the 

landscapes they have inhabited.16  

Secondly, I feel strongly that the context in which we teach demands teaching in a way that 

invites humility in a knower. We must encourage and support the deep questions over the cheap 

moralism about past humans embedded in their particular times and places. It also demands that we 

welcome student subjectivity as a source of knowledge and engagement and not treat it as the 

antithesis of so-called ‘objective’ facts. Facilitating multiple pedagogical encounters and exercises 

which can develop and not suppress  and ethical imagination, requires tools for addressing 

context.17  

 

While teaching prizes are not a measure of efficacy, they evidence a recognition of engagement and 

innovation. My CV shows that I have recently received two significant teaching prizes at my 

university institution. I was selected for  

 Last year, I received a University-level prize:  

 Please see the appended the judges summary their decision for this 

latter award. 

I also consider it evidence of my ongoing commitment that, across my career, my university 

institutions have invited me to offer developmental seminars and trainings for humanities lecturers. 

At , for example, I frequently presented at quality assurance forums to showcase student work 

and to demonstrate creative uses of online course management tools, including retention. This was 

after I began integrating web design and montage videos for a first year class on  of media 

and public citizenship. I represented  for a DHET national humanities benchmark 

development workshop , and participated in provincial forums on oral  

methods. At , too, I have presented on strategies for developing quality of teaching. I showcased 

my class project at our Humanities Faculty Board Meeting, to exemplify ‘innovative teaching’. Early 

in 2022, I gave a 2-hour workshop for the ‘Academic Bootcamp’ series of the quality assurance unit, 

under the title of ‘Coming Together in Cyberspace: Engaging Students’.18 In October of last year, I 

gave a seminar titled ‘Translating Classroom Innovations to Publications’ for the Faculty of 

18 See https://www. .ac.za/event/2022-mini-academic-bootcamp-series/ (Accessed 8 May 2023) 

17 LS Lemisko (2004) The  Imagination: Collingwood in the Classroom Canadian Social Studies, 38, 2. A 
Ibrahim (2017)  Imagination and Cultural Responses to Colonialism and Nationalism Selangor: Strategic 
Information and Research Development Centre (esp. ‘Introduction’) 

16 S Vollenhoven and J Bam (2023), Restore the right to learn with Ausis, uMakhulus and uGogos: A reflection on Youth 
Month and returning to the wisdom of female knowledge keepers. See 
https://www.litnet.co.za/restore-the-right-to-learn-with-ausis-umakhulus-and-ugogos-a-reflection-on-youth-month-and-re
turning-to-the-wisdom-of-female-knowledge-keepers/ (accessed 28 June 2023) 
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Humanities’ T&L seminar series. Later this year, I will be delivering a further university-wide 

seminar provocatively titled ‘What my  research on drug policy and harm reduction has taught 

me about teaching’.  

I was recently nominated by my university to be a participant in the Teaching Advancement 

at Universities (TAU) Fellowship Programme for 2024-25. It is unfortunate that, for reasons of an 

urgent family concern, I was obliged to decline this opportunity. I was informed that I am likely to be 

nominated next round. 

 

Connecting theory and context to practice 

Andrews and Burke remind us that  teaching is about the five ‘Cs’: ‘change over time, 

causality, context, complexity, and contingency…[which]…together describe the shared foundations 

of our discipline.’19 These are difficult as abstractions, but they offer concrete methods of thought 

and analysis. They belong to progressive pedagogies, but do not preclude formal or ‘traditional’ 

strategies that – against the sometimes-fluffy optimism about student-centred learning – remain 

important tools.20 Becoming proficient in the five ‘Cs’ requires ongoing and practical engagements 

with lectures, texts, peers in discussions and debates, videos, photography, and different formats of 

writing.  

