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Editorial  

Welcome to the first electronic only edition of Yesterday & Today.  For  

a range of reasons, including financial and moving with the times it was 

decided to discontinue the print version of Yesterday & Today. From now 

on Yesterday & Today can be read on, amongst others, Scielo, the webpage 

of SASHT and other fora. 

The December 2019 edition is also the final one overseen by the current 

editorial board. On behalf of all involved with, and interested in Yesterday 

& Today, allow me to thank all the editorial board members for the services 

they have rendered. In constituting the new editorial board in 2020 many 

of the current members will  be asked to stay on. They will  be supported by 

new appointees from across the global south. 

The December 202 edition contains seven articles covering a wide 

spectrum of research ideas related to History Education. 

Å In his article Ian Macqueen shared his experiences in transforming 

and decolonising the History Honours module on historiography that 

he teaches. 

Å In their article Yvonne Kabombwe and Innocent Mulenga unpacked 

the experiences of History teachers in Zambia of the implementation 

of a competency-based curriculum. 

Å Byron and Lance Bunt looked at developing a serious game artefact to 

demonstrate World War II content to History students. 

Å In a conceptual article Gerhard Genis proposed the use of indigenous 

South African poetry as conduits of memory to teach History. 

Å Pieter Warnich and Henriëtte Lubbe presented, in a practical article 

based on the experiences of trainee  teachers  and  their  learners,  

the possibilities of alternative performance assessment in History 

classrooms. 

Å In her conceptual article, Christina Kgari-Masondo argued, by 

drawing on her personal experiences, for the inclusion of Historical 

Significance as a historical thinking concept in the curriculum as    

to foreground indigenous knowledge as it relates to symbols and 

symbolism. 
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Å Finally, in the teachersô voice article, Kirsten Kukard explored the 

shift in civic and academic identities across recent English and South 

African History curriculum documents. 

 
Happy reading. 

Johan Wassermann and the rest of the editorial team. 
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Abstract 

This article discusses the revision of a history honours historiography 

module. It discusses the rationale, methodologies and material used to 

respond to the imperative of curriculum transformation and decolonisation. 

The article is titled ótesting transformation and decolonisationô to 

emphasise the exploratory nature of this revision, but also to underline 

the challenging nature of teaching new material, which educators have 

often not been taught themselves. The article draws on the University of 

Pretoriaôs 2016 Curriculum Transformation Framework document and 

narrates the practical challenges of implementing its recommendations. 

The article also provides a personal perspective of my embrace of calls for 

transformation and decolonisation of the university, which highlights the 

continuities I see in these contemporary calls with the historical concerns 

of the previous generations of progressive South African scholars who 

similarly called for and worked to realise a decolonisation of knowledge. 

Keywords: Transformation; Historiography; South African History; 

Global History; Postgraduate Education. 

Introduction  

The excitement of self-discovery, the excitement of shattered certainties, 

and the thrill of freedom: These are experiences that are closed to white 

South Africans. The price of control is conformity. But these patterns can 

be broken. And it is important try to break them. It is important to show 

the whites they have to gain from a free democratic society. Once cultural 

preservation and development becomes freed from the preservation of 

privilege it becomes possible to visualize a society in which cultural identity 

does not imply exclusivity and fear. Until white South Africans come to 

understand that present society and their present position is a result not 

of their own virtues but of their vices; until they come to see world history 

over the last five hundred years not as the ñtriumph of white civilization,ò 

but simply as the bloody and ambiguous birth of a new technology, and 

until they come to see these things not in the past but in hope for the future, 
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they will not be able to communicate with black people, nor, ultimately, 

with one another.1 

Written in the early 1970s by the South African philosopher Rick Turner this 

short passage provides a succinct description of the heart of an intellectual 

and practical project in which Turner and a small group of white academics 

and activists in Durban in the 1970s engaged. In retrospect it is perhaps apt 

to characterise this as an equivalent White Consciousness that  developed 

in tandem with the emergence of Black Consciousness in South Africa.2 

Considering recent challenges to the academy by a new generation of black 

students, it appears the above sentiment remains to be fulfilled if only the 

audience addressed has changed. While transformation and decolonisation 

are very much part of the current academic imperatives, they are obviously 

concerns whose history runs deeper the last few years. Indeed, part of the 

emphasis in this article is to present transformation, or decolonisation as    

it has increasingly been called, as an inherent component of the academic 

project in South Africa and one in which white academics have played a 

part, though this must of necessity be a limited one. 

This article provides a description of how I responded to transformation 

or decolonisation in a core honours historiography module. Jasper Knight 

describes transformation as the process that has been underway since 1994, 

and which has ñincluded bringing to the fore viewpoints of black history, 

literature and politics é with revisionistic descriptions and interpretations 

of South African historical eventsò.3 This  process  thus  interacts  with 

the more recent emphasis on decolonisation and Africanisation  that  

have informed the challenges to tertiary institutions of Fees Must Fall. 

Siseko Kumalo and Leonhard Praeg emphasise decolonisation to be ñthe 

realisation of epistemic justice for the peoples of the global Southò.4 Sabelo 

J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni adds that decoloniality is ña call for democratization 

of knowledge, de-hegemonization of knowledge, de-westernization of 

knowledge, and de-Europeanization of knowledgeò.5
 

 

 
1 R Turner, The eye of the needle: Toward participatory democracy in South Africa (Johannesburg, Ravan 

Press, 1980), p. 101. 

2 I Macqueen, Black consciousness and progressive movements under apartheid (Pietermaritzburg, 

University of KwaZulu-Natal Pres, 2018). 

3 J Knight, ñDecolonizing and transforming the Geography undergraduate curriculum in South Africaò, 

South African Geographical Journal, 100(3), 2018, p. 273. 

4 S Kumalo and L Praeg, ñDecoloniality and justice a prioriò, Journal of Decolonising Disciplines, 1(1), 

2019, pp. 1-9. 

5 SJ Ndlovu-Gatsheni, ñDecoloniality as the future of Africaò, History Compass, 13(10), 2015, p. 492. 
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This article is titled ñtesting transformation and decolonisationò to 

emphasise  the  practical  challenges  of  responding  to  the  injunction  

of decolonisation and transformation of a university historiography 

curriculum. I have found this to be a challenging and exciting process, 

which has re-emphasised the need for critical thought and questioning of 

assumptions. Responding to the need for transformation and decolonisation 

has been an exciting and creative challenge, in the words of Turner, the 

rewards have been the ñexcitement of self-discovery, the excitement of 

shattered certainties, and the thrill of freedomò. 

South African universities have been pushed to respond to the need for 

decolonisation most directly in the Rhodes Must Fall movement of 2015. 

This article draws on a document that was drafted in response to the 2015 

protests, namely the University of Pretoriaôs Curriculum Transformation 

Framework document.6 The article specifically discusses the practical 

challenges of implementing the recommendations of this policy. 

A personal view of transformation 

It is beneficial at this point to lay bare the journey that has led me to embrace 

transformation and decolonisation of the curriculum but also to stress the 

continuities of this contemporary call with the progressive thrust of radical 

scholars in the South African academy, represented in this article by Turner. It 

was to these scholars that I owed a critical part of my personal transformation. 

I was born in Johannesburg in the early 1980s and the transition to 

democracy informed my early and secondary schooling ï I was in 

Standard Five in Newcastle, in the then Northern Natal, when our school 

received its first black children, although only a very small number. My 

introduction to high school was a shock. In my first year as an innocent 

ñStandard sixò learner I witnessed running battles where black students 

were targeted and badly beaten up by a core of aggressive, senior white, 

predominantly Afrikaans students. This seemed to subside as my high 

school years continued, but there were more confrontations between 

white and Taiwanese students, who stood their ground and did not allow 

themselves to be intimidated. 
 

 
6 University of Pretoria, ñReimagining curricula for a just university in a vibrant democracy: Work stream on 

curriculum transformation at the University of Pretoriaò (available at https://www.up.ac.za/media/shared/9/ 

HumPdf%20docs/up-curriculum-transformation-framework-final-draft_23may2016_1.zp89110.pdf, as accessed 

on 21 August 2019). 
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I had the reflex opinions of what I would deem the ñaverageò white 

English- speaking South African. ñWeò had brought development to 

Africa. I recall lampooning Umkhonto we Sizwe veterans who paraded on 

the television, sneering at the sincerity of Archbishop Tutu crying at the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings and teased my brother that 

he would marry ñSusie Mtwetweò one day. Afrikaners were ñrock spidersò 

or ñDutchmenò. 

After finishing matric in Durban and a gap year in the United Kingdom 

I entered the University of Natal in 2002 (renamed the University of 

KwaZulu-Natal in 2004 after being merged with the University of Durban- 

Westville). The late Professor Jeff Guy taught the first year students in a 

module for which we had to purchase Jared Diamondôs Guns, Germs and 

Steel, a text that rejected essentialist explanations of human development 

(Europeans were inherently more intelligent) and located the differential 

outcomes of global wealth distribution in the random chance of geography7 

Guy made a strong impression, as a wiry, stalking intellect, a ñcommunistò, 

a term that in my mind was associated with a vague nefarious force up until 

that point, but in Guy was grounded above all in a quest to understand. The 

second year featured the passionate lecturing of Dr Catherine Burns in 

the ñLaw and Societyò course, for which students had to prepare research 

assignments of 8 000 words. This was an exciting intellectual challenge. 

In the third year the focus shifted to the ñforeign countryò of South African 

history where I began to uncover a past of which I had no knowledge, and 

of which school history had provided only a caricature. This new world 

included the 1913 Land Act, the role of mining compounds in garrisoning 

black labour, and South Africaôs Prussian route to development sparked by 

its mineral discoveries, all dominant insights of revisionist South African 

historiography, made between 1970 and 1974.8 Suddenly, the reflex notions 

that had guided me, quite comfortably, through South African reality until 

that point broke down and were rendered dangerously simplistic. 

At university the Student Christian Associations (SCA) enabled me to 

attend a conference at the University of Fort Hare. The experience of being 

one of a handful of white students among a majority of black students  

left an impression on me, as well as the feeling of visceral hostility I 

experienced in the vicinity of Alice. I can still remember the central motif 

7 J Diamond, Guns, germs and steel: A short history of everybody for the last 13,000 (London, Vintage, 

1998). 

8 U Dhupelia-Mesthrie, ñóA blast from the pastô: The teaching of South African History at an apartheid 

university, 1960s-1980sò, South African Historical Journal, 42, 2000, p. 60. 
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of that conference. This was another foreign country. The experience of 

one to one Bible study with the staff worker of the Young Menôs Christian 

Association (YMCA), Danellia Daniels, a Coloured female, was also 

significant. She openly identified with the ñStruggleò and embraced her 

faith together with a political and social justice awareness, whilst at the 

same time giving pastoral care to middle-class white students as part of her 

broader mandate. Something began to further be dislodged. 

Honours study in the Department of History was a new world of intellectual 

discovery. In addition to its academic staff the department was comprised 

of a dynamic postgraduate cohort who now staff many South African 

university history departments. Dr Keith Breckenridgeôs African States 

module contextualised South Africa in broader African history. Catherine 

Burnsô Theory and Methods course emphasised the dynamic relationship 

between history writing and theory, such as the work of Jacques Derrida 

and Michel Foucault, and the implications their ideas had for historical 

research. The Wednesday afternoon seminars in the ñShark Tankò were 

the weekly highlight. The passionate investment of academics in their 

work perhaps was the most abiding impression. My honours dissertation 

on Archbishop Alphaeus Zulu, supervised by Dr Vukile Khumalo, exposed 

me to the frustrations, tragedies and fight for dignity of the amaKholwa, 

and exposed me to a prominent black clergyman who rose to the heights of 

acting as president of the World Christian Council (WCC) and yet retained 

his Zulu identity, but became embroiled in the vicissitudes of Inkhata and 

the Zululand Bantustan in the 1980s. Two studies that guided my research 

were Tim Couzenôs The New African: A Study of the Life and Work of 

H.I.E. Dhlomo and David Attridgeôs Rewriting Modernity: Studies in 

Black South African Literary History.9 It was of course a sad irony, that 

this department that was so critical to my own transformation was to be 

targeted after 2006 by a transformation agenda and dispersed to the benefit 

of other universities around the country. 

One could not be an undergraduate at the university and not encounter 

the memory of Rick Turner. I recall, wrongly or not, a small portrait of 

him in the Student Hall where we wrote exams in first year. I was drawn 

to understanding who he was and what his relationship with Steve Biko 

was, once a student at the universityôs medical school in the late 1960s. 
 

9 T Couzens, The New African: A study of the life and work of H.I.E. Dhlomo (Johannesburg, Ravan Press, 

1985); D Attwell, Rewriting modernity: Studies in black South African literary History (Athens, Ohio 

University Press, 2006). 
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The question of the relationship of Turner and Biko informed my doctoral 

research at the University of Sussex under the supervision of Saul Dubow 

and Alan Lester and continued the process of personal transformation that 

had begun asa student. My research provided a fascinating window into what 

can now be called a push for decolonisation by the Black Consciousness 

Movement, as well as the response of progressive whites to this challenge.10
 

I returned to South Africa in 2012 to a postdoctoral fellowship in the 

Society, Work and Development Institute atthe University of Witwatersrand. 

The institute had been set up in the 1980s by Eddie Webster, a sociologist 

who had been one of many scholars to take the intellectual baton from 

Rick Turner. Under the mentorship of Professor Karl von Holdt I set about 

publishing the findings of my doctorate and beginning the process of 

turning it into a book, published in 2018 by UKZN Press.11 I began at the 

University of Pretoria in 2015. 

Transformation at the University of Pretoria 

2015 was of course the year of Rhodes must Fall/Fees must Fall. It was 

midway through the second semester when the university was closed on 

21 October 2015. One of the local leaders was taking a module in the 

Department of Historical and Heritage Studies and was simultaneously  

in court prosecuted on charges of public violence.12 In response to the 

nationwide strikes, and after the University of Pretoria had reopened its 

doors, the institution held a lekgotla in March 2016, chairedby former justice 

of the Constitutional Court, Yvonne Mokgoro, out of which emerged the 

curriculum transformation framework document ñReimagining Curricula 

for a Just University in a Vibrant Democracyò. The process was driven by 

Professor Norman Duncan, the Vice-Principal: Academic, a psychologist 

by training, with speciality in critical race theory. Prof Christi van der 

Westhuizen was also employed by the university in 2015 with a 50 percent 

transformation mandate. 

