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Dear Reader,

We feel honoured to be recognised and nominated by our Deputy Vice-Chancellor:
Teaching and Learning at North-West University (NWU) to represent our institution at this
year’s National University Teaching Awards (NUTA): Category 3 — A Collaboration of

Academics Who Have Shown Innovation in Teaching and Learning.

To support the claims we make, we include hyperlinks to the Annexures containing all the
evidence pieces. Please download the relevant Annexure in PDF format to ensure access
to the supporting evidence. For ease of use, a list containing the abbreviations and
acronyms, as well as our reference list, are uploaded as Annexure G onto the NUTA portal
but can also be accessed here. We believe that student feedback forms an integral
component in teaching and that our teaching approach can only be fully appreciated when
viewed through the lens of our students (Winstone & Boud, 2022). Our narrative and
supporting evidence contain student feedback that was selected from deidentified data
sets taken from the Student Teaching Learning Evaluation Survey (STLES) (B13), pulse
checks (B7), and research projects in the module (F1). Only the feedback of students who
consented to their feedback being used for teaching and learning-related research are
included. However, as Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) researchers, we need
to comply with ethical requirements and for this reason, we can unfortunately not upload
the deidentified data sets as evidence on a public platform. For verification purposes, the
deidentified data sets can be viewed on request and in the presence of the Primary

Investigator.

Reflection on Context

All stories start with Once upon a time, long, long ago, ... and our story is no different.

Once upon a time, long, long ago, soil was prepared, and a seed was planted ...

Although we only started teaching this module
in 2018, the foundation for our teaching was
laid in 2016. In 2016, our module coordinator,
who was then working as an academic
developer in the Centre for Teaching and

Learning, enrolled for a Postgraduate Diploma

in Higher Education (for academic developers)
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(PGDip (HE)) at Rhodes University. Over two years, scholars such as Professors Lynn
Quinn, Jo-Anne Vorster, Kasturi Behari-Leak, Sioux McKenna, Chrissie Boughey, and
Ndebele

transformation of higher education (HE), and questioned her existing ways of knowing,

Clever introduced her to social realism, discourses surrounding the
doing, and being. Throughout this transformational journey, the facilitators guided and
mentored her to realise her agency, role, and responsibility in transforming teaching and
learning in HE in South Africa. Realising the transformative impact that teaching can have,
she returned to academia in 2017 where she could apply what she has learnt in the PGDip

and contribute meaningfully to student learning and inspire others to do the same.

Please refer to Annexure A on the NUTA submissions portal or by clicking here

At the end of 2017, the academic ownership of the module we teach, namely "Know and
Understand the Health World" (hereafter, WWGW222) was transferred to the Centre for
Health Professions Education (CHPE) at the NWU. Since we started teaching WVGW222,

our teaching team has evolved as indicated in the visual below.
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Changes to teaching teams are a reality in HE over which we simply have no control.
Changes to our teaching team have required us to deeply reflect on what makes
WVGW222 work, not just logistically, but philosophically. We are continuously grappling

with how to bring new colleagues into our collective ways of knowing and doing without
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expecting conformity. New team members bring new energy, insights, and critique, but
sometimes lack contextual experience, and just “trying something new” can be detrimental
to learning in a module with 1500+ students. New members need time, mentoring, and
shadowing to understand the underlying rationale of our pedagogical decisions. Inducting
them into our collective and shared identity is a dialogical process and a practice we
intentionally cultivate. At the end of 2025, Christo Bisschoff will leave the teaching team
and although we will miss his knowledge, skill, experience and expertise, we see this as
an opportunity for Christo to inspire the new team he will be joining, and for us and our new
colleague on the Mahikeng Campus, it is an opportunity to learn from, with and about one

another and start a next chapter of our shared teaching story.

Currently our teaching team comprise of a ° @

multidisciplinary teaching team of six Yolande Heymans Jessica Pool  Christaan Bekker
members, and we are quite diverse (A1-AG).
On an organisational level, our team is also
diverse in terms of hierarchical and agential
levels, positions of power, we come from

different health care disciplines, teach on

diﬁerent CampuseS Of the NWU and have Anitia Lubbe Christo Bisschoff Christm:IChristmals

different research interests (A1-A6).

Despite each member’s individual, disciplinary, and professional identity, perhaps our most
significant achievement over the last seven years has been our development into a
cohesive teaching team and despite having a shared and collective identity and agency
(A7), we still value each member’s uniqueness. Developing a shared and collective
pedagogical identity has not been easy. However, using social realism (Archer, 1996, 2005)
as a lens to help us make sense of our complex environment and to identify structural,
cultural, and agential forces shaping our teaching environment and our pedagogical ways
of knowing, being, doing helps a lot. Although the use of social realism will become evident
in the narrative to follow, we deemed it necessary to provide a condensed summary.
Grounded in critical realism, Archer (2013) argues that the social world consists of
structure, culture and agency which operate on all levels of reality, exist together and
manifest in all situations (Archer, 2005). Within social realism, structure refers to
mechanisms or structures that we can observe and include, but are not limited to,

infrastructure, policies, strategies, human resources, positions, funding, committees and
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curricula (Archer, 2013; Westaway et al., 2020). Boughey and Niven (2012) note that
people can create and change structure and that people’s ability to act (also called

“agency”) can be influenced by existing structures.

Culture refers to the products of human activity, which are constantly elaborated or
reinforced by human activity (Archer, 2005, 2013). Culture can include, but is not limited
to, beliefs, values, ideas, theories and ideologies that underpin people’s actions in any
context and that emerge through discourses that certain people use at certain times
(Archer, 2005; Nayager & de Klerk, 2023). Agency is a critical component in social realism
as it highlights the role that individuals and groups play in shaping their social environments
(Archer, 2000). People can reflect on their environment, make decisions and act, but how
they act may be enabled or constrained by the culture and structures within which they
operate (Boughey & Niven, 2012; Quinn & Boughey, 2009). As all individuals function in a
certain capacity, Quinn (2012) argues that agents can use their role and capacity to
influence structure and culture. In agreement with Priestley (2011), we believe that being
able to identify the structural, cultural and agential forces and see the interplay between
them have enabled us to better understand and manage specific challenges e.g., when we
had to adapt our pedagogy to accommodate the growing number of students due to
massification, to be discussed later. In addition, being aware of our agency has enabled
us to use our agency (sometimes as individuals and other times collectively) to infuse

discussions and motivate for transformation within our sphere of influence.