In my experience, continuous assessment offers the best structure for success.  It also has the 

advantage of requiring that teachers generate multiple, and diverse opportunities for learning, with 

regular feedback. Many different kinds of activities and assessments, spread over a semester, is better 

than only a few that bear the weight of final marks, since more bite-sized assessment opportunities 

make space for students to overcome fears of failure by playing to strengths and by risking more 

adventurous arguments and exploratory ideas.21  

Please view the appende  

 for a ‘student view’ of my online modules.  I am among many teachers who scrambled to 

reformulate teaching practices and pedagogy in the light of Covid-19, incorporating online and 

hybrid forms of learning.22  My strategies for supporting student success through continuous 

22 S Motala and K Menon (2022) The Hill We Climb: In Search of a New Pedagogy. South African Review of Education. 
27, 1: 140-159; AP Lee and K Springer (2020) Socially Engaged Oral  Pedagogy amid the COVID-19 

21 AK Miller (2015). Freedom to Fail: How do I Foster Risk-Taking and Innovation in my Classroom? ASCD; Arias; J 
Metcalf (2017) Learning from Errors. Annual Review of Psychology 68, 1: 465-489;  

20 W Hugo and V Wedekind (2013) Six Failures of the Pedagogic Imagination: Bernstein, Beeby and the Search for an 
Optimal Pedagogy for the Poor. Southern African Review of Education with Education with Production 19, 1: 139-157. 

19 T Andrews and F Burke (2007)  ‘What does it mean to think ly?’ Perspectives on  (Newsletter of the 
American  Association): 
https://www. s.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on- /january-2007/what-does-it-mean-to-think
- ly  (Accessed 8 May 2023). 

8 

 

https://journals.co.za/journal/sare


assessment and blended models are designed to be sensitive to the contextual challenges of 

loadshedding, software or device issues, illness and its effects on households, and frequent 

transportation strikes. For example, I have found that a ‘flipped classroom’ enhances student 

preparation and participation in class.23 It means that if a student misses a lecture, they need not lose 

out. For this reason, I include video lectures among my modes of ‘delivery, 2-8 short segments per 

week. Please see the link to an  to indicate style and 

format. Students may watch (or even download) when they have access to campus wifi, at their 

convenience before a set date, even watching multiple times.  

I then use my class lecture slots to go over content, for discussions, Q&A and for value-added 

activities. I also use class-time for skill building assessments such as written reading responses, 

where students respond to a question (mainly in order to demonstrate they have read and reasonably 

understood an assigned text). I generally count the highest marks from a range of opportunities, such 

that illness or transport issues, etc need not affect a student’s marks. This year, for example, there 

were 5 reading response opportunities and I counted the top 3. (With big classes, this makes sense 

too in order to avoid a traffic in doctors’ notes or other explanations.) Writing during class helps  

side-step common dilemmas around plagiarism and AI, and students can practice thinking on paper. 

During the last four years, I’ve redoubled my strategies for retaining students, since the 

vulnerabilities of drop out appear to have increased with virtual and hybrid learning and with 

economic hardships on South African families. In the two online course management platforms I’ve 

worked with, I have make regular use of retention software, customising and personalising all my 

messages to each ‘at risk’ student identified as not keeping up. For example, this last semester, please 

see  of first year students 

(whose sign-in to the online course management system appeared to be lagging). Written outreach to 

convey my personal interest and investment in a student’s success, and to offer individualised 

support, have appeared to assist many (though not all) students. Tutors are surely the most important 

layer of support, especially for first year students. In aid of creating a welcoming classroom, we 

emphasise their approachability in our welcomes to students. Here i  

  

23 P Baepler, JD Walker, and M Driessen (2014) It's Not About Seat Time: Blending, Flipping, and Efficiency in Active 
Learning Classrooms, Computers & Education 78, September: 227-236; H Al-Samarraie, A Shamsuddin and AI 
Alzahrani (2020) A Flipped Classroom Model in Higher Education: A Review of the Evidence across 
Disciplines. Educational Technology Research and Development 68: 1017–1051 

Pandemic. The Oral  Review  47, 2:  227-239: TD Oyedotun (2020) Sudden Change of Pedagogy in Education 
Driven by COVID-19: Perspectives and Evaluation from a Developing Country. Research in Globalization 2: 100029. 
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My pass rate this last semester was above 97%, and I attribute this to a dual strategy 

involving 1) many kinds of (smallish) skill-building assessments, with content that has current 

relevance and application; and 2) direct outreach and support. I appen  

 here. Although high marks may make it appear that I am ‘easy’ on 

students, I am in fact very demanding. But many chances to succeed (and fail with some impunity) 

goes a long way (I believe) to encouraging student development. See, here  

 

  To illustrate how I work to make  relevant and applicable, see 

 here. 