Overall the university put in place three work streams to tackle the 

broad goal of transformation, namely: curriculum, language policy, and 

institutional culture. For each of the work streams the intention was to 

10 I Macqueen, ñRe-imagining South Africa: Black consciousness, radical christianity and the New Left, 

1967-1977ò (Doctoral thesis, University of Sussex, 2011). 

11 I Macqueen, Black consciousness and progressive movements under apartheid (Pietermaritzburg, 

University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2018). 

12 For a detailed history see ñUniversity of Pretoria 2015-2016 Student Protests Timelineò (available at https:// 

www.sahistory.org.za/article/university-pretoria-2015-2016-student-protests-timeline, as accessed on 14 

September 2019). 
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gain input from students, academic and support staff. A team drafted the 

curriculum transformation framework, made up of Prof van der Westhuizen 

(Associate Professor, Department of Sociology, Faculty of Humanities), 

Prof James Ogude (Director of the Centre for the Advancement of 

Scholarship), Prof Derick de Jongh, (Director of the Albert Luthuli Centre 

for Responsible Leadership), Dr Joel Modire (Senior Lecturer, Department 

of Jurisprudence, Faculty of Law), and Dr Ndukuyakhe Ndlovu (Senior 

Lecturer, Department of Anthropology and Archaeology, Faculty of 

Humanities). 

Christi van der Westhuizen recalls that the transformation document was 

explicitly informed by the emergent literature on decolonisation and the 

response the team received from the university community was that this 

language was unfamiliar. This led the task team to embark on a roadshow, 

where they presented the document to all the major faculties, except the 

Gordon Institute of Business Science, where they were able to take feedback 

and adapt the framework document. The University of Pretoria formally 

adopted the Curriculum Transformation Framework in 2016. In retrospect, 

Van der Westhuizen saw the process as one of the most comprehensive and 

democratic processes initiated by a South African university in the wake 

of Fees must Fall.13 The framework document outlined four drivers that 

were seen to be vital for meaningful transformation of curricula, namely: 

ñresponsiveness to social contextò; ñepistemological diversityò; ñrenewal 

of pedagogy and classroom practicesò; and ñan institutional culture of 

openness and critical reflectionò.14
 

The first driver of ñresponsiveness to social contextò called for the retrieval 

and foregrounding of ñhistorically and presently marginalised narratives, 

voices and subjugated knowledges and an acknowledgement of indigenous 

knowledge systems hitherto repressed in the South African contextò. Such 

local knowledge systems needed to be characterised as ñsites of contestationò. 

The document also drew attention to the impact of ñrace, class, gender, 

sexuality, culture and other categories of identification and disadvantageò 

and their impact on disciplines. The aim of such responsiveness to context, 

was for the purpose of positive social transformation, and the framework 

document called for university education to produce ñthoughtful citizensò 

13 C van der Westhuizen, skype interview with author, 22 August 2019. 

14 University of Pretoria, ñReimagining curricula for a just university in a vibrant democracy: Work stream on 

curriculum transformation at the University of Pretoriaò (available at https://www.up.ac.za/media/shared/9/ 

HumPdf%20docs/up-curriculum-transformation-framework-final-draft_23may2016_1.zp89110.pdf, as accessed 

on 21 August 2019). 
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that ñdisplay critical thinkingò and ñcritical literacyò. It was important, the 

writers urged, to engage the ñlife worlds that students inhabit by linking 

teaching material to current affairs and cutting -edge research.ò It lastly 

called for a foundational course on South African history ñfor all first-year 

undergraduate studentsò, a requirement that perhaps showed optimism despite 

the complexities that such a foundational, and therefore instrumentalist, use 

of history could pose.15
 

The document described ñEpistemological diversityò as the need to bring 

ñmarginalised groups, experiences, knowledges and worldviews emanating 

from Africa and the Global South to the centre of the curriculumò and in 

the process ñchallenging the hegemony of Western ideas and paradigms 

and foregrounding local and indigenous conceptions and narrativesò. The 

framework further emphasised the need for a process of ñexcavating and 

recuperating African, Latin American and Asian knowledges and practices 

that have been devalued and marginalisedò. It also addressed the need to 

engage the histories of disciplines themselves and the prioritisation of 

certain forms of knowledge over others.16
 

The third driver, ñRenewal of pedagogy and classroom practicesò, called 

for the need for responsiveness and reflexivity in pedagogical practice and 

emphasised the importance of scaffolding between levels, recognising the 

ñinvisibility of certain groupsò, being open to technological innovation  

in teaching, incorporating ñinquiry-led teaching and learningò, creating a 

ñrobustò but ñaffirming and sensitiveò space that promotes the learning of 

key competencies. 

The last driver, ñAn institutional culture of openness and critical 

reflectionò, spoke of the need to address ñthe hidden curriculumò, ñfound 

in the spaces, symbols, narratives and embedded practices that constitute 

the university and in the diversity, or lack thereof, of the staff and student 

cohortò. It called for diversity in employment, as well as ñreviewing and 

redefining the identity of the universityò, in the process ñdismantling 

institutional hierarchies and reviewing organisational processes and 

practices to enable collegiality, dialogue and democracy at all levels of the 
 

15 University of Pretoria, ñReimagining curricula for a just university in a vibrant democracy: Work stream on 

curriculum transformation at the University of Pretoriaò (available at https://www.up.ac.za/media/shared/9/ 

HumPdf%20docs/up-curriculum-transformation-framework-final-draft_23may2016_1.zp89110.pdf, as accessed 

on 21 August 2019), p. 2. 

16 University of Pretoria, ñReimagining curricula for a just university in a vibrant democracy: Work stream on 

curriculum transformation at the University of Pretoriaò (available at https://www.up.ac.za/media/shared/9/ 

HumPdf%20docs/up-curriculum-transformation-framework-final-draft_23may2016_1.zp89110.pdf, as accessed 

on 21 August 2019)., pp. 3-4. 
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universityò. Lastly, it prioritised the need to critically re-evaluate ñspaces 

and symbols to situate the university in its historical, cultural and global 

landscapesò.17
 

The remainder of this discussion uses the curriculum transformation 

framework document to assess my attempts to revise a historiography 

module. These revisions were not made firstly as a response to the 

framework document, but rather in an effort to ñupdateò the module. The 

curriculum transformation framework document is thus used as a heuristic 

and diagnostic yardstick for the revisions of the historiography module. 

Transforming a Historiography module 

The rationale behind the core honours module is to ground history 

students in a broader disciplinary conversation. The intention, though often 

unrealised, is that students will use this introduction to critically ground 

their research theses in the wider disciplinary context. At the University 

of Pretoria, two core modules split historiography from historical 

methodology, which on the one hand examines the historical development 

of the discipline and on the other hand, explores the theoretical and 

methodological challenges of the discipline. There are often synergies 

between the modules, although this has not been explicitly planned as 

such. The historiography module was split into two segments, the first 

introducing students to the development of Western historiography and 

the second segment an introduction to South African historiography. 

I initially received the South African historiography section, which I co- 

taught with Dr Glen Ncube, while Professor Alois Mlambo taught the first 

segment. South African historiography took up five weeks of a twelve- 

week module. In its original form the introduction to the module read as 

follows:18
 

The aim of this module is to portray by means of certain examples the 

development of history as a science from its origins in the 19th century to 

the present. This goes for both Western and South African historiography. 

The speculative philosophy of history aims at a universal-historical 

approach to history which reveals the pattern of thought and structure of 

thought of the presenters. 

 

17 University of Pretoria, ñReimagining curricula for a just university in a vibrant democracy: Work stream on 

curriculum transformation at the University of Pretoriaò (available at https://www.up.ac.za/media/shared/9/ 

HumPdf%20docs/up-curriculum-transformation-framework-final-draft_23may2016_1.zp89110.pdf, as accessed 

on 21 August 2019).ò, p. 5. 

18 GES 701 Study Guide, 2015. 
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The discussion will return to this introduction in more detail at a later 

point. The section on South African historiography gave students an 

introduction to separate ñschoolsò of South African historiography. It 

began with ñGM Theal as representative of colonial white-centric South 

African historiographyò. The second week moved to explore ñThe 

development and characteristics of Afrikaner historiography, 1877-1990 

& Gustav Preller and FA van Jaarsveld as representatives of Afrikaner 

historiographyò. The third week explored ñLiberal historiography in South 

Africa until the early 1960ôsò using Leonard M Thompson as a case study. 

The fourth week engaged the emergence of the ñradical school of South 

African historiansò through its ñmain themes, ideological principles and 

characteristicsò. The final, fifth week, was presented as a question: ñWhile 

the views of the first black writers on South African history were led by a 

Christian liberal-human perception, black nationalistic writers after 1948 

interpreted their past as a struggle for freedom and emancipation.ò Discuss 

critically.ò As far as I have been able to determine this is not a quote from 

a published source. The key texts of the module were both published in 

1988, namely Christopher Saundersô The Making of the South African 

Past19 and Ken Smithôs The Changing Past.20 In addition there were 

various works of FA Van Jaarsveld.21 There were a wider range of lesser- 

used authors and sources, but of these, of which there were approximately 

20 sources, not one was a black author, and only one source explicitly 

dealt with black historical perceptions, written by a European scholar.22 

The need for transformation and decolonisation could not have been more 

strongly apparent. 

Our initial revision of the module in 2015 and then in 2016 took place at 

the same time as Fees Must Fall and the subsequent institutional response 

from the University of Pretoria. The first and most apparent need was to 

update the sources and introduce black authors, such as Magema Fuze,23
 

 
19 C Saunders, The making of the South African past: Major historians on race and class (Cape Town, David 

Philip, 1988). 

20 K Smith, The changing past: Trends in South African historical writing (Johannesburg, Southern Book 

Publishers, 1988). 

21 Among them, FA Van Jaarsveld, Geskiedkundige verkenninge (Pretoria, Van Schaik, 1974); FA Van 

Jaarsveld, Omstrede Suid-Afrikaanse verlede: Geskiedenis ideologie en die historiese skuldvraagstuk 

(Johannesburg, Lex Patria, 1984); FA Van Jaarsveld, Afrikanergeskiedskrywing: Verlede, hede en toekoms 

(Johannesburg, Lex Patria, 1992). 

22 WRL Gebhard, Shades of reality: Black perceptions of South African History, African Literatures in English 

3 (Essen, Blaue Eule Verlag, 1991). 

23 M Fuze, The black people and whence they came: A Zulu view (Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal Press, 

1979). 
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Sol Plaatje,24 Bernard Magubane,25 Premesh Lalu,26 Jabulani Nxumalo 

(óMzalaô)27 as well as works on black history by white scholars such as that 

of Edward Roux28 and Dora Taylor.29 Furthermore, the two volumes of the 

new Cambridge History of South Africa30 were used. While we retained 

the basic approach of ñschoolsò of South African historiography we moved 

what we now called ñBlack and anti-colonial historyò to the third week, 

thus according it more relative importance than where it was in the final 

week. In addition, we included two additional weeks on ñPostmodernismò 

and ñNew Voices/New Directionsò, to reflect what we felt were some of 

the major recent impacts on South African historiography and to give the 

students a sense of new trends that were emergent in the discipline, of 

which they were part. 

It was apparent, however, that including additional sources to the existing 

structure was inadequate.As it stood, the SouthAfrican historiography module 

in effect privileged English and Afrikaner histories, which took four out of 

five of the original themes. To challenge this bias the module was changed 

in 2017 to engage with the development of South African historiography 

chronologically, putting works of history by different ñschoolsò together in 

comparative perspective. In theory this meant that students would be free to 

explore a historical approach or historian in context. The rationale for this 

approach was explained to the students as follows:31
 

There are distinct advantages of placing different approaches to South 

African history in comparative perspective within a particular historical 

context, one of which is that no particular approach can be taken to speak 

completely for that period. The other is that it gives a fuller sense of    

how contested the past is. You will come to see that some of the readings 

assume relatively neat divisions of South African history writing, for 

example that of ñliberalò versus ñradicalò interpretations of the past, 

24 S Plaatje, Native life in South Africa (Johannesburg, Ravan Press and Witwatersrand University Press, 

1982). 

25 B Magubane, ñ`Whose memory ï Whose History? The illusion of liberal and radical historical debatesò, HE 

Stolten, History making and present day politics (Uppsala, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2007), pp. 251-279. 

26 P Lalu, The deaths of Hintsa: Post-apartheid South Africa and the shape of recurring pasts (Cape Town, 

HSRC Press, 2009); P Lalu, ñWhen was South African history ever postcolonial?ò Kronos, 34 (November 

2008), pp. 267-281. 

27 J Nxumalo, ñThe national question in the writing of South African history: A critical survey of some major 

tendenciesò, Working Paper, 22, The Open University, n.d, pp. 36-59. 

28 E Roux, Time longer than rope. A history of the black manôs struggle for freedom in South Africa (Madison, 

WI; London, University of Wisconsin Press, 1964). 

29 N Majeke (D Taylor), The role of missionaries in conquest (Johannesburg, Society of Young Africa, 1952). 

30 C Hamilton, BK Mbenga and R Ross, The Cambridge History of South Africa: Volume 1: From early times 

to 1885 (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2009); R Ross, A Kelk and B Nasson, The Cambridge 

History of South Africa: Volume 2, 1885-1994 (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2011). 

31 GES 701 Study Guide (2017). 
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whereas others reject these divisions as contrived and self-declared. The 

aim of each session will be  to  distinguish  differing  interpretations of 

the South African past alongside each other in their historical context. 

To achieve this aim required an active search for alternative sources, and 

a move away from the ñstandardò works on South African historiography, 

some of which were listed above. The challenge, though, was that the 

ñschoolsò of historical thinking approach still dominated discussions and 

students, especially academically weaker students tended to resort to the 

ñstandard worksò that were easily accessible on the library shelves and 

paraphrase their perspectives and arguments. In addition to the initial set of 

black history works further new studies were included, especially research 

by black scholars, such as Hlonipha Mokoena,32 Vukile Khumalo,33 Sifiso 

Ndlovu,34 and Archie Dick.35
 

As a result of this revision, the South African historiography module now 

looked as follows. The first week began under the title ñRecovering Lost 

Voicesò that discussed the challenges of pre-colonial history; the second 

week, as part of ñFirst Historiesò examines the first published accounts  

of the history of the region. In the third week, ñHistory writing and the 

Forging of Identities c1800 to 1930sò, explores the role of histories in  

the consolidation of new identities in the fledgling South African state 

and the ways in which narratives of the past played a legitimating 

function for competing political claims. The fourth week covers, ñThe 

Professionalization of History Writing c. 1930s to 1960sò, which allows 

for discussion of the consolidation of both Afrikaner histories, and the 

emergence of liberal historiography, as well as forms of anti-colonial 

history that were emergent at the time. The fifth week moves to explore 

ñHistory and the Anti-apartheid Struggle, 1960 ï 1990ò, a topic which 

includes the so-called ñliberal-radicalò debate, but also seeks to consider 

this debate in the broader role of history in the struggle, exploring the 

contestation between official histories and counter-narratives, which gave 

the vocation of the historian a particular power. In week six, the topic  

has been broadened to address ñHistory, post-apartheid and postmodernò, 
 

32 H Mokoena, Magema Fuze: The making of a ñKholwaò intellectual (Pietermaritzburg, University of 

KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2011). 