Please refer to Annexure B on the NUTA submissions portal or by clicking here

Shiistory B whowe Breaid why Prior to 1994, HE in South Africa was deeply

we are the way we are.” unequal, and after the first democratic election in

— David McCullough 1994, a wide range of transformation-oriented
initiatives seeking to bring about change as well as address the influence of globalisation
were implemented. These initiatives included rethinking the purposes of HE in South Africa,
policy development and implementation, as well as significant restructuring using mergers
(Badat, 2010; Council on Higher Education, 2004). As part of the transformation agenda,
the NWU officially came into existence on 1 January 2004 through the merger of the
historically black university, the former University of North-West, the historically white
university - the former Potchefstroom University for Christian Higher Education - and the
Sebokeng Campus of the mainly black Vista University. Today, the NWU, as a public,

conventional university, has eight faculties across the following three campuses:

National University Teaching Awards (NUTA) 2025 5



Mahikeng, Potchefstroom, and Vanderbijlpark (North-West University, 2025a) (B1). Global
as well as national pressures have accelerated demands for equity, access, and curriculum
reform, and since the merger in 2004, the NWU has grown significantly when it comes to
student enrolments, pass rates, and qualifications awarded. From 2004 - 2023, our student
enrolment has increased by 38,21%, (North-West University, 2025a) and according to the
latest institutional data, our contact student enrolment stands at 47,468, with 88.16%
undergraduate students and 13,201 (27.81%) first-generation entrants — the first in their
families to attend university (North-West University, 2025a) (B1). Noteworthy is also that
while perceptions may persist that NWU is a historically advantaged institution with
privileged staff and predominantly white students, recent institutional data reveals that the
racial composition of contact students defies assumptions (B1) (North-West University,
2025a).

Lingard (2024) argues that the influence of globalisation on HE cannot be understated. As
in the rest of the world, the South African HE environment has been influenced and shaped
by trends associated with globalisation. These trends include, but is not limited to,
massification, diversification, managerialism, the need for greater transparency,
accountability demands, quality assurance through regulatory developments, changing
revenue patterns, competition for rankings and revenue, increased mobility, digital
revolution, Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and democratisation (Monnapula-
Mapesela, 2024). For this narrative, we want to show how massification, as one of the
trends associated with globalisation, has impacted our teaching and how we have, within
our sphere of control, adapted our teaching to manage some of the challenges associated
with the massification of HE. However, Altbach et al. (2009, p. 171) refer to the complexity
of globalisation as “A knotted ball of string and trying to examine each of these trends

—

/,;71\3 separately is similar to trying to pull an individual string from a knotted mass,

¥ tugging one brings along several others”.

-

S

We concur and although this example only presents a one-dimensional view, we
acknowledge the interplay between these trends. Since 2018, the student enrolment in our
module has grown from 1,335 students to over 1,551 students by 2024 (B2). As student
numbers increase, it becomes increasingly difficult to maintain student engagement, give
timely and personalised feedback, and support our students in their learning journey.
Neither we nor our students have any control over institutional enrolment targets and are

impacted by the challenges associated with increased access. Despite these challenges,
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we believe that all our students should have access to quality education and, therefore, we
view teaching this large module not as a challenge to overcome, but as an opportunity to
innovate and reimagine inclusivity. Academia seeks to find solutions, and therefore, we
believe it is our responsibility as academics to tackle the "wicked” problems (Rittel &
Webber, 1973) associated with large class teaching and come up with ideas, strategies

and solutions for solving, or at least trying to solve, the challenges we face.

Our teaching context and practices are also shaped by regulatory and policy frameworks
on national level, e.g., the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Government of
South Africa, 1996), the Higher Education Act (No. 101 of 1997) (Department of Higher
Education), and the White Paper on Post-School Education and Training (Department of
Higher Education and Training, 2013). Our teaching context and teaching practices are
also influenced by health-related Acts such as the National Health Act (The Presidency,
2013), policies such as the Policy on Quality in Health Care for South Africa (National
Department of Health, 2007), strategic plan of the Department of Health (National
Department of Health, 2019), and more recently, the National Health Insurance (NHI) Act
(No. 20 of 2023) (The Presidency, 2023). To add to the complexity, our teaching practices
are also influenced and regulated by the statutory bodies and councils of the students we
teach i.e., the South African Pharmacy Council (SAPC) (2023), the Health Professions
Council of South Africa (HPCSA) (2024a, 2024b, 2025), the South African Council for
Social Service Professions (SACSSP) (2022), the South African Institute for Occupational
Hygiene (SAIOH) (2022), and the South African Nursing Council (SANC) (2014).

Spiralling down, national imperatives continue to shape our institutional mission, vision,
values, strategic drivers (North-West University, 2023a) which translates into institutional
charters e.g., the NWU Transformation Charter (North-West University, 2021); policies,
e.g., Teaching, Learning and Assessment Policy (North-West University, 2023c), and the
Language Policy of the NWU (North-West University, 2022); strategies, e.g., Teaching and
Learning Strategy: 2021-2025 (North-West University, 2023b); rules e.g., General
Academic Rules of the North-West University (North-West University, 2024a); declarations,
e.g., North-West University’s Declaration on the Decolonisation of University Education
(North-West University, 2018), and the NWU guidelines on using Atrtificial Intelligence
(North-West University, 2024b), to name a few. Since the merger, many regulatory and
policy documents have been aligned to ensure that our students, irrespective of their

campus, get a similar learning experience. However, we are not always convinced that
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structural alignment has brought about the transformation they seek. For example, many
teaching and learning-related regulatory and policy documents at the NWU call for
providing a similar learning experience in an aligned’ module. However, when presenting
workshops on teaching in aligned modules, we often see university teachers reluctant to
align their teaching across campuses, resulting in students on the different campuses
having different learning experiences but receiving the same qualification. We
acknowledge that module alignment across campuses can be extremely challenging.
However, we chose to intentionally align our teaching across campuses to not only create
an inclusive teaching environment for our students, but also to model that module
alignment can be done, and if done well, enriches students’ learning experience. We also
see this as an opportunity to share our experiences and motivate other university teachers

teaching in cross-campus modules to do the same.