 

Let me note some general examples of my teaching approaches, before reflecting more deeply (in the 

next section) on a specific implementation and innovation. 

As mentioned, students are incentivized to complete assigned reading and watch lectures 

before a given class discussion, through a short in-class reading response that takes place in the first 

20 minutes. I did this even with 580 students this year, a logistical challenge, and I marked all the 

scripts myself (saving my tutors for specifically skilled work, discussed below). I also had two 

quizzes and two tests, each with relatively low stakes for overall mark.  This allowed students to 

practice skills, and play to their strengths.  

I assign readings that are varied in genre and that speak, in different empirical and emotional 

registers, to  imagination. As one example, in my global  module, I used Zakes 

Mda’s The Sculptors of Mapungubwe for Unit 2, to help students connect to ideas about the 

dilemmas, conflicts, and cosmopolitanism of a local 14th century community linked into Indian 

Ocean networks. When we discuss the neolithic (agricultural) revolution and the birth of urban 

centres, I supplemented academic approaches with sections from the Epic of Gilgamesh. This is a 

story over 4 thousand years old (originally written on clay tablets in Akkadian cuneiform), helping to 

raise questions about authority and legitimacy of kingship within the religious cultures of early 

Mesopotamia. In my module,  3B, ‘Epidemics in ’, we read Howard Phillips’ Plagues, 

Pox and Pandemics in South African , structured as one chapter (and one epidemic) per week 

to make comparisons with our recent pandemic and the attendant social, medical and political 

realities.  

 For lower-division modules, I like to keep essay assignments short, but requiring both 

argument and evidence. At  for example, in my ‘Empires of the Modern World’ module, I 
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used evidentiary documents from an infanticide trial from the early 20th century (an Australian settler 

teenage charged with killing her newborn in a Durban hotel room) to introduce the skills of reading 

for evidence. I titled this assignment ‘CSI Empire’, and students were asked not only to make a 

written argument for guilt or innocence, but to consider the social, racial, gendered and cultural 

context of colonial South Africa in these events. We then held a mock-trial (debate) in tutorial 

groups. In another example, at , students wrote a hypothetical letter to President Ramaphosa, 

urging him to consider how his public health policies for Covid-19 could benefit from considering 

the case of earlier epidemics like bubonic plague.  They were asked to suggests current insights that 

might be gained from understanding public reactions to 14th century government policies (such as 

quarantine), medical practices, a flourishing of ‘miracle cures’, and the  rise of xenophobia and 

scapegoating. This helps show why  is not about the past, but an aid to understand the present.  

For this reason, too, I regularly make use of YouTube (and other) videos to help make 

connections with points of interest in current news. While we were exploring  of the polio 

vaccine in my third year class in 2022, there was an outbreak in New York City and the (youtube) 

explanation by an epidemiologists for why this happened proved instructive. For global , as 

we discussed the Columbian Exchange from 1492, I featured three videos about maize – a plant 

indigenous to Mexico which over time became a staple in the Eastern Hemisphere – including 

Africa. One video was a cooking show that featured indigenous Oaxacan cuisine and pit-fire culinary 

methods. Another showed how genetic science has been able to reconstruct the centuries-old 

botanical  of maize/mealies, and its development by ancient meso-American farmers from the 

ancestral wild grass teosinte. I see such injections as supplemental, rounding out and humanising 

aspects of  change and geographical and cultural diversity.  

 help illustrate qualitative and 

quantitative student feedback. I submit three evaluations here, including a review conducted Dr 

 

 

 

Teaching to Context: A 4IR class project for decolonizing  and documenting local 

experience  

Let me now reflect with greater specificity on a specific class project, which I have over the last four 

years integrated into my teaching in different ways. 