33 V Khumalo, ñEkukhanyeni letter-writers: A historical inquiry into epistolary network(s) and political 

imagination in KwaZuluò, K Barber, Africaôs hidden histories: Everyday literacy and making the self 

(Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana University press, 2006), pp. 113-142. 

34 S Ndlovu, African perspectives of King Dingane kaSenzangakhona: The second monarch of the Zulu 

kingdom (Cham, Switzerland, Palgrave Macmillan, 2017). 

35 A Dick, The hidden history of Southôs book and reading cultures (Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 2012). 
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covering the crisis in the discipline after the sureties of the anti-apartheid 

struggle and the challenge to the empiricism of both liberal and radical 

histories. The final week broadens the discussion to address ñNew Voices 

and New Directionsò. The material is covered with weekly seminars that 

students prepare for, with preselected presenters leading the discussion each 

week based on their research paper on that weekôs theme. The presentation 

and the research paper itself are then graded by the module facilitator. 

To evaluate the new structure in terms of the curriculum transformation 

frameworkôs four drivers, it seems that at least ñResponsiveness  to  

social contextò and ñEpistemological diversityò  have  been  responded 

to, though admittedly not fully met, by the restructuring and inclusion    

of new material. The revisions, through an inclusion of more voices, a 

chronological approach, and an emphasis on  the  contested  nature  of 

the past, have aimed to recover ñmarginalised narratives, voices and 

subjugated knowledgesò and engage in a diversity of knowledge about 

the past. The drivers of ñRenewal of pedagogy and classroom practicesò 

and ñAn institutional culture of openness and critical reflectionò both 

refer to pedagogical challenges that seem to me to be of a different scale 

and challenge. In terms of scaffolding and preparation for postgraduate 

studies, this must begin at undergraduate level, which our department has 

already recognised and attempted to address through the inclusion of more 

independent research projects. Both drivers also speak to a dynamic that 

is only addressed through demographic diversity, and it is apparent that 

conversations in the postgraduate spaces remain limited if dominated by 

one group of people (in our case, postgraduate studies are still dominated 

by white students). 

Several further challenges remain, which are discussed in turn here.  

The first quandary has been the question of whether previous standard 

historiographical works should still be included in reading lists? As noted, 

often (weaker) students tend to paraphrase these older works, which then 

replicates their voice and militates against the type of conversation and 

debate intended. Secondly, there are challenges that the discipline faces  

in teaching resources. The standard works on historiography have been 

noted and the alternative is a wider and more challenging search for voices 

and sources. Available black voices in English are limited, which flags the 

challenge of recovering African historical texts in African languages, a call 

that has been made by scholars such as Sifiso Ndlovu. Another instructive 

example is taken from an article by Helen Bradford and Msokoli Qotole, 
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who in response to a statement made by Hans Erik Stolten that ñSouth 

Africaôs historiographical tradition is characterised by the absence of black 

historiansò,36 note that:37
 

Even if óhistorianô is equated with ópublished historianô, black historians 

of South Africa have probably far outnumbered their white counterparts. 

Typically, however, they published in African languages and in the popular 

media arenas which most scholars have yet to explore. It is not lack of 

education that has barred blacks from being recognized as historians. It is 

rather lack of knowledge of African languages among most scholars who 

pronounce on South African history. 

One way of responding to the challenge of Bradford and Qotole would be 

through an engagement with such African ópopular media arenasô through 

new avenues that have become available. The African Newspaper series 

offered by the American company Newsbank, for example, offers a fully 

searchable internet database of popular media content from as far back as 

1789 in some cases. However, this raises the need for translation of these 

texts into English, as well of course as the greater challenge of learning 

African languages that historians should engage with. In the immediate 

interests of students, especially international students who attend South 

African universities in growing numbers, it is imperative these texts can 

be read in English. 

Bradfordôs and Qotoleôs article is a fascinating example of the rewards 

that this approach gives, which translates the debate between the Xhosa 

historian William Wellington Gqoba and a retired colonial official, Charles 

Brownlee, on the history of the so-called Xhosa Cattle-Killing  in the pages 

of a monthly Christian newspaper, Isigidimi SamaXosa. As they observe: 

ñif isiXhosa categories start outweighing those in officialdomôs accounts, 

then everything may change: the object of analysis, the period of concern, 

the region of relevance, the social forces underpinning the catastropheò. 

However, they also note that while ñsuch African-language accounts 

illuminate much, formidable linguistic barriers to their full appreciation 

nonetheless existò.38 The linguistic barriers of translation are a matter of 

priority of course; consider the commitment of scholars of other regions 

of the world to the study of orthographies of their old languages. Thus, the 

excuse of impracticality or difficulty cannot be sustained. 

36 HE Stolten, ñHistory in the new South Africa: An introductionò, HE Stolten, History making and present- day 

politics: The meaning of collective memory in South Africa (Uppsala, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2007), p. 8. 

37 H Bradford and M Qotole, ñIngxoxo enkulu ngoNongqawuse (a great debate about Nongqawuseôs era)ò, 

Kronos, 34(1), 2008, p. 66. 

38 H Bradford and M Qotole, ñIngxoxo enkulu ngoNongqawuseéò, Kronos, 34(1), November, p. 70. 
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In 2018 the first half of the module came under scrutiny. Initially the 

module looked as follows: it began with a seminar on Leopold von Ranke 

ñthe founder of the modern scientific historiographyò, and moved to 

consider in consecutive weeks: ñThe Marxist view of history as influenced 

by the Karl Marx and Friedrich Engelsò, ñThe French Annales School (1900 

ð 1945)ò, ñThe Christian vision of history, as determined by the Old and 

New Testament and St. Augustineôs De Civitate Deiò, ñThe Enlightenmentôs 

doctrine of progressò, ñOswald Spenglerôs philosophy of cyclic downfallò, 

and lastly ñArnold Toynbeeôs view of genesis, growth, breakdown and 

disintegration of civilizationsò. The module evidently was an effective 

overview of significant trends of Western historiography. It was also a prime 

example of Western-centric, or perhaps even a Eurosolipstic (there is nothing 

noteworthy outside of Europe/West) approach to historiography. 

The revision of this part of the module was initially guided by a 50-page 

article by Canadian scholar, Daniel Woolf. The revealing premise of Woolfôs 

historiography is that the global dominance of Western historiography 

reflected European military and economic dominance, and thus was not a 

product of inherent intellectual superiority. In Woolfôs own words:39
 

A consequence of the global dominance of Western academic historical 

practices is that not just history, but historiography, has been ñwritten by 

the victors.ò None of the major histories of historical writing produced in 

the last century addresses other historiographical traditions, undoubtedly 

in part owing to linguistic difficulties. This has produced a thoroughly 

decontextualized and celebratory grand narrative of the rise of modern 

method that has only been challenged in recent years. It is thus critical 

that any new survey of historical writing not only pay serious attention to 

non-Western types of historical writing (and indeed to nonliterary ways in 

which the past was recorded and transmitted), but that it also steer clear of 

assuming that these were simply inferior forms awaiting the enlightenment 

of modern European-American methodology. 

It is evident that Woolfôs approach to historiography is congruent with 

the broader imperative of decolonisation for ñepistemic justiceò, that is,  

a fairer acknowledgement of forms of historical consciousness in peoples 

around the world. 

Drawing on Woolf  the new structure allowed students to begin with   

the fundamental question of ñWhat is Historiography and why is it 

important?ò Over the next three weeks students then engaged with what 
 

39 D Woolf, ñHistoriographyò, MC Horowitz, New dictionary of the History of ideas, 1 (New York, Scribners, 

2005), p. xxxv 
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Woolf describes as the major traditions of historiography respectively, 

Chinese, Islamic and Western. Each of these traditions is examined in a 

separate week. Woolf is careful to qualify his distinction of ñmajorò and 

ñminorò traditions, emphasising that the former are determined to be major 

ñin terms of their international scope, longevity, and influenceò and is thus 

not a judgement on their quality.40 In the fifth week, we cover four of the 

five minor traditions Woolf discusses, namely ñAncient Indian, precolonial 

Latin American, East and Southeast Asiaò historiographies. Due to our 

context, we spend the following week covering African historiography 

and conclude the first part of the module by reflecting on the approach of 

ñGlobal historyò, of which Woolfôs work is an example, as evidenced by 

the development of his article into his book published six years later.41
 

Clearly the main achievement of the revision of the module, was in 

achieving a far greater degree of ñepistemological diversityò than was 

present before. It could even be argued that epistemological diversity has 

been prioritised to the point that engagement with different historiographical 

traditions becomes superficial ï how can one traverse the depth and scope 

of any of the major traditions in a single seminar? As such a student who 

has passed through our historiography module now, would not be able to 

match a student from another university, who has spent six weeks studying 

the development of historiography in its European form. It must further be 

admitted, that the authors covered in European historiography are much 

more widely-known, and thus easier to deploy in footnotes, as students 

seek to publish their work. 

The rewards from the approach were apparent however. Firstly, students 

expressed great excitement in being exposed to other historiographical 

traditions. For many, it was their first engagement with Chinese history, 

not to mention Chinese historiography. Engaging with a historiographical 

tradition, several thousand years old, that had developed mostly 

independently and often ahead of Europe, was a helpful corrective of the 

Eurocentrism of our thinking, even discussions that attempted to move 

beyond Europe. Furthermore, our session on Western historiography 

questioned what exactly Europe  and  ñthe Westò  was? Was  it  Roman  

or Greek, or ñtransalpineò as one author who resorted to geographical 
 

 
 

40 D Woolf, ñHistoriographyò, MC Horowitz, New Dictionary of the History of Ideas, 1, p. xxxv. 

41 D Woolf, A global history of history (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
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boundaries did?42 Despite, Woolfôs careful emphasis on the basis of his 

division of historiography into ñmajorò and ñminorò  traditions,  there 

was strong criticism of this approach, with one student in particular 

emphasising the way in which each fed into and informed the other. Our 

final discussion looked at Global History as a corrective to the imbalance of 

historiographical voices, but students pointed to the way in which Global 

History (represented by scholars such as Woolf) was still dominated by 

scholars from the West. 

To return to the driver of ñRenewal of pedagogy and classroom 

practicesò the seminar format already provides for a great amount of 

student participation and direction. In addition, a graded online discussion 

forum with starter questions prior to the seminar worked well as a way of 

helping students prepare and to get a sense of what students think of the 

readings and the topic for the week. This has been a helpful exercise, and 

students themselves often refer to the comments they made on the online 

forum, which they elaborate on in the seminar. 2019 was the first year 

that included a group work element, where students would share a weekly 

topic and were required to give a combined presentation. As a result, this 

allowed them to break down the topic into manageable segments, but also 

exposed students to the broader concerns of that week. 

Lastly, to return to a point made already, it has been apparent that 

curriculum revision has to occur alongside demographic diversity and 

that honours seminars are critically denuded if comprised of only white 

students. In this respect, I am aware of my own limitations as a facilitator 

of these types of discussions as a white, male lecturer. In addition, gender 

representivity remains an avenue for further development in the module, 

and it is apparent that the quest for epistemic diversity of voices was 

conducted primarily through the lens of race rather than gender. 

Concluding thoughts 

The intention of this article has been to reflect on the revision of a 

historiography honours moduleinterms of theimperatives of transformation 

and decolonisation. It is therefore intended to be a candid account of 

what such a revision has entailed. The article has also sought to establish 

continuities in the concerns of South African historical scholarship that 

42 JGA Pocock, ñWestern historiography and the problem of óWesternô historyò, Initiative for an ñAlliance 

of Civilizationsò, Workshop on ñWhat is Civilizationò, United Nations (available at https://www.unaoc. 

org/repository/9334Western%20Historiography%20and%20Problem%20of%20Western%20History%20 

-%20JGA%20Pocock.doc.pdf, as accessed on 10 September 2019). 
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are congruent with current calls for transformation and decolonisation 

and which should not be disregarded. This is of course a limited exercise 

and the article aims to generate discussion on how to further improve 

historiography offerings at South African universities and to respond to 

the concerns raised, such as by the University of Pretoriaôs curriculum 

transformation framework document. 
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Abstract 

The study investigated teachers of Historyôs implementation of the 

competency-based teaching approaches in the teaching and learning of 

History in Lusaka district, Zambia. A mixed-methods approach particularly 

the explanatory sequential design was used in this study. The study focused 

on schools in Lusaka from the ten zones. The total sample size of this study 

was 99. A total of 80 teachers participated in this study and 10 of them were 

interviewed. The participants were randomly and purposively selected. A 

questionnaire was used to gather information from the teachers. Interview 

guides were also used to collect data from one Chief Curriculum Specialist, 

one Subject Curriculum Specialist, 2 Standard Officers, 5 Head-Teachers, 

10 Heads of Sections and 20 Teachers. Classroom lesson observations and 

document analysis were also done. Quantitative data was analysed using 

the statistical package for social sciences (SPSS) and qualitative data was 

analysed thematically. The findings of the study revealed that 67% of the 

teachers of History did not understand the concept of the competency- 

based curriculum or outcome-based curriculum. It was also revealed that 

teachers of History were not using the competency-based or outcomes- 

based approaches to a large extent in the teaching and learning of History 

in the selected secondary schools because they did not have the knowledge 

and skills of the competency-based approaches. Thus, it was recommended 

that the Ministry of General Education (MoGE) should strengthen the in-

service training and continuous professional development meetings in 

schools and zones for the competency-based curriculum to be successfully 

understood and implemented effectively in schools. 

Keywords: Competency-Based Curriculum; Teaching; Learning; History 

and Competences. 