As noted earlier, we teach WVGW222, a second-year, second-semester, compulsory 12-
credit philosophy-based module in the Faculty of Health Sciences (FHS) (B3). Pitched at
Level 6 according to the South African National Qualifications Framework (NQF),
WVGW222 forms part of 22 programmes in the NWU Programme Qualification Mix and
has students from a variety of disciplines, namely, Pharmacy, Nutrition, Dietetics, Social
Work, Psychology, Physiology, Consumer Sciences, Occupational Hygiene, Human
Movement Science, Biokinetics, and Recreation. It is important to note that not all
disciplines are presented on all three of our campuses, e.g., Pharmacy, Nutrition, Dietetics,
Consumer Sciences, Occupational Hygiene and Biokinetics are only presented on the
Potchefstroom Campus and not on the Mahikeng or Vanderbijlpark Campuses. Although
not having all the disciplines on all three campuses could be seen as constraining to cross-
disciplinary learning, technology has enabled us to find ways where our students could,
irrespective of their campus, learn with, from and about one another to meet the purpose
of the module, namely, provide students with an opportunity to function as a member of an
interprofessional team consisting of students from different subject disciplines in the FHS,

thereby exposing them to interprofessional collaboration, respect, and appreciation (B4).

Prior to 2018, and before we started teaching WVGW222, the module was presented in a
face-to-face (F2F) modality, with a strong traditional lecturing-centred approach. In-class

student engagement with peers, the content, and the university teacher was limited. In

' A module code (e.g. ABCD111) depicts one aligned module irrespective of the faculty or campus where it
is offered. The alignment is reflected in the level, credits, outcomes and the assessment criteria of the
module (North-West University, 2024a).
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addition, there was no alignment across campuses, meaning each university teacher did
their own thing and assessed their students differently. With the academic ownership
transferred to the CHPE and in agreement with Biggs (2012), that student learning should
be more than just memorising and regurgitating content, the teaching team conceptualised
what we wanted our students to be able to “know, do and be” at the end of the module.
Equally important was their “becoming”. We believe that HE plays a critical role in preparing
students for the workplace and as responsible members of society. Coupled with realising
the potential impact of the module but also considering the unique context and the
influence of external and internal forces, our team embarked on a redesign. The redesign
enabled us to critically reflect on ways in which alignment across the three campuses could
be ensured, therefore we reconceptualised what we teach (our curriculum), where we
teach (our mode of delivery), how we teach (our teaching strategies, methods and
techniques), how we assess (our assessment strategies, methods and techniques), and

how we support our students.

In 2018, we adopted a blended approach. We repackaged and uploaded our content onto
the Learning Management System (LMS). F2F time was used for in-class discussions and
applying content by using real-world case studies. Overall, student feedback on using a
blended approach was positive, but not all students were as excited about the flipped
classroom approach. The feedback from one student caught our eye when the student
said, “I don't like this way of teaching. | don't understand why | need to do your work and
go through the work before class. You get paid to explain the work to us. Now in class we
talk with other students and | don't like that. | don't know why you are not doing what the
other lecturers are doing. You are making our life difficult.” One might argue that it is the
voice of one student, but this one voice made us realise that we assumed all our students
see the value of in-class discussions, exposure to diverse viewpoints, critical reasoning,
and as an opportunity to clarify their understanding and even challenge their own beliefs.
We realised the importance of being transparent about why we teach the way we do and

how our teaching links to real-world skills.

In 2019, we implemented Team-Based Learning (TBL). With the content already online,
and still using a flipped classroom approach, we were much more transparent by telling
our students why we were using TBL. Still requiring our students to engage with the online
content before the F2F session, we started the F2F class with students doing the individual

readiness assurance test, thereafter the team readiness assurance test and then as
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groups, completed the focused application task by applying their knowledge to solve a
case-related problem. Although students responded positively to TBL, students from the
different campuses were still learning in silos, missing out on the richness of intercampus

and interdisciplinary collaborative teaching and learning.

The Coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic saw the implementation of
emergency remote and online learning in March 2020. The digital divide amongst students,
which included, but was not limited to, the lack of learning devices, unstable internet, erratic
electricity supply for online learning, low technology/digital literacy skills, low morale, and
feelings of social isolation, created unprecedented challenges. Having a well-designed
online learning environment due to our TBL helped, but we had to find innovative ways to
facilitate online learning and find ways to support our students and ensure that no student
is left behind. Despite the many challenges accompanying emergency remote and online
learning, COVID-19 also created opportunities with technologies allowing us to align our
teaching across campuses to ensure that our students get a similar learning experience.
With the help of technology we managed to align our module across the three campuses
which means that all our students, irrespective of their campus, have class on the same
day and timeslot, are facilitated by the same expert on a specific topic, are linked to the
same module site on the LMS, have access to the same study material, instructions,

communication, information, assessment, feedback, as well as support.

Due to the changing COVID-19 Alert Levels in 2021, our module remained online, but a
thematic analysis of student feedback from the STLES at the end of 2020 significantly
helped refine our online teaching and learning offering in 2021. Analysis of the STLES
feedback revealed that many students felt socially isolated, which led to the introduction of
online groupwork in 2021 to create opportunities for collaborative online learning. Initially,
we were worried that not all students have access to devices and connectivity. However,
with campuses equipped with the necessary infrastructure for online learning, students
who did not have access to their own devices or internet connectivity used the available
infrastructure on the campus to participate in the groupwork activities. Student feedback
such as “We were given an opportunity to work with students from other courses and
Campuses”, “l was able to gain information and get to know how other students from Health
Science faculty think" and "It was a best choice to pair me with people from other campuses

as we've learnt a lot from them even though we don't know each other” serve as
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confirmation that students value the opportunity to work in cross-campus and cross-

disciplinary teams and get the opportunity to learn with, from and about one another.

With teaching and learning returning to "normal" in 2022, transitioning back to F2F teaching
created a dilemma regarding cross-campus and cross-disciplinary groups. After a careful
analysis and critical reflection on both the advantages and disadvantages of changing our
mode of delivery, management supported our decision to stay online. Remaining online
allowed our students to be facilitated by the same university teacher, to collaborate with
peers across all three campuses, and to engage with disciplines that are not represented
on every campus. Being social constructivists by heart, we did not see any other option
and did not shy away from managing the 350+ groups working collaboratively in an online
learning environment. To ensure that our online environment remains pedagogically sound
and conducive to learning, we used well-established frameworks in online learning, such
as the Community of Inquiry (Garrison et al., 2000) and the Analyse, Design, Develop,
Implement, and Evaluate (ADDIE) model (Patel et al., 2018). Since 2022, we have used
our students’ feedback to refine our approach to online learning and to ensure that our
module remains inclusive and responsive. Feedback like “Thank you for all your effort
throughout the semester and the care you have shown. | am sure each and every student
appreciated it. | think you have a great online design and method here and you should

keep up with it in the future.” serves as confirmation that our efforts are appreciated.