In 2021, my global  class of almost 400 first year students created a digital archive to 

express and preserve their own lived experiences of what we framed as the global  moment 
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of the Covid-19 pandemic. The project was, in different ways, also integrated into other modules I 

taught, including an honours-level  research methods class and a third year ‘epidemics in 

’ class. Our project was called ‘Joburg21’. The archive, which convened over 2000 archival 

items, How will future s recount our own local moment of global change, in the one case re: 

Covid-19; and in the other re: water scarcity? What sources will be available, and in what languages 

and words, for documenting the experiences and perceptions of young people in  (i.e., 

beyond official or elite voices)?  

To comply with POPIA legislation, this site is no longer available for public viewing. This 

year, however, we began a new archive on different and important thematic topic: Water. Our aim 

was to link up issues of environmental change and to local cultural, political and social  

around water (See Fig 2). In a larger class of 580 students, there were over 5000 archival items 

submitted.  

 

 
Figure 2. Banner for Semester 1 2024 archive, a new post-covid theme. 

 

These digital archives are built with a software package called   is 

an archive-building database and platform developed by the  and 

. This product is open-source, but has professional 

packages available for purchase when large amounts of digital storage are required (as for our class 

project). In 2019, I wrote a successful teaching innovation grant to purchase a platinum version of 

the software package   

In keeping with ’s then-emphasis on the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), I decided to 

structure m  to 1500 module around ‘revolutions’ – big turning points – in human 

. Because I have always worked hard to make my modules relevant to current events in any 

given year, the themes are selected to be relevant: thus, in 2021, the Covid pandemic could easily be 

framed as such a “revolutionary” moment; in 2024, with water shortages plaguing many parts of 
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 water  and the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal # 6, appeared apt for 

our exploration.  

Students generated and used photographic images, written text and home languages to tell their 

stories of coronavirus and lockdown, documenting the impacts and changes in their daily lives. They 

contributed images and narrative accounts, in multiple languages, and developed keywords and 

search terms; they mapped their submissions using geo-location software (Fig 3), and catalogued 

them using  They organised ‘items’ in 12 thematic collections, and curated 

four exhibitions. In 2022, my third-year students (who I could now meet face to face) wrote longer 

pieces, reflecting on their personal memories about vaccination and lockdown.24  

 
Figure 3. Geo-mapping feature. Moving cursor over a peg opens a window summary for items. 

 

A majority (60%) of students found the technological challenges to be well within their comfort 

zone. Others who struggled received support from myself, tutors and ’  

  

The  project, like my personal retention efforts, did not translate into easy teaching. I 

spent evenings and weekends assisting individual students troubleshooting a range of frustrating 

technical problems. I found that most students were motivated to gain support and really enjoyed the 

project. 

A key aspect in this project was the use of home languages. Involving students in archive 

building made them producers of  knowledge, as well as representors of their own 

knowledges and experiences. Language is a crucial part of enabling this, as well as being crucial also 

for any good archive. I incentivized the use of African home languages for writing these archived 

24 Most of these are in English, and they appear as two additional collections. 
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stories, narratives and texts by awarding a 10 bonus marks for narratives so-written. Originality and 

attention to ethical considerations were also part of the mark breakdown and I relied on the talents of 

my multi-lingual tutors for much of this marking. Students received credit for successfully creating 

and activating an  account, and a further set of marks for following the intricate steps of 

entering meta-data (I created training videos as well as written instructions).  

The project required that they consider issues of the political representation (respect and 

dignity in photography for example), language, credibility (e.g., how plagiarism would skew the 

authenticity of the voices in the archive) and principles of research ethics.  Students received some 

basic research ethics training. For example, one tutorial and quiz were built around a 2020 article 

from the New Yorker “How will we tell the story of the Coronavirus?”25  Students reflected on issues 

raised by this article about curation and representation; about what kinds of artifacts, images, 

documents and sources can be important for collective remembering, and also how to ethically 

ensure dignity and anonymity of subjects captured in photographs. 