Introduction  

The study of History in schools still occupies a place in the school 

curriculum in Africa and across the globe in modern education. Madeley 
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(1920:10) argued that the key aim of History teaching should be óthe 

making of the citizenô. The purpose is to instill a sense of pride; History 

writing and teaching of a nationôs History contributes to the creation and 

strengthening of nationalism and national identity. The role of History as 

a school subject has now evolved to contemporary notions of providing 

historical awareness and consciousness (Lee, 2011; Lee & Ashby, 2000; 

Barton & Levstik, 2004: Seixas, 2006; 2012). Governments often use 

History as a tool for legitimization (Lévesque, 2008; Taylor, 2006, Chia, 

2012). Thus, History education has been harnessed to furthering national 

goals. To that end, Harris and Ormond (2018) have argued that it is important 

for governments to be clear on what type of historical knowledge should 

be promoted in order develop a knowledge economy in a global context. 

Zambia has had two major curriculum reforms from the inception of 

formal education by the various missionary groups. The first curriculum 

which Zambia was using was a Knowledge-based curriculum. Wangeleja 

(2010) contended that a knowledge-based curriculum (KBC) focuses on 

the grasp of knowledge and thus the curriculum is content-driven. The 

Tanzania Institute of Education (2004:1) pointed out that ña knowledge- 

based curriculum emphasizes on the theoretical content and is rooted in 

traditional teaching and learning approachesò. Hence it can be noted that it 

focused on rote memorization and acquisition of factual knowledge. 

In 2013, the Zambian school curriculum was revised. The education 

system adopted a competency-based curriculum (CBC) which is an 

outcomes-based education (OBE) type (Curriculum Development Center, 

2013). Like in other countries, the curriculum was reformed in a bid to 

prepare learners for future challenges in the rapidly changing global world 

(CDC, 2013). The competency-based curriculum specifically,  adopted 

the UNESCO educational quality framework as part of the Standards  

and Evaluation Guidelines and commitment to the provision of quality 

education (ZANEC, 2017). 

According  to  UNESCO  (2017),  a  competency-based  curriculum  is  

a curriculum that emphasizes what learners are expected to do rather  

than mainly focusing on what they are expected to know. It implies that 

learners should acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, values, and 

attitudes to solve situations they encounter in everyday life and across the 

globe. Mosha (2012) also pointed out that a competency-based curriculum 

contains the specific outcome of statements that show the competencies 
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to be attained. Furthermore, Fitzpatrick (1991:18) elaborated that an 

outcomes-based education type focuses on ñwhat learners should know  

at the end of their schooling career, what learners must be able to do, and 

what do learners need to feel or believe?ò Consequently, a competency- 

based curriculum capitalizes on competency-based learning which focuses 

on understanding the concepts, skills and attitudes which in turn calls for 

changes in teaching, learning and assessment approaches (Woods, 2008; 

World Bank, 2011; Wangeleja, 2010). 

Current approaches to teaching and learning of History include historical 

thinking (Wineburg, 2001) and historical inquiry (Barton & Levstik, 

2004). Both approaches emphasize the role of the learner in constructing 

historical knowledge. This clearly shows that there are some competences 

that learners can acquire as they study History. It is for that reason that 

Yilmaz (2008a) argued that the nature of History is characterized as 

interpretive, tentative, subjective, empirical, literary-based and embedded 

in a socio-cultural context. These characteristics are consistent with 

competency-based approaches of teaching and learning which fall under 

constructivist perspectives of knowledge. The discourses about universal 

primary education and learner-centred approaches have become popular in 

Sub-Saharan Africa and have received support from the donor community 

(Schweisfurth, 2011; OôSullivan, 2004). While learner-centred approaches 

are seriously encouraged by its proponents, Schweisfurth (2011) warned 

that implementing the approaches has mostly failed. 

Wheelahan (2007:645) attacked competency-based models of vocational 

education as being ñunproblematic ódescriptionsô of the skills needed by 

employersò, and argued that people need to see content as a product of 

disciplinary thinking. Similarly, McPhail and Rata (2016) critiqued the 

genericism for focusing on perceived relevance to the ñreal worldò as an 

organising principle for a curriculum rather than disciplinary concerns. 

(Betram, 2009) argued the implication is that learners may be assessed on 

generic comprehension skills rather than on the substantive and procedural 

knowledge that makes History a specialised discipline. The inherent danger 

of using an outcomes-based system in the study of History is that the 

focus on procedural knowledge might overshadow substantive knowledge 

(Betram, 2009). 

Mwanza (2017) observed that teachers are central to achieving universal 

access to high quality and equitable education for all learners because teachers 
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have first-hand knowledge of the learning environment, the learners and how 

the two relate. The competency-based curriculum may appear uncomplicated 

in design but it is not as easy as it appears, in theory, it requires teachers to 

be knowledgeable of the key principles of the curriculum and equipped with 

skills and desirable attitudes to teach using competency-based approaches 

appropriately (Mulenga & Kabombwe, 2019). 

Therefore, it is important for teachers of History to know and understand 

the kind of curriculum a nation is using in order to interpret it correctly and 

avoid wastage of educational resources and ensure that necessary skills are 

attained. Thus, it is important for curriculum designers to provide proper 

guidelines to teachers so that the curriculum is implemented effectively. 

Teachers are familiar with the classroom situations therefore might 

discover the gaps and bring about change and improvements that can help 

learners achieve the specified outcomes (Mulenga & Mwanza, 2019). 

Statement of the problem 

Teaching History using competency-based approaches of teaching and 

learning might help learners acquire competences such as historical skills, 

historical terminology and concepts (Mazabow, 2003). Although policy 

documents, teachers and other education stakeholders in the country claim 

that the Zambian education system is now competency-based there is no 

evidence from research which indicates the extent of the implementation  

of this new teaching, learning and assessment approach to support those 

statements. Lack of knowledge of competency-based approaches of teaching 

and learning by teachers of History might hinder the successful implementing 

of the competency-based curriculum. It was thus, the intent  of this study 

to investigate the extent to which competency-based teaching approaches 

have been implemented in Zambia by teachers of History. In attending to 

this main objective, the major research question that guided the study was: 

what is the level of understanding and implementation of competency-based 

teaching approaches among teachers of History in secondary schools? This 

study sought to have the following questions answered. 

Å To what extent did teachers understand the competency-based curriculum? 

Å To what extent were teachers using competency-based approaches in the 

teaching and learning process of History? 

Å How were teachers assessing learners of History using competency-based 

approaches? 
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Theoretical framework  

This study was guided by the Concerns-Based Adoption Model (CBAM) 

which is based on the belief that all change originates with individuals. It 

focuses on enabling teachers to adapt the curriculum and to view it as their 

own. Stages for this model include awareness of innovation, awareness of 

informational level, concern for self, concern for teaching and concern for 

learners. In this model, the curriculum is not implemented until teachersô 

concerns have been adequately addressed (Fuller,  1974).  The  model  

has three dimensions for conceptualizing and measuring the change in 

individuals: Stages of concern, levels of use and innovation configuration. 

Thus, for the competency-based curriculum initiative to be successful, 

teachers need to express a level of interest in the initiativeôs success, use it 

and modify it. In the next section, a brief literature review that is related to 

the study was presented. 

Literature review  

Overview of the History curriculum reform in Zambia 

After independence, Zambia inherited a British education system that 

was based on western education. The curriculum content was Eurocentric. 

However, the 1966 Education reforms which were introduced advocated 

for Africanisation of the curriculum. (Ministry of Education, 1966). Thus, 

the curriculum content in History was revised and included topics in West 

and East African History. The governmentôs focus during this period was 

to change the curriculum to a more Africanised content to support the 

policy of decolonisation. Later on the curriculum content included topics 

from Central Africa and Southern Africa. History was taught at Junior 

secondary (Grade 8 to 9) to senior secondary school level (Grade 10 to 12) 

(Focus on Learning, 1992). 

In 1996, the History syllabus was revised in order to fully localize the 

high school examination which was formerly set by the University of 

Cambridge Local Examination Syndicate in the United Kingdom (UK). 

The review of the syllabus was occasioned by the need to improve the 

quality of education at the high school level as stipulated in the national 

educational policy document: Educating our Future-1996 (Curriculum 

Development Center, 1996). There were two examination papers to be 

written in History as a subject and each of them was to be written in one 

hour thirty minutes. Paper One (1) was African History, comprising Part 
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One on Central African History and Part Two on the History of Southern 

Africa. The papers consisted of twenty (20) questions. Paper Two (2) 

conversely was based on World History from 1870. 

Essay type of questions was the only type of assessment items. In this case, 

learners were only required to answer three questions. The examination 

paper was structured as follows; Section ñAò was based on European 

History, West African History was in Section ñBò, Central African and 

Southern African History in Section ñCò. West African History was not 

taught but examination questions were prepared. Teachers of History were 

tied to using the traditional mode of delivery, with little or no innovation 

(Adeyinka, 1989, 1990; Boadu, Awuah, Ababio, and Eduaquah, 2014). 

Learners were given notes so that they could master the facts. Therefore, 

learners were only required to recall the teachersô notes. 

The 2013 competency-based curriculum for Senior Secondary History 

syllabus for Zambia aims at enabling learners to apply historical 

knowledge, skills and values to the understanding of historical events; 

evaluate sources of historical information to determine their authenticity; 

empowering learners with skills to write reasoned essays on some 

historical topics; assist learners to evaluate current social, political, 

economic and cultural challenges with a view to offering possible 

solutions in Zambia, and Southern Africa. It also seeks to help learners to 

appreciate and understand the state and development of the modern world 

social, economic and political order from 1870 to the present time. The 

key competences for learners to achieve are to write essays on selected 

topics perform elementary historical research from primary and secondary 

sources and evaluate sources of historical information to determine their 

validity (History Syllabus, 2013). Therefore, it can be noted that there is a 

need to shift the teaching and learning of History because teachers need to 

know the competences that learners should acquire and focus on ways in 

which teachers can help learners to cultivate those competences. 

At Junior Secondary School the History syllabus was integrated into social 

studies. Integrated Social Science aims at developing an understanding  

of the economic, political, civic, cultural, geographical and historical 

factors which influence social development; create an understanding of 

relationships between man and the environment, develop skills needed   

to read and interpret maps, charts and diagrams, create an understanding 

about why and how we learn about the past and develop an understanding 
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of political development and governance in Zambia since 1964 (History 

Syllabus, 2013). 

The key competences for Junior Secondary School are to show 

understanding of human rights by participating in human rights activities 

in school and community, understanding of civic education by participating 

in gender advocacy in school, state understanding of civic education by 

participating in anti-corruption activities in the community, demonstrate 

knowledge, skills of directions by guiding other people and measure 

distance and interpret relief features in the local environment (History 

Syllabus, 2013). 

The teaching methodologies recommended are learner- centered. These 

include activity learning (individual/pair/group), educational visits (visits 

to various relevant institutions and organizations), role-play, debate, 

demonstration, question and answer technique and teacher exposition. It is 

expected that learners will be assessed periodically to determine whether 

the intended outcomes have been internalised and competences mastered. 

For the sake of this, teachers are advised to conduct continuous assessments, 

whether weekly, fortnightly or monthly. A mid-term assessment would also 

be ideal so that where deficiencies are observed some remedial measures 

are put in place. However, it is strongly recommended that an end-of-term 

assessment be conducted at each grade level (History Syllabus, 2013). 

Expected competences using a competency-based curriculum 

Mazabow (2003) has outlined five expected outcomes that learners should 

acquire when teaching History using a competency-based curriculum. There 

is a shift from a theory of instruction focused on the teacher to one more 

focused on the learner (Betram, 2009). The first outcome is the acquisition 

of historical concepts. Learners should know the key historical concepts 

such as time, change and causation. The second outcome is that learners of 

History are expected to achieve the construction of historical knowledge 

and understanding. The third outcome that a learner of History is expected 

to acquire is the application of historical skills. The fourth outcome is the 

ability to evaluate and use evidence is yet another competence that learners 

of History should acquire in the teaching and learning process. Finally, 

learners should acquire civic competences and democratic values. A major 

purpose of historical studies is to raise ñgood citizensò, a value which has 

been considerably modified during the past few decades (Mazabow, 2003). 

Hence, it can be argued that for the competency-based curriculum to be 
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successfully implemented teachers need to know the competences that 

learners should acquire. 

History  practitioners  commonly  regard   historical   knowledge   to   

be differentiated into two main forms substantive and disciplinary 

knowledge. Harris and Ormond (2018) have argued that central to the 

curriculum reforms in both contexts are questions about knowledge, and 

the type of knowledge is deemed to be valuable and useful. For example, 

in a knowledge economy the ability to ólearn how to learnô is deemed 

crucial. Substantive knowledge refers to knowledge of events, ideas and 

people and includes substantive first-order concepts such as nationalism 

or communism which enable connections to be made across different 

historical periods and places. Disciplinary knowledge includes procedural 

and conceptual dimensions. Procedural thinking involves the processes 

required to effectively work with evidence, develop interpretations and 

construct arguments. This focus on procedural knowledge, of learning 

how to know History,  fits well with an outcomes-based system (Harris  

& Ormond, 2018). 

Role of the teacher in curriculum implementation 

Moodley (2013) noted that in educational change, a teacherôs role is 

central and change theories which ignore the personal domain are bound to 

miss its objectives. Similarly, Smith (2001) stated that the role of teachers 

can no longer be overlooked, for policy changes would not have the desired 

effect if they were not accompanied by a supportive process intended     

to strengthen the role of teachers. Zheng and Borg (2014) argued that 

teachers need to follow a guideline provided by the curriculum developers 

that suit the competency-based approaches. On the other hand, Ivowi 

(2004) noted that to ensure that the curriculum is effectively implemented, 

infrastructural facilities, equipment, tools and materials must be provided 

in adequate quantities. For the competency-based approaches to be 

successful, teachers should be knowledgeable enough to let their learners 

get involved in the learning process since teachers are major players in 

curriculum implementation (Botha & Reddy, 2011; Wangeleja, 2010). 

Teachers also need to have expertise in their particular subjects in order 

for them to yield targeted products (Moodley, 2013). 

Mwanza (2017) contended that teachers are the end-users and when they 

are not aware of the objectives of a curriculum, it may not be possible for a 

curriculum to be successfully implemented. Thus, it is crucial for teachers 
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to know the theoretical underpinning of a curriculum in order to interpret it 

accurately. In addition, Mwanza (2017) argued that curriculum developers 

should familiarize themselves with the issues faced by the end-users of 

the curriculum so that they can create relevant solutions as they revise  

the curriculum. In agreement with this argument, Okech and Asiachi 

(1992) added their views and suggested that teachers need to interpret  

the curriculum correctly to the learners for it to be successful. Hence, 

teachersô knowledge of the competency-based curriculum for successful 

implementation of a curriculum is paramount in the implementation stage 

of the competency-based curriculum. In the next segment, the methodology 

that was employed in this study has been presented. 