Reflection on Students

Opening an Excel class list with 1500+ rows populated with student information can be
overwhelming. More overwhelming is the realisation that behind each of those names, is
a person, each with their own ways of knowing, being, doing, lived experiences that they
bring with them into the module, the need to be seen, heard and valued and it is our

responsibility to support them to the best of our ability in their learning journey.

Our students are diverse in all possible ways - not just in terms of socio-economic
backgrounds, cultures, languages, and prior educational experiences, but also in terms of
academic preparedness, learning preferences, digital literacy, and because they come
from 22 programmes, they are also diverse in terms of discipline. Although our institution
has made commendable strides in addressing inequalities, many of our students still come
from historically disadvantaged contexts. As Boughey and McKenna (2021) remind us,

students cannot be decontextualised from the social realities they grew up in, and although
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we acknowledge their lived reality, we agree with the authors that this does not mean that

we should have a deficit view of our students.

Grounded in our institutional values and value-driven behaviours, namely, caring and
inclusive, embracing diversity (North-West University, 2024c) we ground our practices in a
pedagogy of care. For this reason, we consider it essential to continuously monitor our
students’ progress, motivate them, and recognise their commitment to their studies. In the
first week of class, we ask students to complete an online pre-module questionnaire to
gain insight into their sociodemographic and language profiles, access to devices, and
prior exposure to the technologies we use in the module (B5). The questionnaire also
allows students to disclose any learning-related needs (e.g., impairments, dyslexia,
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), anxiety), enabling us to offer timely,
individualised support through direct follow-ups and regular check-ins (B6). Throughout the
semester, we conduct two “pulse checks” to assess how students settle in and engage with
groupwork (B7). When necessary, we refer students to relevant university support services.
In 2023, pulse check data revealed increased anxiety related to academic performance. In
response, a peer counsellor enrolled in a Master’s degree in Health Professions Education
facilitated emotional self-regulation workshops to help students manage stress and build
resilience. Findings from this intervention (B8) and the insights gained from the student
profile questionnaires and the pulse checks have helped us foster a more inclusive and
caring learning environment, something our students continue to affirm as reflected in the

following feedback:

“The way you engage with students shows that you actually care, not only about the

module but students themselves.”

“Thank you for caring for our mental health. Many lecturers just care about doing

their jobs, but this team really goes above and beyond. Rea leboha!”

In a module with 1500+ students, there is a risk that care could be overshadowed by the
demands of large-scale, online teaching. Our students are the next generation of
healthcare professionals, and therefore, we believe it is important to model the values of
empathy, respect, care, and recognition that we hope our students will carry into their
professional lives. We believe that small, thoughtful actions can have a powerful effect on
student experience. Some of our actions include sending each student a personalised

birthday email (B9), and at the end of the semester, students receive a certificate
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acknowledging their achievement (B10). These may seem like minor gestures, but in a
large, fully online module where students can easily feel invisible, they serve as important
reminders that they are seen and valued. As one student reflected: “They remember little
things like your birthday! They’ll wish you a happy birthday what other modules never do.”
This reflection affirms our belief that inclusion is not a strategy, but a sustained

commitment, and care is not an add-on but foundational to meaningful learning.

We view our students’ progress and identifying students who may need additional support
also an expression of ethics of care. Due to shortcomings in our LMS, the data analytics
functionality does not allow us to track our students’ performance; hence, we had to find
ways to track and manage the large amount of data to ensure timely intervention. Drawing
on the strengths of two team members, they designed two customised Excel spreadsheets,
which we use to monitor student performance. We use the systems to monitor our students’
visits to the module site on the LMS (B11) and monitor their performance across
assessments (B12). The systems help us to flag concerning patterns such as lack of
engagement, downward or fluctuating marks, and missing assignments. Based on the
data, we can respond timely, and when concerns arise, we reach out with personalised
emails to check in and offer additional support. In addition, using YouTube analytics from
a private YouTube channel allows us to monitor student performance as it provides insights
into how students interact with the learning and instructional videos (B14). By analysing
metrics like view duration, audience retention, and engagement, we can gauge student

focus, identify areas of difficulty and adapt our teaching accordingly (B14).

Going forward, we aim to refine these monitoring systems further and integrate more
automated alerts where appropriate. We also share our monitoring systems with other
university teachers who want to use our system to monitor their students’ performance.
Although our current monitoring systems are effective, we realised that we have not given
the same attention to students who are performing well. Beyond celebrating their success
(B10), we have not provided structured enrichment opportunities or tailored challenges for
these high achievers. We assume students who excel are doing fine, but we now realise
that we may have overlooked the diverse needs of those ready for deeper engagement,
and this does not align with our commitment to inclusive, responsive teaching. It is our
responsibility to create space for all students to thrive, not just to prevent failure, but to
enable excellence. We aim to develop and include enrichment opportunities and resources
for students who excel, and we aim to ask them to act as peer mentors and develop

exemplary materials.
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Reflection on Knowledge

Please refer to Annexure C on the NUTA submissions portal or by clicking here

The NWU’s Culture Statement reads: “To achieve our NWU Dream we actively build a
welcoming, inclusive and enabling culture among staff and students underpinned by
behaviours congruent to commitment to social justice, diversity and an ethic of care”
(North-West University, 2025b). In our context, social justice involves “a focus on what is
valued and benéeficial for all, including the recognition and protection of human rights,
equality, fairness, freedom from oppression and discrimination. From an engagement
perspective, sharing of expertise and tailored solutions to alleviate challenges, or specific
community issues that create imbalances in terms of fairness and social justice.” (North-
West University, 2018, p. 4).