Through this thematic  project, we considered how our own  reality was 

situated in the broader, global human experience of revolutionary change, and the dilemmas it posed 

for everyday life, family, community, religious practice, trust in government, trust in ‘the stranger’, 

trust in medical technologies, and in the youth identity and self-fashioning. It also promoted thinking 

about research methodologies, and to appreciate archives and sources – and silences – as  

products, as well as the bones of -writing. 

In my  module, the  project occasioned  research training 

from the perspective of the archivist. Most of the tasks in the course were designed to upskill 

capacity of students as users of databases and archives.  helped to offer a fresh way for seeing 

a database from the other side; its production; and the logics of metadata, the rationales for 

collections, the importance of search terms and keywords, and issues arising about representation for 

curation. The exercise showed how it is possible to build a digital community project, and exhibit a 

public interface, using a free software and the technologies (a smartphone) almost everyone 

possesses. 

The project solicited and rewarded student expertise and was integrated into the thematic 

content of my modules and my pedagogical aims.  

 

25 A. Dickson, ‘How will we tell the story of the Coronavirus?’ New Yorker, 9 December 2020. 
 https://www.newyorker.com/news/annals-of-communications/how-will-we-tell-the-story-of-the-coronavirus 
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Postgraduate archives internships and academic development 

The theme of archives can be related, also, to my postgraduate teaching and supervision of MA and 

PhD research, as well as an internship programme I have developed for Honours students. I have 

raised funds and organised applied  work experience, accompanied by small stipends, for our 

 honours cohorts from 2022.  

Because not every  postgraduate student will be employed as a  or lecturer, 

our department has worked hard to identify applicable skills for employment in other sectors of the 

economy. Many students are attracted by the idea of working as archivists for Arts and Culture or in 

private settings, or as oral s and archival researchers. I have taken charge of orienting 

incoming cohorts of honours students to the archival space and ‘how it all works’. This has been an 

important moment for our students. Adorning blue latex gloves is a rite-of-passage marking a formal 

shift in their self-identifications – from consumers of  knowledge to producers. To make 

this a meaningful transition, an intimate working knowledge of archives is essential. 

The s own Special Collections (SC) on the  

offers a perfect locale and partnership for this process. We have specifically wanted students to 

understand the inventories and possibilities of the  (hundreds of boxes of files, 

which house the labour recruitment and management operations of the  industry). 

Many of our students have written their honours research essays or MA dissertations using this 

collection. Building on this, initially in my position as Head of Department, but now in my lecturing 

role, I have coordinated with the  director  for creating ‘experiential learning’ 

internships for honours students who show interest. Last year we had 10 participants, this year we 

have 9.  Honours students receive training by archives staff, and contribute to document 

preservation, digitization and retrieval. It is work experience for their CV, hopefully to assist their 

entry into a difficult job market. Two students who completed this programme received further 

(paying) internships in other archives, specifically the Brenthurst Library (Oppenheimer). 

I have also raised over R4 million in external funds to enable my senior post graduate 

students for overseas study and to develop the competitive edge for their research projects -- through 

overseas research, study and conference presentations. Much of this also goes to local student tuition 

and fees, and stipends, since there is never sufficient NRF funding to go around. Here is what I have 

tried to achieve through a Further Funding for Rated Research grant  and a 

collaboration Wellcome Trust grant  – plus funds awarded from my 

teaching prizes:   
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As part of their academic development, three (3)  post-graduates have studied for a full 

semester at Strathclyde University on full scholarships (for travel, accommodation, tuition and 

research) to earn certificates in the   Two (2) others have gone for a 

full year to earn MSc degrees (one of these is now completing her PhD at , continuing under my 

supervision.) As part of their Strathclyde training, students travel to London, Edinburgh and around 

Glasgow for several weeks and learn to use archives in the United Kingdom for their own research 

projects. Also fully funded are three (3) research MA students studying  at the 

 (tuition, fees and monthly stipend for two years) on topics of   at the 

 The range topics of these students for their degree research are 

impressive, but cover themes of traditional medicine, colonial medical research (in Kenya, 