Methodology 

This study employed a mixed-methods research approach that allowed the 

researchers to collect analyze and interpret both quantitative and qualitative 

data sets in a single study. The implementation of the competency-based 

curriculum by teachers of History was investigated using an explanatory 

sequential design. An explanatory sequential design, according to Clark 

and Creswell (2011), consists of first collecting quantitative data and then 

collecting qualitative data to help explain or elaborate on the quantitative 

results. The rationale for this approach is that the quantitative data and 

results provide a general picture of the research problem; more analysis, 

specifically through qualitative data collection is needed to refine, extend 

or explain the general picture. 

Research sample and data analysis 

The study focused on schools in Lusaka. The total sample size of this study 

was 99. Participants included 1 Curriculum Specialist, 1 Subject Specialist 

of History, 80 Teachers, 20 schools, 5 Zonal Head Teachers from the ten 

(10) zones, 5 Heads of sections from 10 zones and 2 Standards Officers. 

The participants were purposively then randomly selected. The random 

sampling method enabled the researcher to have a detailed sampling 

frame for selected clusters for the entire target area. In an effort to give 

each teacher an equal chance of participating in the study, simple random 

sampling was employed by selecting four (4) teachers per school who 

participated in the study and stratified sampling to ensure adequate gender 

representation. A questionnaire was used to gather information from the 

teachers.  Interviews guides were also used to collect data from one Chief 
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Curriculum Specialist, one Subject Curriculum Specialist, two Standard 

Officers, five Head-Teachers, ten Heads of Sections and ten Teachers. 

Those who were interviewed were selected with the hope of providing rich 

information regarding the topic of this study Classroom lesson observations 

and document analysis were used to cross-check teachersô responses from 

the questionnaires and interviews. Quantitative data was analysed using 

the statistical package for social sciences (SPSS) and qualitative data was 

analysed thematically. In the next section, the researcher presented and 

discussed the findings of the study. 

Results and discussion 

The information that was obtained from participants through interviews 

and questionnaires were combined and discussed in a sequence according 

to themes that emerged from them. The sections that follow have the results 

and their discussions. 

Teacherôs knowledge of the competency-based curriculum 

In order for the 2013 revised curriculum to be successfully implemented, 

a teacher of History should know what a competency-based curriculum 

is. The key focus in a competency-based curriculum is competences or 

outcomes rather than knowledge. Therefore, in this study participants were 

asked to state whether they knew what a competency-based curriculum 

was. In eliciting this information, the researcher was guided by the teachersô 

questionnaire. Most of the respondents (67%) indicated that they did not 

know what a competency-based curriculum was. While (33%) of the 

respondents indicated that they knew the competency-based curriculum. 

The summary on teachers of History knowledge of the competency-based 

curriculum has been provided in Image 1. 

Image 1: Percentage distribution of teachersô knowledge of the concept of the 

competency-based curriculum 
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In order to have in-depth information on the teachersô knowledge of the 

competency-based curriculum, the researcher used an interview guide to 

establish teachersô knowledge of the 2013 revised curriculum. Most of 

the teachers indicated that they did not know what a competency-based 

curriculum was. For example, one of of the respondents, explained that: 

I did not know the principle behind the revised curriculum, all that I know 

is that the structure for examinations for History papers has changed it 

now incorporates pictures, short word answers and map reading. 

Another respondent also added that: 

I do not know the concept of the competency-based curriculum because  

I did not receive any in-service training. The school sends representatives 

to go for these in-service workshops but when they come back they do not 

share the knowledge with other teachers they just brief the Head Teacher. 

In responding to the same question, another teacher stated that: 

Am aware that the curriculum has been revised it is two pathways 

academic and vocational pathway. But I do not have much information on 

it as we sent the guidance and counselling teacher for training thus, she is 

the best person who knows about the competency-based curriculum. 

Regarding the same issue, some teachers explained that they had an  

idea of the competency-based curriculum but there were not sure if it was 

correct. 

One teacher explained that: 

A competency-based curriculum is a curriculum that is learner-centred. 

While teacher (5) five noted that: 

A competency-based curriculum means inclusive learning. 

In addition to the (2) two teachers, teacher (6) six explained that: 

A competency-based curriculum intends to prepare learners holistically. 

In a separate interview the same question was asked to two (2) teachers 

who indicated that they knew what a competency-based curriculum was. 

Teacher (1) one stated that: 

A competency-based curriculum is a curriculum that focuses on the 

acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitudes to use in the future in society. 

Regarding the same issue, Teacher (3) three explained that: 

It is a curriculum that focuses on developing skills that are required in 

society. 
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Another Teacher noted that: 

The curriculum focuses on skills. However, the orientation of the 

curriculum was poorly done. As teachers, we were just given a curriculum 

and were not guided on how to implement it. We were not even given a 

sample of the new lesson plan. Teachers had to come up with their own 

lesson plans, that is why there was a variety of lesson plans in schools. 

Similarly, Standards Officer agreed with the teachersô view by explaining that: 

The orientation that was given to teachers was done using cascade 

model in zones and clusters, unfortunately, the information handed over to 

teachers was distorted by Train of Trainers (T.O.T). The other challenge 

is that the teacherôs curriculum implementation guide and syllabuses have 

not yet been availed to teachers on time as they are still in draft form. 

A Curriculum Specialist confirmed that not all teachers have been trained due 

to lack of funds from the Ministry of General Education. He explained that: 

It is true some teachers have not been oriented on the revised curriculum 

or competency-based approaches of teaching. Nevertheless, it is not only 

teachers, but even some Standard Educational Officers and Educational 

Administrators also have not yet been oriented on the competency-based 

approaches. The curriculum was implemented hurriedly and teachers 

received less training. Teachers need more sensitization and training. 

The findings of this study indicated that most teachers of History were 

not conversant with what a competency-based curriculum was because 

only a few teachers were able to point to competences or outcomes as a 

key focus of the competency-based curriculum. The findings from the 

standard officers and curriculum specialist also indicate that teachers 

were not given proper orientation on the competency-based curriculum. 

The findings of this study suggest that most teachers did not know what  

a competency-based curriculum was and the quality of the knowledge    

of the competency-based curriculum was too limited to implement the 

competency-based curriculum effectively. These findings were similar to 

what was revealed in the research findings of Eltis and Mowbray (1997), 

Williamson (2000), Jansen (2009) and Muneja (2015) who argued that 

most teachers did not know what a competency-based curriculum was and 

were unable to give a unified definition competency-based curriculum in 

the United Kingdom, Australia, South Africa and Tanzania. The authors 

argued that the range of meanings implied a lack of coherence and focus 

on the communication of the policy on OBE. Teachers in South Africa 

complained that the language for OBE was too complex and terminologies 

were too confusing (Williamson, 2000). 
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The findings of this study are supported by several studies that have been 

done where some researchers argued that in-service training for teachers 

on OBE has not been adequately done in most cases (Jansen, 1998; 

Muneja, 2015; Benjamin, 2014; Chisholm, 2000; Mosha, 2012). Makeleni 

(2013) argued that one of the formidable challenges to implement OBE 

was the inadequate orientation, training and development of teachers. This 

finding is interesting because teachers who are supposed to implement the 

curriculum were not knowledgeable of the curriculum they were expected 

to implement in schools. Lack of knowledge of an educational innovation 

has a twofold impact on the nation and the learners. 

Teachersô lack of knowledge of the competency-based curriculum could 

thwart the educational system efforts in Zambia in its bid to attain national 

goals and provide quality education. This finding is an impediment to the 

attainment of Sustainable Development Goal four which emphasizes the 

provision of quality education. The observation that the majority of teachers 

did not know the objectives of competency-based curriculum seemed to be a 

challenge, considering that teachers are the cornerstone in the implementation 

of any educational initiative (Komba & Mwandanji, 2015). 

Teacherôs application of competency-based approaches 

Teaching methods in the classroom provide information on how teachers 

are applying a curriculum. In this regard, the researcher decided to find 

out how teachers of History were implementing the curriculum using a 

questionnaire. 

Results from Table 1 show that teachers were not using competency-based 

approaches of teaching and learning. The results were suggesting that the 

teachers were still using teacher-centered methods thus implementing a 

content-based curriculum. This could have been as a result of teachers 

not being given in-service training for competency-based approaches for 

teaching and learning. In a competency-based curriculum, there is a shift in 

teaching methods from traditional methods of teaching to learner-centered 

approaches. 

Teacherôs responses in the questionnaires indicated that they did not use 

competency approaches in the teaching and learning of History. Using  

the interview guide, the researcher also sought to find out how teachers 

were teaching competency-based approaches. This was done through an 

interview guide in the interview schedule for teachers. 
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Table 1: Frequency and percentages distribution of teaching and 

learning approaches used by teachers 
 

Approach 
 Very 

Often 
Mostly Sometimes Rarely 

Not 

Used 

Total 

Response 

Teacher Exposition 
f 34 29 10 2 5 80 

% 43 36 13 3 6 100 

Project 
f 2 8 22 37 11 80 

% 3 10 27 46 14 100 

Group Work 
f 26 26 21 1 6 80 

% 33 33 26 1 7 100 

Question and 

Answer 

f 54 16 7 0 3 80 

% 67 20 9 0 4 100 

Discussion 
f 33 27 9 5 6 80 

% 41 34 11 6 8 100 

Debate 
f 2 9 31 27 11 80 

% 3 11 39 34 14 100 

Drama 
f 1 6 23 38 13 81 

% 1 7 29 47 16 100 

Role Play 
f 5 8 18 38 11 80 

% 6 10 23 47 14 100 

Field Trip 
f 5 2 11 49 13 80 

% 6 3 14 61 16 100 

Problem Solving 
f 21 24 9 18 8 80 

% 26 30 11 23 10 100 

On the contrary, when asked in a separate interview on what kind of 

teaching methods they were using in order to implement the competency 

teachers indicated that they were using learner-centred approaches in 

teaching and learning. For instance, one teacher explained that: 

I use group work, drama, discussion, role play, pictures and maps while 

teaching History. 

A similar view was shared by another teacher who confirmed that: 

We use learner-centred approaches now in the teaching and learning of 

History. 

Ten (10) classes were observed from the classroom selected from the ten 

zones. From all the 10 observations, it was noted that teachers of History 

were using competency/ outcomes-based approaches to some extent. The 

prominent methods of teaching were group work, discussions, question and 

32    



Yesterday&Today, No. 22, December 2019 
 

   ... competency-based curriculum by teachers of History ... Secondary Schools in Lusaka district, pp. 19-41 

 

 

answer method and teacher exposition. While most teachers indicated that 

they were using the learner-centred method in reality from the classes that 

were observed drama, debate and role play were not used in the teaching 

and learning of History. 

A study of teachers filesô which contained lesson plans, syllabi schemes 

of work and assessment items revealed that some teachers were not using 

competency/outcomes-based approaches in the teaching and learning of 

History. Teachers were using different types of lesson plans. Some teachers 

were still using lesson plans that are stating behavioural objectives while 

others were using lesson plans that state learning outcomes. Thus there 

was no uniformity among teachers of History on the type of lesson plan 

that they used in implementing the competency-based curriculum. Some 

teachers were still using the old syllabus. 

These findings are supported by several studies that have been done where 

researchers have argued that the curriculum is still content driven (Mosha, 

2012; Kimaryo, 2011; Kafyulilo, 2012; Benjamin, 2014). For example, 

Benjamin (2014) indicated that (80%) of the teachers who were surveyed 

from selected schools never took the trouble to use the competency-based 

approaches during the teaching/ learning process in Tanzania. Teachers 

argued that using a  competency-based  approach  was  time-consuming 

to practice in relation to the content coverage hence they always opted  

for a teacher-centred approach regardless of the understanding of the 

learners. Similarly, findings in Kafyulilo (2012) contended that teachers 

were continuing to use the normal lecture methods even after having been 

trained about the competency-based approaches. They gave varied opinions 

on what was understood to be effective teaching. Views also differed on 

the preparation of lessons, assessing, recording and reporting studentsô 

progress. Thus, the implication is that a competency-based curriculum 

was not being implemented because teachers were not using competency- 

based approaches in teaching and learning. From the discussion, it can be 

argued that teachers were still implementing a content-based curriculum 

instead of a competency-based curriculum. 

Methods of assessment used by teachers 

Assessment is an integral part of teaching and learning. Assessment can 

help education evaluators to assess the extent to which an innovation is 

being implemented The Teachersô Curriculum Implementation Guide 

(TCIG) for the Zambian Competency-based curriculum states that learners 
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can be either oral or written, depending on the task. Feedback can be 

provided by the teacher. However, feedback can also be provided by peers 

or by the learner her/himself (TCIG, 2013). Despite guidelines from the 

TCIG, most teachers indicated that they were using the traditional method 

of assessment in the teaching and learning of History. About 63% of the 

respondents indicated that they used class exercises very often as a method 

of assessment while 60% of the respondents indicated that they used tests 

and examinations as the usual methods of assessment. Teachers were using 

the traditional paper and pencil or pens assessment methods commonly 

used in schools for assessing studentsô competences which encouraged 

learners to memorize their lecture notes which were deemed crucial for 

passing the examination. These often tested ability to recall memorized 

facts, knowledge and principles. A summary of the assessment methods 

used are indicated in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: Frequency and percentage distribution  of assessment methods 
 

Methods of 

Assessment 

 Very 

Often 
Mostly Sometimes Rarely Not Used Total Response 

Interviews 
f 3 10 13 38 16 80 

% 4 13 16 48 20 100 

Conference 
f 1 5 7 45 22 80 

% 1 6 9 56 28 100 

Assessing 

Products 

f 14 11 10 23 22 80 

% 18 14 13 29 28 100 

Oral work 
f 32 25 3 9 11 80 

% 40 31 4 11 14 100 

Performance 
f 18 22 7 14 19 80 

% 23 28 9 18 24 100 

Class 

Exercises 

f 50 19 2 3 6 80 

% 63 24 3 4 8 100 

Homework 
f 0 24 45 5 6 80 

% 0 30 56 6 8 100 

Test and 

Examination 

f 48 24 2 1 5 80 

% 60 30 3 1 6 100 

A competency-based curriculum uses authentic assessment methods such 

as portfolios, classroom or field observation, projects, oral presentations, 

self-assessment, interviews and peer-assessment (Kitta & Tilya, 2010). 