After an Internal Programme Evaluation (IPE) in 2020, we realised that we could do even
more to enhance inclusivity. To respond to the NWU’s commitment to the development of
responsive and inclusive curricula (C1) (North-West University, 2018, 2021), the FHS
identified decolonisation and Africanisation of the Health Sciences curricula as a strategic
priority for 2021-2023 (C2). This strategic project was timely as we just started to rethink
our curriculum and how we can make it more inclusive. Through a series of interactive
workshops in 2021 (C3), scholars such as Margaret Blackie, Emmanuel Mgqwashu, and
Kasturi Behari-Leak helped us to make sense of loaded constructs such social justice,
decolonisation, epistemological access, positionality, power, designing and implementing
a decolonial curriculum, and decolonising pedagogy. Our initial thinking was that replacing
pictures counts as decolonisation, however, we soon realised that the #FeesMustFall,
#RhodesMustFall and at our own institution, the #ReformPuk movement were so much
more than just access to free tertiary education. Reflecting on our institutional context, we
share the view of Musara et al. (2021) and Hlatshwayo (2022) that the past decade has
seen a growing emphasis on decolonisation, curriculum transformation and enhancing
socially just pedagogy in higher education. Morrow (2007) suggests that socially just
pedagogies should not only provide access to established knowledge, but also
accommodate diverse ways of knowing, being and doing, encourage students to question
and critique knowledge and guide them into knowing how to become a participant in an

academic practice.
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During the workshops, we engaged with critical questions such as: “What is knowledge?
Whose knowledge? and “Who is ‘allowed’ to produce knowledge?” Statements such as
one can add or replace content but unless the very structure of the curriculum is reformed,
very little may be achieved (Shay, 2015), as well as knowledge and curriculum are not
neutral and not innocent (Kamanzi, 2016), were thought-provoking. We also had an
opportunity to reflect on our positionality and power in the curriculum. We acknowledge our
privileges due to the historical imbalances in our country, but at the same time, due to our
whiteness and Afrikaans-ness, we are implicated in structures over which we have no
control when it was implemented and do not agree with e.g., the Population Registration
Act of 1950, classifying all South Africans into racial groups and which led to a system of
segregation in housing, education, employment, and access to public facilities based on

race.

When analysing and reflecting on our curriculum, we realised that our curriculum was
loaded with western ways of knowing, was not fit for purpose, and was not responsive to
the needs of our diverse student body, the needs of the workplace and the issues within
the broader society, both in South Africa and globally. Throughout 2021 and 2022, we
attended a series of in-house workshops on decolonising our curriculum, and during these
workshops, we used a decolonisation tool to critically reflect on aspects such as
recognising and challenging colonialism, striving for social justice and inclusion, embracing
cultural heritage and interrogating knowledge and exploring alternatives (C4). Drawing
from the insights gained during the workshops, feedback from colleagues and curriculum
experts at the Centre for Teaching and Learning (C5), we used the six-step approach to
curriculum development by Kern (2016) to recurriculate our curriculum and pedagogy so

that is more inclusive and responsive (C6).

Today, the “what we teach” and “how we teach” require our students to critically engage
with structural and cultural factors influencing the effectiveness of our healthcare sector in
South Africa and the inequalities that come with it (C7). According to Chabeli et al. (2021,
p. 12), authentic learning strategies enable students to “co-construct their own knowledge
by engaging in real-life tasks that require higher order thinking skills”. Where many other
university teachers will shy away from creating authentic learning experiences in large
classes and in online learning, we concur with Hornsby (2020) that online classes should
not merely be treated as spaces where passive teaching techniques are practised.

Therefore, as suggested by Hornsby (2020), we deliberately make use of active and
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authentic teaching, learning, and assessment strategies that mimic real-life health

professions-related scenarios.

Our content comprises three seminars and an interprofessional groupwork (IPGW)
component (C8). In the section to follow, we provide a brief overview of each seminar (C9-

11), and more insight into the IPGW will be presented later in the narrative.

In Seminar 1, our students explore the influence of philosophical underpinnings and how
a worldview shapes how we see the world and why we think, act and do the way we do.
From our experience, we know that many of our students perceive the philosophical
underpinnings and worldviews as troublesome knowledge, therefore, philosophical
underpinnings and worldviews are considered as foundational knowledge. In agreement
with Land et al. (2006), that understanding these concepts not just as belief systems, but
as epistemic frameworks, is key to transforming the way students understand and engage
with the content, the learning activities and their peers. For this reason, study materials are
designed to support students with different learning preferences and abilities. Content is
chunked into manageable segments, and we unpack these difficult constructs using

everyday examples that allows students to relate it to their own lived experiences.

“I really like and very much appreciate the fact that the learning material was not
only written in the form of notes, but also explained in videos. This makes it much
easier to grasp and understand because you can hear it and read it yourself again
after, if you might need to. The layout of the work was also very easy to understand
and everything was extremely well structured. | like the fact that there was an
opportunity in each seminar to ask questions via the 'l have a question' tab. The
work was not presented in a boring way and the lecturer definitely put in a lot of
effort. This was by far my favourite module this semester, because | felt really taken

care of as a student and no room was left for confusion, whatsoever.”

Throughout the semester, students reflect on their own philosophical underpinning and
worldview to apply what they have learned to. In addition, they also consider how one’s
own and the philosophical underpinning and worldview of others influence health, health

care, wellness, and illness and the development of a professional identity (C9).

“A person's personal philosophy contributes to the way they execute tasks and treat

other people. Through this assignment | had to think about what I believe and what
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the facts say. | believe in social justice and equality among people, however | never
really acted towards my beliefs. This assignment once again showed me that there
are ways to provide equal treatment to everyone, not just those who can afford it...
People need to realise that everyone has rights and although we are unique and
different from one another, we are all the same. Change starts with us, the youth of
our country and the future workers and leaders of our proud nation. If we implement
equality and social justice in our lives now, we can have a big influential change for

the future.”

Seminar 2 focuses on social justice and diversity, specific to health care development in
South Africa (C10). Students explore the healthcare system and the challenges it faces
due to a quadruple burden of diseases. We look at the contrast between private and public
healthcare, with the latter serving most of the population. The seminar introduces the NHI
as an attempt to address healthcare inequality. Students get the opportunity to engage
with the five principles of social justice, including access to resources, equity, participation,

diversity, and human rights.

“This [seminar 2] assignment required me to thoughtfully apply my acquired
knowledge and skills to a new situation or environment by analysing the impact of
corruption on the NHI in South Africa. | had to consider the complex interactions
between corruption, healthcare, and the NHI's goals. This situation was new to me
because | had to connect concepts from different fields such as healthcare,

economics, governance, and ethics.”