Mozambique and South Africa), vaccines (for yellow fever), the 1952 Dagga Commission, and 

changing consumer practices in Black maternal-child health.  One of my PhD students has been able 

to present her research at conferences in Boston, Kampala, Exeter, and Glasgow, while three 

presented papers at the University Fort Hare in 2022; and five students are presenting at a conference 

at  this year. Another,  presented her research in Kampala and Shanghai (see 

). Students have also presented at virtual conferences based in Wisconsin and 

Manchester.  In addition, I also landed three post-graduate once-off research funding scholarships of 

R50k each, with a colleague at the University of Toronto, to fund local postgraduate research on the 

topic of pharmaceuticals, specifically: intergenerational differences of women using snuff tobacco; 

performance enhancing drugs in cycling during apartheid, and recent nyaope use by young women in 

ownships.  

In three cases, I have collaborated with post-graduates for publishing in accredited journals. I 

do not believe it is ethical to be included as a co-author merely as a supervisor, so these are articles 

where there has genuinely been collaboration of joining of distinct and complimentary research 

work.  Along the way, I have mentored students in the various steps of submission, revision, 

corrections, proofs, and so on. See (here), most recently, th  

 

Through these value-added opportunities for MA and PhDs, I like to think I am contributing 

to the capacitation and academic socialization of a new generation of s. As the department’s 

tutor coordinator, my mentoring role is extended through being in charge of ongoing trainings and 

support (this year for 10 tutors for four modules—one of them mine). 

I’d like to indicate, as a final note, something about one other kind of advocacy I feel that I 

bring to my supervision. This is illustrated (if a bit sensationally) in a national story about my  
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MA post grad,  who graduated with his degree in 2023 after his studies were 

disrupted by becoming unhoused and making ends meet on the street as a waste-picker, after covid. 

This is outlined here in th , in an 8-minute news clip. While his 

circumstances were of course more complicated than is disclosed, this ‘feel good’ account 

exemplifies what can be possible with sufficient collaboration, determination, and institutional 

support. This student recently presented at a ‘imibono 2023’, a post-graduate  conference 

which I organised with my colleague  post-grads last year.  

 

Professional development 

My very first teaching experiences were as a tutor, and student lecturer, at the University of Oregon, 

while I was a post-graduate student pursuing my PhD degree. After graduating, I was hired for two 

years to direct one of three support programmes offered by the Student Success Center at that same 

university. My duties were to provide support and academic skill building in tandem with a specific 

 module offered. This was for 23 first-year ‘at-risk’ undergraduates whose eligibility was 

determined by low marks, disadvantaged family backgrounds and by their status as first-generation 

university-goers. My students were instrumental in acculturating me to these realities, and in 

identifying the specific skill-sets and practical knowledge required for navigating an unfamiliar, and 

often alienating, cultural and epistemic environment. It was my first ‘professional’ encounter with 

the importance of pedagogical relevance. 

I was privileged to apply some of this experience when I was hired at  

There, I coordinated, developed, and was the lecturer for, a foundational year-long module called 

’. A foundational module, in that context, was one designed for around 200 BA 

students admitted on condition that they complete a year of scaffolded modules prior to entry into 

first-year level classes. In this curriculum,  was the core humanities course, 

bridging , geology, geography, paleontology, sociology, anthropology and literature. It 

acquainted students with various assessment formats, and afforded practice the skills of reading, 

discussion, argumentative reasoning and debate, writing, research, and so on. Here again, I became 

acquainted with strategies that helped engage students and develop teaching strategies for their 

success. Through my experiences in ‘foundational’ teaching, I came to believe that – in fact – 

‘foundational’ teaching is simply good teaching: i.e., teaching that is sensitive to realities of context 

and of students’ real desires to succeed. Such teaching I feel, has to reward learning as a process and 

as an engagement. It must assist students in identifying the important questions and puzzles around 

17 

 



truth and knowledge, rather than obsessing about acquiring ‘right answers’.  What I have written and 

published on these questions has come out of my. own classroom explorations and observations. 