Authentic  assessment  methods  are  more  useful  for  a  competency- 
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based curriculum than other forms of assessment because they provide  

an opportunity for students to demonstrate the competencies they have 

mastered in real life or an analogous situation. This does not mean that the 

traditional methods of assessment are not relevant as they are part of the 

competency-based assessment methods. Assessment items from document 

study showed that teachers of History were still using content-based 

methods of assessments namely; tests and examinations only. Teachers of 

History were giving learners continuous assessment such as middle term 

tests but they are not added towards the final examination. In some schools, 

learners were given projects but they were not added to the final part of the 

examination mark. Therefore, it can be noted that teachers of History were 

still using traditional methods of assessment instead of competency-based 

methods of assessment that required a teacher to come up with a portfolio. 

The findings of this study correlate with the works of Msonde (2011), 

Benjamin (2014) and Muneja (2015) whose overall findings indicated 

that teachers still preferred tests and examinations because they were 

stipulated in the school regulations such that teachers were strictly 

enforced by the school administration and teachers administered monthly 

tests and examination per school term. None of the teachers produced 

portfolios, project work or written essays which promote creative and 

critical thinking. Jonassen (2008) argued that in constructivist teaching, 

the assessment was based not only on tests, but also on observation of the 

learners, the learnerôs work, and the learnersô points of view. It is important 

that teachers use tradition and competency-based assessments for learners 

to develop the required competences in History. 

One of the disadvantages of OBE is that there is a lack of clarity on the 

assessment practices to be followed. Moreover in places where there was 

an assessment scheme in place teachers appeared to be unable to cope 

with it (Brand, 1998). Jansen (1998) argued further that without intensive 

debates about the reorganization of the assessment system, traditional 

examinations will reinforce the curriculum status quo. 

Therefore, the study findings indicated that the assessment methods that 

teachers of History were using were not competency-based assessment.  

It seems teachers did not know the competency-based approaches of 

assessment and they were not even provided in the syllabi for them to 

follow. Thus, there were no competency-based assessments items in their 

teaching files. In a case where teachers knew the assessment methods, it 
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could be argued that the reason why teachers were probably not giving 

competency-based assessments to learners could be that they did not count 

towards the final mark in the examination. 

Conclusion and recommendations 

There is a serious need for teachers of History to be equipped with 

knowledge of  the  competency-based  curriculum  for  the  curriculum  

to be implemented effectively in schools. Teachers  should be the focus  

in any curriculum reform as they play a critical role in the effective 

implementation of the curriculum. It can be concluded that most teachers 

of History in Lusaka did know what a competency-based curriculum   

was and would need proper training for them to have knowledge of the 

competency-based curriculum. The study also found out that most teachers 

of History were not using competency-based approaches in the teaching 

and learning of History.  Teachers  were still using traditional methods   

of teaching and assessment. Traditional methods of assessment are not   

in line with competency-based approaches of teaching and learning. 

Teachers did not have portfolios for learners to indicate the competencies 

their learners should have or had acquired. The assessments were not 

performance-based assessment. In view of the results of this study and 

conclusions that were drawn, the study recommended among other things 

that teachers of History should receive in-service training on competency- 

based approaches of teaching and learning. There would be need to apply 

the Concerns-based adoption model (CBAM) to enable teachers to adapt 

the curriculum and to view it as their own. This can help teachers to be 

aware of the innovation, information needed to implement the curriculum 

and the needs of the learners. If well applied, the model can help in the 

successful implementation of the competency-based curriculum in the 

teaching and learning of History. The challenges of limited knowledge in 

the implementation of the competency-based curriculum could be avoided. 

Thus, it is crucial for teachers to know the theoretical underpinning of a 

curriculum in order to interpret it accurately. 
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Abstract 

The following design paper reports on a serious game project being made 

by interdisciplinary researchers at the North-West University (NWU), 

Vanderbijlpark Campus. The aim of this venture is to develop a trading 

card game based on specific History content, using similar mechanics 

found in popular card games such as Magic: The Gathering and the 

Pokémon Trading Card Game. The game is called Dogs of War (DoW) 

and the historical figures will  be depicted as various dog breeds to subvert 

player expectations and assuage a grim period of human History. The game 

itself is designed in such a way that up to six people can play together,  

with each player representing a faction that was involved in the war. These 

factions include: Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan, Fascist Italy, Great 

Britain, United States of America and Soviet Russia. The conceptualisation 

of DoW has already reached the initial play-testing phase, wherein the 

basic mechanics and units already having been designed. The game will 

be implemented in a third year History class at NWU in 2020, with the aim 

of researching whether the game itself can enhance self-directed learning 

through tangential and exciting gameplay. Focus group interviews will be 

held at the end of the first semester (2020) to gauge this prototypeôs overall 

effectiveness. 

Keywords: Trading card game; Tangential learning; History education; 
Source-based questioning; Serious game design. 

Introduction  

The South African History curriculum states that one of the specific aims 

of the subject is ñto create an interest in and enjoyment of the study of the 

pastò (Department of Education, 2011:8). To this end, this paper wishes 

to address a specific History teaching strategy that willðin our opinionð 

address this specific aim of History education. This strategy is spearheaded 

by a new serious game artefact called Dogs of War (DoW). This serious 
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game is a historically-themed, competitive trading card game with a focus 

on humorous and whimsical representations of historical figures set during 

the Second World War (WW II). One of the researchers is a lecturer at the 

NWU, Vanderbijlpark Campus, who teaches History for Education. The 

lecturer in question is seeking to create a novel and entertaining method 

to teach what could be considered a vast and complex period of History. It 

was the desire of this lecturer to try to make History fun and interesting ï 

DoW was developed to this end. 

A literature review revealed that locally a study has been conducted  

that compared two Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) 

curriculum Grade 10 History textbooks with the electronic video game 

Assassinôs Creed Unity, using Seixasôs (2017) six second-order historical 

thinking concepts (historical significance, source evidence, continuity 

and change, cause and consequence, historical perspective taking and   

the moral or ethical dimension) as categorical filters. Findings revealed 

that any integration of electronic games into official educational practice 

will require that teachers devote themselves to establishing a particular 

historically literate learner in line with the Department of Basic Education 

(DBE) and South African governmentôs agenda. For textbook researchers, 

the findings open the door to similar explorations into other sections within 

the CAPS approved History textbooks, particularly in relation to the South 

African Revolution (Malkin-Page, 2016). While this study did look at the 

Assassinôs Creed video game, it looked at an electronic game which can 

also not be considered a serious game with the aim of teaching history. The 

DoW game is a physical artefact that is designed to specifically develop 

historical thinking. 

DoW has altered historical agents where different anthropomorphic dog 

breeds each associated with one of the six major nations that take part in the 

war; with major historical events and figures being depicted in this manner. 

Players of DoW will be able to control one of six factions or nations that 

were involved in WW II, namely Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan, Fascist 

Italy, United States of America, Great Britain or the Soviet Union. Once a 

faction is chosen, the player can control the military forces of that nation 

using some traditional trading card game mechanics, such as amassing 

some form of power in which cards can be placed according to their cost. 

Card types include production points, units (either land, sea or air units 

with different abilities) as well as special event cards that can boost or 

diminish other cards. The aim of DoW would be to defeat the opposing 

43 



Yesterday&Today, No. 22, December 2019 
 

BJ Bunt & LR Bunt    

 

 

playerôs general using strategy, deck-building and subject-knowledge. 

The main focus of DoW is to teach WW II History from a tangential 

learning perspective (Armstrong, 2004). While the game itself can be 

enjoyed without any knowledge of WWII, the aim is to tangentially teach 

historical concepts and content in an engaging and fun way. Special flavour 

text at the bottom of each card, or a QR code, will link to the accurate 

History of that particular card. For example, the Nazi general card for 

Adolf Hitler would have a code that would take students to a website with 

more information on Hitler as a historical figure. 

Philosophical underpinnings 

The following section outlines the various philosophical underpinnings 

which are imbedded in DoW. 

Gotta catch óem all! 

The theme of collecting sought after objects as a metaphor for developing 

knowledge/understanding of a subject within a certain discipline is explored 

in DoW. The cards themselves are attributed value based on a rarity scale 

developed by the researchers. Cognitive levels therefore determine the rarity 

of the cards in DoW. The rarer the card, the deeper the questions at the back of 

the card in question. Firstly, common cards only focus on basic information 

extrapolation. Secondly, uncommon cards focus on analysis. Thirdly, rare 

cards focus on evaluation. Cards are therefore named and then stratified into 

these three categories and from there the developers created a worksheet 

based on which cards are common, uncommon and rare. 

A fourth type of rarityðhyper rareðwas also developed during game 

conceptualisation. These cards are linked to application History or the 

practical use of History knowledge. An example of this could be a general 

card, such as Joseph Goebbels, who was the propagandist for the Nazis. 

His card is hyper rare, with a QR code link giving more information on 

him and propaganda. The source-based activity could ask students to 

synthesise all they have learned and to do a practical activity, such as 

creating a propaganda poster of their own using the online information. 

Another example could be Adolf Hitler as a hyper rare card. His URL 

would give information on him as a leader and his oratory skills. The 

activity would entail students writing a speech for their nation, to boost the 

morale of soldiers during WW II.  
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The assessment of students will be set according to this rarity scale. For 

example, a common Wehrmacht soldier would have a QR link to a diary 

entry of a German soldier. This is how the developers can ask the question: 

ñWhat can be learned regarding the emotional state of German soldiers 

during WW II?ò. Basic extrapolation from the text is thus undertaken by 

the student to correctly answer the question posed. 

Ludic activity 

Transforming static, normative content into an intervention which uses 

artefacts that aim at generating excitement and allow for skill retention 

under fun conditions. 

History as an applied science 

An applied science is the application of existing scientific knowledge to 

practical applications, like technology or inventions (Bertram, 2008). 

Within natural science, disciplines that are basic scienceðalso called pure 

scienceðdevelop basic information to predict and perhaps explain and 

understand phenomena in the natural world (Dean, 2004). Applied science 

is the use of scientific processes and knowledge as the means to achieve a 

particular practical or useful result. This includes a broad range of applied 

science related fields from engineering, business, and medicine to early 

childhood education (Bertram, 2008). It is the view of the researchers that 

History as a subject ought to be viewed as an applied science. History    

as a subject has been most often described as a basic science with facts 

and dates, where rote learning and memorization are the key elements of 

learning (Dean, 2004). However, many historians argue that History can be 

applied using many approaches, which we believe in strongly. Historical 

thinking and skills can therefore be used when analysing sources, or when 

engaging in role-play, of which DoW can be considered a part. 

Recontextualising ñseriousò subject matter 

The syllabus for a third year Bachelor of Education module, HISE 322 

ï a new module developed in 2019 ï focuses on aspects of world History 

from 1914-1991; encompassing 3 major events, namely: WW I, WW II 

and the Cold War. The lecturer decided to focus the game on one of these 

events, while keeping in mind that WWII  had the most adaptability towards 

becoming a game, with various nations involved and several people who 

could be incorporated into a game setting. The lecturer, as subject leader 
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for the History for Education subject group, saw the opportunity to develop 

exciting new teaching and learning strategies for his modules, and sought 

to carry out a research project with the aid of a designer in the Faculty of 

Natural and Agricultural Sciences. 

DoW allows African students to engage with History in a tactile, 

collaborative environment that tangentially teaches source-based 

interpretation. It reflects a moving away from standardised, western 

classrooms and focuses instead on ñus learningò rather than ñIôm learningò, 

and fully encapsulates the notion of Afrocentric learning and Ubuntu. 

The game nurtures collaborative learning in a new way and introduces 

historical content in the form of a shared experience. 

The next section will  discuss in detail the role of source-based assessment 

in History teaching and its function within the game DoW. 

Tangential learning 

Tangential learning is the method by which  persons  self-educate;  

when a theme is presented to them in a setting that they already enjoy 

(Armstrong, 2004). For instance, once one has played a music-based 

video game, a few people may be encouraged to study how to play an 

actual instrument. After watching a television show that references Faust 

and Lovecraft, some people could be motivated to read the original works 

of these authors (Portnow & Floyd, 2008). Consistent with specialists in 

natural learning, self-oriented learning preparation has confirmed to be  

an effective instrument for supporting independent learning and thinking 

(Leland, 2016). 

DoW can, therefore, be considered a tangential means of teaching History. 

Players essentially self-educate themselves through play. As DoW is at its 

core a game, the setting itself is already enjoyable and competitive, thanks to 

the card gameplay. DoW therefore meets the criteria for tangential learning. 

Implicit learning 

Implicit learning is the learning of complex information in an incidental 

manner, without awareness of what has been learned (Sun, 2008). 

According to Frensch and Rünger (2003) the general definition of implicit 

learning is still subject to some controversy, although the topic has had 

some significant developments since the 1960s (Frensch & Rünger, 2003). 

Implicit learning may require a certain minimal amount of attention and 
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may depend on attentional and working memory mechanisms. The result 

of implicit learning is implicit knowledge in the form of abstract (but 

possibly instantiated) representations rather than verbatim or aggregate 

representations (Seger, 1994), and scholars have drawn similarities 

between implicit learning and implicit memory. 

Examples from daily life, like learning how to ride a bicycle or how to 

swim, are cited as demonstrations of the nature of implicit learning and its 

mechanism. It has been claimed that implicit learning differs from explicit 

learning by the absence of consciously accessible knowledge (Frensch   

& Rünger, 2003). Evidence supports a clear distinction between implicit 

and explicit learning; for instance, research on amnesia often shows 

intact implicit learning but impaired explicit learning. Another difference 

is that brain areas involved in working memory and attention are often 

more active during explicit than implicit learning (Seger, 1994). DoW can 

similarly teach WW II content implicitly, as the cards form the abstract 

representations of knowledge that Seger (1994) suggested. Due to the fun 

nature of the DoW card game, the learning of WW II content will be done 

incidentally, as the learning occurs while the game is being played, i.e. the 

main aim of the game is to have fun, not to learn. 

History content and source-based assessment 

The focus of History teaching in the South African curriculum has shifted 

to working with historical sources (Bertram, 2006). The aim is to enable 

students to extract, analyse and interpret evidence  from  sources,  just 

like historians do, and write their own piece of History. Emphasis is on 

History as a ñprocessò rather than a ñproductò. It is therefore imperative 

for students to note that nearly all the assessment in History is based on 

source identification, integration and analyses (Dean, 2004). 