Seminar 3 explores fundamental ethical principles relevant to health care delivery (C11).
The seminar distinguishes ethics from morality and introduces the four core ethical
principles, i.e., beneficence, non-maleficence, respect for autonomy, and justice. These
principles guide healthcare practitioners in making decisions that uphold the well-being
and dignity of patients. The seminar explores selected real-world ethical dilemmas that
healthcare professionals may encounter in their careers. Using case studies focusing on
vulnerable populations, individual versus collective interests, and resource allocation,

students engage with conflicts arising from competing values.

In April 2023, during the last phase of the decolonisation project, the team completed an
evaluation for the module. The evaluation report revealed that the team did "an outstanding

effort to ensure that our module is more inclusive and that we actively engaged with diverse
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perspectives, amplifying marginalised voices, and challenging colonialism to promote
critical thinking and dialogue, contributing to a more just and equitable society." (C12). The
report also made valuable suggestions for improvement, but as Mbembe (2015) and Le
Grange (2016) argue, decolonisation is not an event and has no defined end. For this
reason, we will keep on questioning our positionality and power, challenge ways of thinking
and question the ‘what’ and ‘how’ we teach to ensure that our curriculum remains inclusive.
Student feedback affirm that the module promotes deeper understanding, respect, and
openness. Many students reflected on how the module helped them appreciate diverse
worldviews, communicate their ideas with confidence, and engage thoughtfully with

perspectives different from their own (C13-15).

Please refer to Annexure D on the NUTA submissions portal or by clicking here

As noted earlier, our students are linguistically diverse. National and institutional policies
and frameworks around multilingualism present opportunities for innovation (Department
of Higher Education and Training, 2020; North-West University, 2022). To create a culture
where linguistic inclusivity is valued and we can assist in preparing our students for a
linguistically diverse workplace, our module is one of the flagship initiatives within the FHS
as part of the NWU’s multilingual pedagogies project (D1). Seeing that none of our teaching
team members are trained as language educators and do not have specialist expertise in
multilingual pedagogies, we collaborated closely with our colleagues at the Language
Directorate (LD). Since 2020, when we started implementing multilingual pedagogies in
our module (D2), their input has been invaluable, and this collaborative partnership allowed
us to design learning experiences that honour students’ linguistic identities and promote

epistemological access.

Intentionally weaving multilingualism into our teaching, learning, and assessment practices
is also aligned with our commitment to inclusive and socially just pedagogy. In Seminar 1,
the topic ‘Unpacking Health'’ is presented in the four official languages of the NWU, namely,
Afrikaans, English, Sesotho, and Setswana, in both video and text format (D3), ensuring
students can engage meaningfully in their language of comfort from the outset. In Seminar
2, the assignment titled “The Elephant in the Room” focuses on the NHI (D4). Students
critically explore the philosophical foundations of the NHI, drawing on their own viewpoints,
those of their communities, and those generated by generative artificial intelligence (Al).
To help our students develop critical thinking skills, we give our students a critical thinking

cheat sheet to guide their thinking process (D4). Drawing on the findings from their self-
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reflection, the discussion with community members and Al-generated information, they
need to produce a 2-minute reflective video in one of the NWU's official languages. The
assignment instructions and rubric are available in all four languages, and colleagues from
the LD assist in assessing submissions in Sesotho and Setswana. During the IPGW
project, groups co-author blog posts on health topics (D5), first in English, and then
translate their content into two additional NWU languages, and by doing so, assisted in
promoting functional multilingualism as a foundational skill for equitable health
communication. Our multilingual practices reflect our belief that learning is social, shaped
by language and context. By valuing multiple languages, we create space for students to
co-construct knowledge and access learning in ways that feel true to their lived

experiences.

Despite our sustained efforts to promote multilingualism through translated content,
assessments, and rubrics, as well as offering students the choice to complete tasks in one
of the four official NWU languages, we found ourselves reflecting on why so few students
were actively engaging with these multilingual resources. This disconnect prompted a
deeper inquiry into how our students perceive multilingual pedagogies and whether our
approach, though well-intentioned, adequately resonates with their lived linguistic realities.
Recognising our limitations as non-linguists, we turned to the LD and leading scholars —
Professors Rosemary Wildsmith-Cromarty, Joseph Michael, and Esther Ramani — for
guidance and collaboration in researching our own practice (D6). This research grounds
our future pedagogical decisions in evidence and affirms our commitment to approaching
language inclusivity with empathy, humility, and openness to learning. A scholarly article

attempting to address this issue is currently underway.

Feedback from students who do engage with the multilingual resources reveals a strong
sense of affirmation and enhanced self-expression (D7). As one student shared:
“Incorporating multiple languages in teaching and learning can lead to more inclusive,
culturally rich, and effective educational experiences. It promotes linguistic diversity,
cultural understanding, and social cohesion.” At the same time, students are challenging
the limits of NWU’s functional multilingualism policy. One student’s response captures it
well by saying “If the university is going to allow four languages, then everyone should be

able to use their own language. The university must be inclusive of all students.”

As a teaching team committed to social constructivism, social justice, and epistemic

access, we believe that language is more than a medium of instruction. Language is central
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to identity, power, and belonging. Although we agree with the students who ask for inclusion
of other languages than the four official languages of the NWU, we are experiencing the
implementation of multilingual pedagogies as extremely complex and are grappling with
how to do this. Despite the challenges we face, we will continue to advocate for broader

linguistic inclusivity and seek solutions to enhance multilingualism.

Please refer to Annexure E on NUTA submissions portal or by clicking here

WVGW222 was intentionally conceptualised to be taught by a multidisciplinary and
interprofessional team of university teachers (A1-6). Having a teaching team that
represents different health care disciplines allows us to mirror interprofessional
collaborative practice, which Johnson et al. (2025) describes as a process where different
professions combine their knowledge and skills to collaborate with different stakeholders
in providing quality care. Drawing on the World Health Organization's (2010) definition of
interprofessional education, we designed the IPGW to ensure that students from two or
more health care professions “learn with, from and about each other” to improve patient
outcomes (World Health Organization, 2010). Including IPGW underscores our
commitment to social constructivism and the belief that preparing future health
professionals demands more than just disciplinary knowledge. Focusing on the
development of critical thinking, ethical reasoning, teamwork, creativity, leadership,
problem-solving, communication, collaboration, reflexivity and adaptability, the IPGW not
only speaks to the graduate attributes as outlined in the NWU’s Teaching and Learning
Strategy (North-West University, 2023b), but also supports the development of
interprofessional competencies required by statutory bodies and councils, namely the
SAPC, HPCSA, SACSSP, SAIOH, and SANC.