When I began teaching ‘regular’  classes at  and later at , I brought 

‘foundational’ teaching strategies with me, and worked to apply and developed them. Since coming 

to  as an associate and then full professor, I have continued to put up my hand to teach large 

first-year classes. I like being part of students’ early experiences in a new learning journey and I 

want them assured they are not alone if they are feeling overwhelmed.  I find the challenges 

energizing, demanding imaginative and fresh ideas that keep me feeling like I am constantly learning 

with my students. In a short interim, between  and  posts, when I took up a research officer 

post at , I greatly missed being in the classroom.  

Like most in my discipline, I have worked as an examiner across two decades, both for 

undergraduate modules and post-graduate dissertations. For undergraduate modules, I have served 

examiner terms at ,  I have examined dissertations in  and gender studies. 

Through this work, I’ve gained a sense of where my own pedagogy stands in relation to other 

lectures and modules, and have been able to learn and adjust my own strategies and ideas. In general, 

I feel that the level of dedication, rigour and creativity I see among s at academic institutions 

in South Africa is to be emulated and celebrated!  

My keen interest in T&L is not to suggest that I am an academic who has not enjoyed the 

other aspects of scholarly work. I feel that I integrate the various activities demanded by an academic 

life. I am a NRF rated researcher, considered (for a ) to be a reasonably prolific publisher, 

with several books, many articles and some book chapters appearing in high-standing publications. I 

can say that I enjoy international recognition for pioneering research on drug substances and 

state-making  in colonial and apartheid South Africa, and on this basis am regularly involved 

in international collaborations and activities.  I have been an editor for three academic journals (most 

recently from 2018-2021), a guest editor of two special issues on drug  research (one in 2019 

and one in 2022), the editor of a multi-disciplinary book advocating harm reduction (2019), and am 

currently on the editorial boards of both the  and 

th . I currently serve on the executive 

committee for the USA-based  and will be a keynote speaker for 

the Australia-based  biennial conference in August 2025. In 2013 I used 

my  research skills as a 6-month volunteer for the  

In the last 7 years I have organised four international colloquiums in my research field, three with 

external funding I myelf raised. I maintain an active public profile for advocating policy reform, as 
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evidenced in media like the  

 

I was  at  between 2019-2021, the period in which 

Covid-19 and lockdown required that we all innovate new educational methods. Over the years, I 

have served on my fair share of faculty and university committees (higher degrees, ethics, quality 

assurance, and archives). My  

  showcases these integrated aspects of my work life. 

 I have outlined the above professional activities to demonstrate that my T&L professional 

development has not translated into a single-track pursuit. I see research, administration, community 

engagement and T&L as mutually stimulating. It may be notable that the two teaching prizes 

mentioned above for 2021 and 2023 were awarded in a wider context of my involvements in 

research, editing, and academic leadership.  

 

Concluding thoughts 

Teaching has been a central pursuit across my career. While research has been an exciting and 

creative activity, with conferences and publishing a core enjoyment for me personally, my main love 

has been the classroom. The energies of young people, especially first-year students who are making 

the transition into the very different and challenging demands of tertiary learning, are exciting to be 

around.  

Although I am not convinced that a degree can magically enable a student to meet their 

vocational aspirations, given unemployment rates and other challenges, I stand by the classroom as 

an invaluable space of skill-building and of intellectual, emotional and personal development that has 

value for life, whatever its turns. Looking backwards, I feel my own journey so far, across more than 

two decades, has been a beautiful one. It feels ‘calling’ rather than a job. And I hope to have 

contributed something meaningful in the journey of some among the generations who I’ve been 

privileged to meet in my classes. I wish them all joyful and safe flight. 
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Appendix 

Abstract of m   

 

 

Building an archive for “future pasts”: 
Undergraduates document their local Covid-19 ‘moment’ in World  