Sources are the raw material of History (McAleavy, 1998). These include 

letters, documents, books, photographs, drawings and paintings, speeches, 

monuments, statues and buildings, tables and graphs, maps, poems, diaries, 

songs, etc. They can be written, oral, visual and any other material that is 

useful to the historian to find historical evidence. 

Source-based analysis and interpretation forms the cornerstone of 

assessment within any History classroom in the 21st century. The application 

of historical skills such as extrapolation, evaluation, synthesis and detection 

of bias are all essential when approaching any given source, whether it is 
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primary or secondary in nature (McAleavy, 1998). These skills need to be 

taught to students through the use of a variety of source material, which could 

take the form of extracted texts, pictures, photographs, political cartoons, 

video and audio recordings or physical artefacts (Dean, 2004). 

In the scrutiny of these sources, students tend to struggle with identifying 

significant elements and interpretations, as has been witnessed over several 

years by the lecturer in question (Dean, 2004). In order to combat this 

issue, the lecturer proposes to incorporate an entertaining and engaging 

trading card game based on one particular unit of History, namely WW  

II, in order to create exciting, engaging and above all, tangential means  

to develop source-based analytical and interpretation skills using the said 

cards (Department of Education, 2011; McAleavy, 1998). The cards would 

serve as the impetus for developing student curiosity and the desire to 

further their knowledge of that cardôs historical roots. Any given card is a 

representation of something historical that took place. 

Through the use of technological means such as QR codes, each card 

could contain a link to a historical source that needs to be interpreted. 

Each link could pose a number of questions to the students, and probe their 

skills of analysis and interpretation. The History curriculum suggests that 

during source-based analysis, a 3-level approach ought to be implemented 

to cater for a wide range of cognitive levels and abilities of all students in 

the classroom (Department of Education, 2011). These levels include: 

Å Level 1: Extracting basic evidence from sources; 

Å Level 2: Explaining historical concepts; straightforward interpretation of the 

sources; 

Å Level 3: Interpreting and evaluating information from sources; engaging 

with questions of bias, reliability and usefulness of sources 

From this taxonomy of cognitive levels used in source-based questioning, 

the researchers decided to create 3 levels of source-based assessment 

imbedded within the DoW card game itself. This would be tied in to the 

rarity scale used in the game. The common cards would all have level     

1 source-based questions imbedded within them, while uncommon cards 

would be linked to level 2, and the rare cards would be linked to level 3. 

Once a playerôs card has been destroyed as part of the game dynamic, the 

player needs to access the source-based question at the back of the card 

using a QR code. The sources themselves will  be connected to the card 
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in question. This will implicitly and tangentially teach the players about 

History content as well as how to tackle source-based analysis. 

Descriptive science and knowledge by acquaintance 

Propositional knowledge (knowledge as justified truth) is translated into 

knowledge obtained through direct causal (experience-based) interaction 

between person and object when playing DoW. This is achieved through 

various means in this serious game: (i) opening randomly seeded booster 

packs of cards; (ii) drafting cards with other students in class; (iii) 

constructing a forty card deck with drafted cards to play against others; 

(iv) tournament play; (vi) trading cards with peers; and (vii) completing 

the assessments tied to the cards themselves. These aspects will further be 

unpacked in a future paper. 

Methodology and game design 

McKenney and Reeves (2012) developed a model which features three 

vital steps in design research, i.e. (i) preparing for design; (ii) conducting 

design; and (iii) retrospectively analysing design. Education Design 

Research (EDR) was expanded by these researchers to visualise the 

interaction between these steps in practice to yield twofold outputs of both 

knowledge and intervention (Image 1.). 

Image 1: Model for conducting EDR 

 

 

Source: SE McKenney & TC Reeves, Conducting educational research design: What, why and how 

(Taylor & Francis, 2012), p. 65. 
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A modified form of EDR was chosen as the methodology for DoW, as it is 

a project being developed óin practiceô; at an educational institution (NWU) 

where academic practitioners collaborate to solve research problems and 

implement interventions to improve systems therein. The methodology for 

DoWs development can therefore be described as a variation of both action 

research (research to improve methods) and EDR (develop knowledge and 

develop solutions). 

Such an adaptation of the EDR model has seen real-world implementation 

in studies conducted by Greeff, Heymann, Carroll and Nel (2017), Greeff, 

Heymann, Nel and Carroll, (2018), and Bunt and Greeff (2018)ðlending 

credence to this form of serious game development as valid and flexible. 

Plomp (2013) maintains that EDR affords researchers the opportunity to 

collect and evaluate both qualitative and quantitative data, and allows them 

to triangulate the findings after-the-fact. This is especially useful in a case 

where the researchers regularly iterate on and test game elements such as 

mechanics, art and pedagogical content. 

Typically, in these instances, however, an adapted SCRUM agile software 

development cycle approach is followed (Van den Akker, Gravemeijer, 

McKenney and Nieveen, 2006). A new visualization of this process 

followed by researchers for DoW can be seen in Image 2 below. 

Image 2: The EDR, SCRUM, agile development cycle for prototype 1 of DoW 

 

Source: J van den Akker, K Gravemeijer, S McKenney & N Nieveen (eds.) 2006, Educational 

design research (Routledge). (Authorôs interpretation) 
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As can be seen in Image 2, both researchers were exposed to various 

development procedures and communicated with one another at differing 

times. This is of great importance to such a small development team 

approaching a substantial serious game design undertaking; as it may 

hold consequence for future development teams. The adapted SCRUM 

agile approach has been visualised accordingly, as iteration and tuned 

integration of user experiences will only take place during the ñSemi- 

summative evaluationò of the DoW product. User feedback will only be 

integrated then for this prototype procedure. 

A bottom-up design approach was taken by the game designers during 

idea validation and conceptualisation for DoW. This technique was used 

to firstly build the game from a purely mechanical standpoint. Art assets, 

game components and various other facets of the game will  be crafted after 

the gameplay (rules, turn order, card anatomy, card interaction, etc.) and 

trading aspects (drafting, pack seeding, rarity etc.) have been developed 

thoroughly. Such a method contrasts with a top-down approach, where 

visual portions and ñflavourò (themes, characters, places, etc.) of the 

game inspire the mechanics and gameplay thereof. Despite a wealth of 

visual inspiration (WW II uniforms, weapons, artillery, planes, tanks, 

etc.) available to them, the designers decided instead to take inspiration 

and validate their ideas using historical texts; allowing them to infuse the 

various nationôs languages and designations into the card text itself. 

The serious game was therefore designed to firstly educate and secondly 

entertain. Pedagogical content is therefore evident in almost all areas of 

DoW. This is largely resultant from the incorporation of assessment into 

the multidimensional gameplay experience. The team goal, moreover, 

intended to present educational content to players before gaining buy-in or 

to expand the player base.1 

Inspiration 

Themes of ñconflictò, ñchronologyò, ñtacticsò and ñcollectionò are 

explored in DoW. Battles are fought between factions of troops comprised 

of historically accurate ï albeit quirkily interpreted ï ground, air and 

seafaring units. The timeline explored in the base set of DoW is WW     

II:  A colossal war effort spanning six years (1939-1945). Deck building 
 

1 As a note to the reader, various other trading card serious games have been created and tested by these 

authors: Steinman & Blastos (2002); Sakamoto, Alexandrova and Nakajima (2013a); and Sakamoto, Alexan- 

drova and Nakajima (2013b). 
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(strategy) and card trading/circulation round off the thematic considerations in 

the game. The three chief inspirations for DoW are: (i) Wizards of the Coastôs 

massively popular trading card game Magic: The Gathering (known to many 

playersasñMagicòorñMTGò);the(ii)PokémonTradingCardGame(abbreviated 

as ñPTCGò or ñPok®mon TCGò), published by The Pokémon Company; and 

(iii) Adventure Time Card Wars, made by Cryptozoic EntertainmentÓ. 

Magic allows players to cast powerful spells, sorceries, instants and 

enchantments in the form of highly valuable and equally sought-after 

cardboard trading cards. DoW was inspired mainly by the strategic nature 

of MTG, where players are thrust into a competitive space to overcome 

and outplay fellow gamers. Players use an array of fictional creatures and 

spells in this game, correlating with the historical agents in DoW. Potent 

and complex deck combinations are nurtured in such an environment; and 

DoW seeks to do just thatðfoster strategic thinking to create and hone 

unique, homebrew decks which can operate in a multitude of situations. The 

Pokémon TCG utilises a distinctive rarity system for a trading card game, 

allowing for what are colloquially called ñsecret raresò by fans. These cards 

are specially foiled and do not add to the numbers in a given set release. 

Instead, they fall outside of the base number of cardsðheightening their 

clandestine nature. DoW, similarly, has a four-tier rarity scale (common, 

uncommon, rare and hyper rare), but does not follow this secret-card method 

in the base game. Nevertheless, the trading aspect tied to the rarity index 

holds value for a game such as DoW. Adventure Time Card Wars does not 

necessarily rely heavily on the trading aspects of a traditional collectable 

card game, but does focus on faction-based denominationsðsimilar to     

a colour-based faction wheel used in Magic. Each of these groupings 

have mechanical ties to delineate their specific ñtypeò of gameplay. For 

instance, the ñNice Landsò faction in Card Wars tends to have lower attack 

stats but can heal themselves and other creatures more often than not. Such 

mechanical depth is what inspired the óPower Wheelô in DoW. A mood 

board was created to visually depict the direction the researchers wanted to 

go (Image 3.). Core aspects to the bottom-up design approach can be seen 

here, including: potential fonts for consideration, animation and motion 

(should the researchers create/implement electronic aspects into the game), 

inspirational games, card frames and styles, colour schemes, inspiring art 

styles and visual approaches to character design, and a number of articles 

relating to the games in question. This mood board was created with free- 

to-use software called ñMilanoteò. 
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Image 3: The mood board created for DoW using Milanote 

 

 

Source: Designed by author. 
 

Iconography 

Image 4: An aircraft unit card in DoW 

 

Source: Designed by author. 
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The uppermost piece of information on a DoW card is the amount of 

damage a unit can sustain before it is considered KOôd and is removed 

from active gameplay. Below that is the official designation of the aircraft, 

naval unit or ground artillery. A visual representation of the unit appears 

in the middle/center of the card and the ability of the unit is listed beneath 

that. Both the unit resistances and weaknesses appear at the bottom of a 

given unit card, and relate specifically to the ñPower Wheelò created for 

the game. Moreover, additional emblems will be designed to delineate the 

faction and unit type (air, ground or sea) attributed to each card. 

Image 5: An early general card in DoW 

 

Source: Designed by author. 

A general card in DoW (Image 5.) is more complex than a unit card at first 

glance, but is wholly made up of bark abilities, a track and some art (name 

and visual depiction). These cards allow for powerful card combinations 

and expending ñPPò each turn lets a player make use of a single general 

ability. 
 

 

 

 

 

54    



Yesterday&Today, No. 22, December 2019 
 

   Developing a serious game artefact to demonstrate World War II content to History students, pp. 42-59 

 

 

Mechanics 

The chief aim in DoW is to destroy the opposing general card or to 

eliminate six rival unit cardsðwhichever comes first. The game revolves 

around a ñPower Wheelò system to achieve balance in terms of power 

creep and unit abilities: 

Image 6: The Power Wheel in DoW 
 

Source: Designed by author. 

The game generally utilises a rock, paper, scissors system to allocate 

resistances and weaknesses to the various units in the game. The basic 

premise it that air units are strong against sea units, and sea units beat land 

units. Land units, in turn, are strong against air units. Additional to this 

system, various other mechanics and premises are spotlighted in DoW. 

Below is a breakdown of each of these: 

Subversion of conflict as exclusively violent/gory 

Dogs of War goes out of its way to modify depictions of a brutal and 

bloody war as silly and near-comical. These are difficult parameters to 

work inside, as the subject matter of WW II  remains serious and upsetting 

to this day. Such a premise is explored to learn whether or not such an 

approach makes it easier for sensitive students to interact with the historical 

content if it is presented in such a way. Obviously, conflict will  never be an 
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upbeat theme to explore; but there may be ways to adapt it or package it as 

something more palatable. 

Using dark design patterns to nurture pedagogy 

Gambling mechanics in games where luck and risk-reward play a role 

are typically viewed in a negative light by government officials and 

educationalists alike (Zagal, Björk. and Lewis, 2013). However, these 

instruments can be subverted to benefit students and teaching/learning 

practice as a whole through clever means. Why does one not tap into the 

brain chemistry that wants ñthat one rare cardò to get them invested in     

a game that aims to teach? Tapping into these addictive tendencies can 

afford this game a level of nuance not yet explored in serious games at 

tertiary education institutions. 

Altering History - one deck at a time 

DoW allows players to alter timelines and see them have battles which 

did not historically take place (i.e. Italy V USA). This is a crucial aspect 

to the game, as it allows for user-created experiences. Despite this, the 

researchers will indicate when a real battle scenario is placed before a 

student. The game therefore seeks historical accuracy and freedom of 

expression (i.e. USA/Russia deck). 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the authors wish to acknowledge that the DoW trading  

card game will be part of a Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) 

project funded through the NWU. The authors have already proceeded with 

registering a research project intended for using the game in 2020; after 

playtesting and balancing have been completed. Further papers related to 

this approach will be published, including any research findings. It is our 

sincere belief that if students are having fun while learning their learning will 

be enhancedðwhich benefits education in the long run. Other particulars 

about DoW (gameplay sequencing, seeding booster packs, drafting, deck 

building, etc.) will feature in later papers by the researchers and additional 

role-players such as programmers and app developers for the game.2 

 

 

2 The researchers would like to acknowledge the School of Commerce and Social Studies in Education and 

the School of Computer Science and Information Systems at the North-West University for their support 

in developing DoW as an approach and intervention, and for their willingness to try something original to 

address the needs of their students. 
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This conceptual article argues that a pedagogy of poetic memory, or epi- 

poetics, can be used to remember and óre-memberô the past in the present 

in the history classroom. Epi-poetics as a theory encapsulates the dynamic 

interplay of language (including indigenous poetry), the body (both physical 

and psychological remembering of the past) and the socio-cultural and 

physical environments in memory construction. As a pedagogy, epi-poetics 

allows for the indigenisation of the curriculum by tapping into Indigenous 

Knowledge constructs, specifically indigenous poetry and how it relates 

to memory, trauma and history. The indigenous poetry is both a source of 

memory, and, therefore history, and a fount and font of inter-generational 

experience and trauma. 