As noted earlier, we have 350+ groups and each group comprises of five students, diverse
in terms of campus, gender, race, language, and discipline. The IPGW comprises two
activities. It is easy to assume that groupwork comes naturally to many; however, we do
not leave it to chance. In Activity 1, group members prepare for the IPGW by doing a free
Personality test. Students then analyse their profile to identify their strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats (SWOT) when it comes to groupwork (E1). During the first
groupwork activity, members share their personality profile with their team members and
then, as a team, again do a SWOT analysis, but this time to identify the group’s strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. The group then set group rules for their group

(E2). In Activity 2, group members need to identify a health-related topic and develop a
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fictitious but contextually grounded Wellness Clinic Website using Google Sites (E2, E3).
This authentic learning opportunity bridges the theory-practice gap as students
collaboratively identify a community-relevant health issue, design the site, and understand
the importance of including verified information as their communities rely on their
knowledge. Designing websites empowers our students as they shift from knowledge
consumers to knowledge producers. Functioning in an interprofessional team and
designing a website could be challenging for many of our students, and therefore, we
scaffolded the learning activities to accommodate different levels of knowledge,

confidence, digital access, literacy, and skills (E1, E2).

In agreement with Doll et al. (2021), small-group collaboration and social skills are not
innate, but must be explicitly taught, scaffolded, and supported, especially in a fully online,
interdisciplinary context. For this reason, we start the IPGW with unpacking the value,
dynamics, and importance of interprofessional group work, helping students understand
not only their individual responsibilities but also the value of mutual interdependence,

accountability, respect, and the unique contribution each member brings to the team (E4).

Although not all students enjoy the IPGW because they want to select their own members
or does not want to work with students from the other campuses, most students do value
the opportunity to work in interdisciplinary and intercampus teams. Seminal work by
Thistlethwaite et al. (2014) highlight the importance of embedding reflection in IPGW and
student feedback (E5) confirms that the IPGW exposes them to diverse perspectives,
enhances their disciplinary knowledge, fosters the development of personal skills, enables
networking opportunities, and allows enriching learning experiences needed to thrive in an

increasingly interconnected and complex world. Supporting quotations are:

“This module offered me a unique opportunity to interact with students from various
health care disciplines. This experience has significantly enhanced my skills in
collaboration, communication, decision-making, and problem-solving. Working in
such diverse teams necessitated a certain level of respect and appreciation for the
roles and perspectives of others. | believe this experience will greatly influence my
future interactions in a professional healthcare environment. The module aimed to
make me more aware of different worldviews and their influence on health and
healthcare. | anticipate that this understanding will significantly impact my approach

to dealing with clients/patients, their families, and fellow professionals in the future.”
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"... | have also learned the value of teamwork and collaboration, which has helped
me to work more effectively with others. These skills will be essential in my
professional and personal development... All of these lessons will help me to

become a well-rounded individual and a responsible member of society."

In agreement with Stenberg et al. (2021), we believe that meaningful learning extends
beyond knowledge acquisition and it is our responsibility to also focus on the development
of skills our students will need to thrive as ethical, compassionate professionals in complex,
real-world settings. For us, being able to evaluate another peer, give constructive feedback,
but also, be evaluated and receiving feedback for developmental purposes, is one such a
skill. We need to create a space where our students can practise these skills and
understand the relevance of giving constructive feedback and using constructive feedback
in their personal and professional life (Stenberg et al., 2021). For this reason, we include
peer evaluation in the IPGW and use TEAMMATES, a free, online system designed to
facilitate peer evaluation and feedback in group work (TEAMMATES, n.d.) (E6). Over two
rounds, students assess one another on focus and contribution, attitude, workload,
cooperation, and communication, and provide constructive feedback on how peers can
improve (E7). As giving and receiving constructive feedback is not an innate skill, we
include intentional guidance and training on how to evaluate another team member, give

constructive feedback, and use feedback to enhance interpersonal skills (E8).

Student feedback (E9) affirms that the peer evaluation and the constructive feedback from
their peers provide a meaningful way to reflect on their own and their teammates’
contributions, promoting accountability, respectful communication, and teamwork. Going
forward, we are committed to refining our IPGW and peer feedback and strengthening how
we support students in navigating group dynamics, particularly in managing conflict,

equitable participation, and deepening reflective practice.

The NWU is commitment to sustainable development, global citizenship and preparing
graduates for the challenges of the twenty-first century (North-West University, 2023b).
Sharing this commitment, we offer our students the opportunity to also collaborate with
peers across geographical boundaries by participating in a virtual exchange (VE) project
with Georgia State University (GSU) in the United States of America (E10). Participation is
voluntary. In agreement with Jogerst et al. (2015) and Ibrahim (2021) we believe that
fostering global citizenship begins with deliberately including learning opportunities into the

curriculum that sensitises students to diverse perspectives, global health challenges, and
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their own role in promoting social justice across borders. Over a period of three weeks, our
students and the GSU students get the opportunity to discuss topics such as health equity,
ethical dilemmas, and SDGs (specifically SDG 3.4) (E11). Our research (E12) and student
feedback (E13) confirm the value, indicating that engaging with students across
geographical boundaries has helped them to develop a more profound sense of
responsibility and awareness towards global health issues, and prepared them for the
world of work that necessitates an appreciation for diverse ways of knowing, being, and

doing to ensure optimal healthcare.

“...this [participating in the VE project] experience helped me see beyond my local
context and appreciate the interconnectedness of our world... cultivating a sense of
responsibility towards contributing to global solutions, reinforcing my commitment

to be an active, informed global citizen.”

Just as our virtual exchange invites students to engage across borders and reflect on their
place in a complex, interconnected world, so too does the rise of generative Al challenge

us to critically explore the impact of Al on our teaching, learning, and assessment in our

module.