A substantial body of  teaching scholarship links student archival engagements and 

primary source work to various desirable educational outcomes, among them an enhanced 

capacity for  thinking and imagination. A related scholarly literature considers the 

interface between pedagogy and public memory-making. This article enters and links these 

points of discussion by reflecting on a collaborative classroom project of digital 

archive-building, using the online, Dublin Core-complicit platform Omeka. At the University 

of Johannesburg, during the first six months of 2021, first-year students in an online world 

 classroom produced, submitted and categorised a body of primary sources – both 

textual and visual. These submissions reflected their own, ongoing experiences of Covid-19 

and of lockdown policies. They used photographs and wrote in home languages to convey the 

disruptions, innovations, hardships, and resiliences felt as young people within diverse 

lifeworlds. Aligned to photovoice methodologies, the exercise promoted a reflection of 

 consciousness in two ways: firstly, by situating the pandemic of the present within 

global  more broadly; and, secondly, by considering “future pasts” as a politics of 

memory, research and representation. The article describes the production of the archival 

database, “Joburg21”, and considers the pedagogical challenges and rewards of building a 

digital “archive for the future”.  

Keywords: Digital humanities;  thinking; Memory; Archival turn; Source work; 
Decolonizing ; Covid-19; Remote teaching 
 

Or see: T. Waetjen (2023) ‘Building an archive for 'future pasts': Undergraduates document their 
local Covid-19 'moment' in World ’ Yesterday & Today, 30, December: 66-84. Open-Source 
in: https://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S2223-03862023000200004 
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2023   

 
 

 
 
Why is it that when some  students are ploughing through the details and dates of past wars 
and skirmishes, the  students at  are engaged, excited, and writing their own ? The 
answer to this question is that they have the privilege of sitting in Professor Thembisa Waetjen’s 
classroom. Prof Waetjen, one of the most exciting, well-loved, and innovative teachers at , offers 
her students a vision of  that encourages students to develop the ability to understand the past 
and, very importantly, to imagine future generations and possibilities. Her students learn to recognise 
the importance of their voices and capabilities and to see themselves as active  makers in the 
present who can contribute to a better world and make a significant difference in the lives and 
experiences of future generations. Beyond being taught about processes of change, the centrality of 
context and the nature of evidence, students learn to interrogate and, crucially, question and be open 
to unexpected answers and possibilities. Importantly, they are also given ample opportunity to 
transform their experience and create new knowledge uniquely and practically. There is no better 
example of this than an extraordinary class project for which students constructed an extensive 
digital archive. Using a range of software and drawing on their experiences of COVID-19, they 
collected photographs, videos, memes, and short texts designed to provide evidence for future 

s about lived experiences during the pandemic. The result was extraordinary, with 12,000 
items clustered around twelve themes and displayed in four curated exhibitions, now available online 
and accessible to all. 
This evening, we are here to applaud you and your work, Prof Waetjen – you are an astonishing 
teacher who is making a major impact on the lives of your students. Congratulations, and we look 
forward to reading more of your students’ “  in the making” in the years to come. 
 
Screenshots of the Blackboard ‘welcome pages’ of recent modules taught  

 

 
 

 

An example of an online lecture video segment  

 

 
 
 
An example of my strategy of personalised outreach to aid retention 
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An example of a tutor introductions to encourage students in need of support (included with 

the permission of . 

 

 

 

Plus an example of a 12-second tutor welcome videos for 2024 (included with  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some statistics for recent pass rates and marks averages 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Two examples of marks breakdown for recent modules, showing a strategy of multiple 

assessment opportunities as part of continuous assessment 

 

 

From 2021   Archives and Databases in  Research, Sections from Learning 
guide: Marks breakdown; plus thematic table of contents 
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____________ 
100%.  Final Mark 
 
 AND 
 
From 2024: Marks  1A 

Assessment Component Percentage  

 
  

 

 
 

 

 

  

  

  

   

Final Mark for the Module                    100% 

 

In-class written test question for third-year module  

To exemplify my general applied learning approach (worth 30% final mark) 
 

       
 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 
Teaching Evaluations for   

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract and link to collaborative publication with postgraduate student 
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