Janus is the god with two faces - one looking into the past and the other
into the future (Britannica, 2025). Since the release of ChatGPT on 30
November 2022, we have engaged in critical reflection on our existing

teaching and assessment practices, asking whether our pedagogy in the

emergence of Al is still fit-for-purpose and still promotes authentic learning.
Where many may see Al as a threat to academia, we see Al as an opportunity to revisit
our assumptions about teaching, learning, assessment, feedback, and support. One of our
teaching team members, who serves on the NWU Al Steering Committee has
demonstrated to be a thought leader and change agent by publishing on the influence of
Al on assessment (Lubbe et al., 2025). Her research provides valuable insights into both
the opportunities and challenges presented by Al in learning and assessment and guided
our rethinking of assessments to focus more on critical thinking, creativity, and authentic
application of knowledge — all of which are areas where Al can augment but not replace
human judgement and ingenuity. Incorporating Al into the module has also become a
matter of social justice. Many of our students are first-generation entrants, navigating
unfamiliar academic terrains with limited access to academic support outside of class, even

at the second-year level. By introducing structured, ethically guided Al activities, we aim to
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support self-directed learning while levelling the playing field — offering equitable entry
points into academic discourse and decision-making. In line with NWU’s human-centric Al
guidelines (North-West University, 2024b), we advocate for responsible use, ethical
reasoning, and critical awareness. We view it as our responsibility to teach our students
how to use Al, question the outputs, reflect on its limitations, and integrate Al meaningfully
into their learning. As part of our ongoing innovation, the teaching team is currently
exploring the integration of an Al-powered chatbot within our module to support students

with general and frequently asked questions.

Reflection on Growth

Please refer to Annexure F on the NUTA submissions portal or by clicking here

A few years ago, we saw innovation as the use of a new teaching tool, method, or
technology. Over time, our understanding has deepened. We now see innovation as a
student-centred, context-responsive approach that enhances learning, advances social
justice, widens epistemological access, and promotes success for all students. For us,
innovation entails constantly asking: Who are our students? What barriers are they facing
that could be constraining to their learning? What do they need? How can we make
learning more authentic, meaningful, inclusive, and engaging for them? Being innovative
requires us to critically reflect on our teaching, questioning our ways of knowing, being,
and doing, experimenting and adapting our teaching without compromising learning, and
grounding our teaching practices in educational theory, engaging in dialogue with other

university teachers, and researching our own practice through SoTL.

Like any other collaborative research project, engaging in collaborative SoTL research can
be quite challenging. However, we have managed to navigate some of these challenges
by drawing on each member’s research strengths (A1-6), sharing a common commitment
to using our students’ feedback to understand learning through their lens, and establishing
well-defined roles, responsibilities, and realistic timelines. Over time, we have grown into
reflective practitioners, completed five SoTL and other teaching and learning-related
research projects, and two more are currently in progress (F1). Insights from our SoTL
research has not only informed and shaped our teaching practices, but we have shared
our insights and experiences widely with the broader academic community at various
international, national, and institutional conferences (F2), workshops, webinars, and at

faculty development opportunities in other faculties and institutions (F3), as well as peer-
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reviewed publications (F4). We are also actively participating in institutional, national and
international communities of practice, and serve on various committees and task teams
(F5). In 2024, our team was honoured with NWU’s Team Teaching Excellence Award (F6),
giving us a platform to use our agency to infuse discussions with ideas around curriculum
transformation, social just pedagogies and teaching for inclusivity. We hope this will move
us closer to more socially just ways of teaching and learning. Throughout the portfolio, we
included feedback from our students, and we also requested testimonials from respected

colleagues with whom we have worked (F7).

Working collaboratively as a teaching team across disciplines, campuses, and contexts
has not only influenced our students' learning but also deepened our own understanding
of what it means to teach with purpose in a complex and evolving HE landscape. Although
the legacy of apartheid is still tangible, we teach at a university committed to innovation,
equity, inclusion and responsiveness. We have learned to see our ever-evolving context
not as a constraint, but as a catalyst for change. Diverse in all possible ways, our students
are at the heart of what we do. Their voices affirm our commitment to inclusivity and ethics
of care, showing that inclusion is not just an act of accommodating everyone but a

deliberate strategy to foster change.

“From this module, | take with me a deeper understanding of
the subject matter, but more importantly, I've gained valuable

Skills and insights that extend beyond the classroom. This

module has not only expanded my knowledge but also
T R S—— sharpened my critical thinking, problem-solving, and teamwork

And without your

transformation, there can be no— ghjlities, It has taught me the importance of clear

transformation of the world.

Jiddu Krishnamusti

communication, effective time management, and the value of
collaboration. Moreover, it has reinforced the idea that learning
is a lifelong journey, and the skills I've acquired here will continue to benefit me in my
professional career and personal life. I'm leaving this module with a sense of
accomplishment and a commitment to applying what I've learned to make a positive impact

in society.”

Maya Angelo said, “We delight in the beauty of a butterfly, but rarely admit the changes it
has gone through to achieve that beauty.” Our journey over the last seven years has had
many highs and lows. There were times when we celebrated the small victories and times

where we, as Thomas Edison said, “found 10,000 ways that don’t work.” But in these times,
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we learned the most, gained valuable experience and grew the most. We end our story not
claiming that we have all the answers, that everything we do is without mistakes, or that
we are a perfect teaching team, but we are very proud of what we have achieved as a

teaching team.

In 2016 the soil was prepared and a seed was planted. Over seven years we have grown
into a tree, rooted in shared values, strengthened through collaboration, and branching out
to create inclusive, student-centred, authentic and transformative learning experiences.
Our tree is still growing, does not stand alone, but is part of a forest in the making. We
hope that our journey and story will inspire other university teachers to reflection,

connection, conversation, action and innovation.
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appreciated.” Thank you to the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET),
South African University Teachers (SAUT), University Capacity Development Grant
(UCDG), Higher Education Learning and Teaching Association of Southern Africa
(HELTASA), and the Council on Higher Education (CHE) for providing and sustaining a
national platform where university teachers can show their innovation in teaching in HE in

South Africa and be appreciated.

Finally, we want to acknowledge the input of our teachers, each of our students, our
mentors, colleagues, friends, and family. A special word of thanks to Mrs Paula Jardim, our
Senior Administrative Assistant in the CHPE for assisting with admin-related matters in our
module. We are standing on the shoulders of giants who were, still are, and will be part of
our journey in the future. Thank you for inspiring and shaping us into the university teachers

we are today.
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