Keywords: Epi-poetics; Inter-generational memory; Pedagogy; History; 

Indigenous poetry; Embodiment; Remembrance. 

 
Introduction: Indigenous poetry, history and epi-poetics 

Indigenous South African poetry can be incorporated in the history 

classroom as memory traces and sources or conduits of indigenous history. 

These poems serve as epi-poetic texts wherein language, the body and the 

environment interact to create inter-generational meaning that is embodied 

in poetic language. Epi-poetics marries the fields of epigenetics, which 

studies the bio-psychological manifestation of inheritance, and the literary 

criticism of texts with a marked contextualisation of inter-generational 

memory and trauma. Furthermore, as a pedagogy, epi-poetics emphasises 

learning as sensory experiencing: the multimodal quintessence of these 

poems enriches the learning experience in the classroom. 

Poetic storytelling is part of South Africaôs indigenous poetic fibre. The 

San were the first exponents of indigenous poetic narratives. Their rock 

art and folklore were expressed through verbal, gestural, sensual, spatial, 
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visual and aural modes in altered (or higher) states of consciousness 

(Lewis-Williams, 2004). They made sense of their world as individuals 

and as members of small hunting bands through poetic storytelling (Krog, 

2004; Lewis-Williams, 2002), which was accompanied by trance dance 

and rock painting (Lewis-Williams, 2004). Their poetic stories named the 

rocks, insects, animals and the gods of sky and earth. The poetic narratives 

were vessels to teach the young how to hunt and transferred medicinal 

practices inter-generationally. These stories connected the San to their 

innerworld, to nature, to their community, and to their ancestors and 

related how the cosmos was created (Van der Post, 1961). Crucially, these 

narratives also made sense of colonial contact with the African and white 

settlers by depicting strange other-worldly figures and battle scenes. 

The rich oral poetry practice of the African communities of South Africa 

is closely connected to the San oral literary tradition. These poems were 

first published in the late 19th century in independent Xhosa and mission 

publications (Opland, 2004). This genre has both an entertainment and 

social-political value, and still plays an important role in meaning-making 

in modern-day South Africa (Opland, 2017; 1998; 1992). Similar to the San 

storytelling, it speaks of domestic life, politics and colonial oppression. The 

Afrikaner also share in this oral tradition. Afrikaner poetry gave voice to, 

for example, the suffering of the concentration camps of the South African 

War (1899-1902). Herman Charles Bosmanôs English short stories written 

in an Afrikaans register encapsulate the sad pathos of Afrikaner culture in 

the depression years of the 1930s and 1940s (MacKenzie, 2004). It is part 

of the veranda storytelling tradition of small-town gossip and humour. 

The San, African, coloured and Afrikaner communities performed and 

wrote stories and poetry that are embedded in the history and soil of 

South Africa. Subsequently, for the purpose of this article, these poetic 

narratives are considered as indigenous literature. Furthermore, this article 

conceptualises the ways in which the poetic voices from the past may be 

used in the South African classroom to engender a more inclusive learning 

space, by focusing on indigenous poetry of a specific historical event: the 

sinking of the SS Mendi in 1917. This study is not an empirical study   

but provides a theoretical and conceptual framework for the learning and 

teaching of indigenous poetry in the History and language classrooms. 

The writer identified the educational benefit of indigenous poetry in the 

History and language classroom through an auto-ethnographic journey of 
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teaching and learning. He is a researcher in the South African Poetry Project 

(ZAPP)1 that promotes the inculcation of indigenous poetry in the English 

school classroom. ZAPP initiatives include the #Jozi4Poetry competition 

for learners and poetry workshops for teachers and learners at secondary 

schools in Gauteng. The Colloquium on Decoloniality and Indigeneity   

in Poetry and Education organized by ZAPP was held at the University 

of the Witwatersrand from 20-21 July 2019. The papers delivered at this 

colloquium, and the live performances by indigenous poets, including 

Malika Ndlovu, Phillippa Yaa de Villiers, Sisonke Papu and Katleho Shoro, 

as well as the poetry readings by school learners during the #Jozi4Poetry 

happenings attest to the vibrancy and educational value of indigenous 

poetry in learning spaces. The many young participants at #Jozi4Poetry 

readings testify that indigenous poetry is a vibrant genre among many of 

South Africaôs youth. The multimodal experiences of the attendees during 

the poetry readings mirror what Nelson Mandela, the first democratically 

elected president of South Africa, observed some eight decades ago: 

When he [the Xhosa imbongi or indigenous poet, SEK Mqhayi] 
spoke this last word [of poetry], he dropped his head to his chest. We rose 

to our feet, clapping and cheering. I did not want ever to stop applauding. 

I felt such intense pride at that point, not as an African, but as a Xhosa; I 

felt like one of the chosen people (Opland, 2009:9). 

The correlation between enhanced self-image among indigenous peoples 

and the inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge constructs in Western education 

curricula has been made in the literature (Ned, 2019). Nedôs (2019) study 

reveals that indigenous black South African learners who are taught only 

according to a Western curriculum may suffer from cultural dissonance 

that may translate into psychological, physical and spiritual ill  health. Ned 

(2019:229) concludes: 

This body, mind and spirit [of the learner] cannot be engaged without 

the ancestral life which is a representation of a conscious engagement 

with oneôs history and identity as anchored in the Indigenous education 

philosophy. This is important for the success of indigenous learners and for 

strengthening an understanding of their whole selves and identity. 

 

 
1 The conceptualisation of epi-poetics would not have been possible if it had not been for the ideas raised 

during the discussions of the South African Poetry Project (ZAPP) research team (Reconceptualising 

Poetry Education for South African Classrooms through infusing Indigenous Poetry Texts and Practices), 

of which I am a member and researcher. This Project is funded by the National Research Foundation (NRF 

105159) of South Africa. I am especially indebted to Prof. Denise Newfield (Director ZAPP) and Prof. 

Deirdre Byrne (Senior Investigator ZAPP) for their contributions to the conceptualisation of this article. 
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In this article, epi-poetics is conceptualised as a theory and pedagogy 

that engages the whole self in the process of learning, which allows for 

the introduction of Indigenous Knowledge in the South African history 

classroom. Epi-poetics embed the body and language in a holistic and 

multimodal pedagogical learning space. By tapping into an epi-poetic 

approach to learning and teaching, learners are exposed to not only a 

Rankean ñwhat actually happenedò, but also an Owenesque ñwhat was 

actually experiencedò in the past. 

Epi-poetic research design 

Conceptualisation and methodology 

The term epi-poetics in this article is used to theorise and conceptualise the 

close connection among indigenous poetry, bodily experience and historical 

space. The term epi-poetics is based on research in the field of war poetry 

with a strong historical contextualisation (Genis, 2018), see Image 1 below. 

The prefix ñepiò refers to the subtext of experience: the meaning that lies 

ñaboveò or ñin addition toò the explicitly stated text. Epi-poetics consists 

of three underlying principles: the Bodily refers to being present in the 

world through language; the Inner-bodily encapsulates inter-generational 

memory and epigenetics; and the Outer-bodily embodies the cultural, 

social and historical contexts in which the ñbodyò finds itself or which the 

ñbodyò (learner or scholar) studies as part of the history curriculum. These 

three levels of ñbeingò in the world create an intertextual space of culturally 

embedded memory that influences individual experience. The intertextual 

space, which is the weaving together of texts, bodies and contexts, also 

refers to the ñdecolonised learning spaceò (Shava & Manyike, 2018:38) 

or ñclassroom without wallsò metaphor that is discussed in the article. 

History and language classrooms become more egalitarian spaces of 

learning where diverse experiences are shared across cultures. 

To indicate how the classroom may become more egalitarian spaces, 

indigenous poetry in English translation from different historical eras on 

the sinking of the troop-transport SS Mendi (1917) is discussed in this 

article. This case study indicates the dynamic interplay of word, body and 

context in remembering and ñre-memberingò History as a multimodal 

experiencing and reliving of the past. Epi-poetic coding, or open-coding 

with a ñconsciousnessò, is used to identify the cultural-historical word- 

traces or markers in the sample of indigenous poems. These epi-poetic 

marks are represented by metaphors, metonyms, symbols, communal 
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archetypes or primordial images, silences and performances, and reflect an 

indigenised experience of history: The First World War poetry, of which 

the Mendi poetry forms part, reveals a collective South African experience 

of war in Africa and Europe (Genis, 2018). Epi-poetic coding and text 

analysis draw on close reading, reader-response and multimodal analyses. 

All these approaches to textual analyses are based on the embodiment, 

remembering and re-membering of experience as will be discussed in the 

following sections. 

Image 1: Epi-poetic research design 
 

Source: Designed by author. 

 

Theoretical framework: Re-membering 

The theories that underpin the epi-poetic learning and teaching 

methodologies are an eclectic amalgam of indigeneity theory (or de-colonial 

theory), epigenetics, neuroscience, psychoanalysis, posthumanism and 

bio-cultural studies. Indigenous poetry and songs are conceptualised as 

epi-poetic narratives: language, body and environment are woven together 

to create a ñhauntologyò of remembrance and re-membrance: traces of the 

past are found in the present. According to Christie (2007:237), conflict 

poetry with a strong historical context is a remembering and ñre-membering 

of body partsò as the poet embodies the physical and psychological body 

that is missing due to conflict. Similarly, according to Gunner (1995:51), 
 

64    



Yesterday&Today, No. 22, December 2019 
 

    Indigenous South African poetry as conduits of History: ..., pp.60-87 

 

 

indigenous poetry, of which many represent the experiencing of war and 

trauma, is a ñpoetry of rememberingò of the past in the present. Newfield 

and Bozalek (2018:52) concur that indigenous poetic expression concerns 

itself with ñremembering and re-memberingò of the past in the present. 

They state that ñWriting is ... a bodily and a spiritual actionò (50), a post- 

humanistic process, which represents a cyclical experience of ñreturning 

and re-turningò to memory across ñhuman and non-human [e.g. language]ò 

borders (52). Liyong (2018) reflects on this spirituality of indigenous texts 

by indicating that indigenous literature, including poetry, has animistic 

traces: it has a soul and memory within a textual body. Hodge (1998:36,38) 

also conceptualises memory as ñrememberingò and the repetition of 

memory in her A small history of the body. These scholars concur that 

memory and history are inscribed on and in the body: it is a function of 

and for the body. In the above quote, Mandela remembered that he was a 

proud Xhosa while listening to Mqhayiôs performance poetry, and he also 

re-membered his identity as ñone of the chosen peopleò. 

Jeff Opland (2017; 2009; 2008; 2007; 2004; 1998; 1992), Abner 

Nyamende (2011; 2008) and Liz Gunnerôs (2004; 2002; 1979) research on 

indigenous poetry and songs reveals that indigenous poetry, including the 

oral praise poetry,2 is an inter-generational literary embodiment within the 

African context. Epi-poetics provides for a conceptual lens through which 

to uncover this dynamic interplay among language, the body (physical and 

psychological) and the environment in shaping inter-generational memory 

traces within the indigenous poetry. 

The writer postulates that, metaphorically, theindigenous poetry represents 

an epigenome. Similar to the epigenome that regulates gene expression, 

the indigenous poem orders memory within a cultural context. This entails 

the mutability of experience and plasticity of memory: word particles or 

word-traces and non-verbal cues are psychological triggers that switch 

memory of experience on and off (as in the case of Mandelaôs experience). 

The ñepi-poemò carries consciousness that reflects communal practices 

or archetypes and images of loss or gain: inter-generational experiences 

that are mirrored in the culturally transmitted stock-phrases of the poet. 

These archetypical practices are expressed in an individualised manner by 

the imbongi through epi-poetic marks or signs, and bodily performances. 

Indigenous poetry does not only have fixed lines, idioms and stock phrases 

that are culturally transmitted (similar to the genetic DNA structure) but 

2 The Zulu and Xhosa refer to praise poetry as izibongo, and the Basotho use the terms lithoko and lifela. 
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also creatively conceived new lines (changes in gene expression as part 

of the epigenome) that are added, changed  or  removed  through time 

and which are dependent on historical context and the personality of the 

performing poet. 

The epi-poetic praise-units or nouns with adjectival attachments in the 

indigenous poetry serve a similar purpose as the geometric patterns and 

figures of the rock paintings of the San ñboilersò or healers. Both depict  

a deep spiritual and emotional connection to the ancestors and visions 

that lie beyond the page and behind the rock. South Africaôs most ancient 

inhabitants, the San, lived this close communion that exists among 

language (rock painting and folklore), the body (trance dancing), and   

the environment (daily survival) in creating memory and history (Lewis 

Williams, 2004; 2002). The physical struggles for survival of the San ï 

hunting, drought, healing illnesses, and wars ï were depicted through their 

language and in their art to come to terms with the various threatening 

contexts in which they lived. The imbongi and storytellers of southern 

Africa built on this tradition (Opland, 2017). 

Creating and transmitting folklore, the rock-art practice and the oral 

tradition are subsequently part of South Africaôs ñDNAò of memory. 

Lewis-Williams (2004) postulates that there is a universally held 

neuropsychological hallucinatory experience: ñboilingò or trancing, and 

painting on rock or ñmakingò poetry rewire the nervous system in altered 

states of consciousness (Lewis-Williams, 2004). Historically,  poems  

with a strong hallucinatory content, similar to the rock art of the trancing 

shaman, were created in states of deep meditation or were conceived 

during drug-induced episodes (Lewis-Williams, 2004). An ñepi-poemò, 

therefore, reveals an altered state of consciousness or ñdeepò thinking that 

mirrors psychological processes in the creator, which are intertwined with 

a communal consciousness. 

Consequently, epi-poetics is part of ñbiosocial and biocultural studiesò, 

in which the physical and psychological body and cultural experiences 

are inextricably connected (Bloomfield & Hanson, 2015:407). Crucially, 

the indigenous poetry embodies historical experience in both a social  

and cultural milieu and in a psycho-biological context. The indigenous 

poetry as body of metaphor mirrors social, cultural and psychological 

experience within a specific historical context. These ñpoetic bodiesò, 

therefore, echo the epigenetic genome that is present in the chromosomes 
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and consciousness of indigenous peoples and which are re-membered in 

the poetry. 

Pedagogical framework 

Epi-poetics also provides for a pedagogical approach to teaching and 

learning poetry with a marked historical context. It is a multimodal 

approach to studying the indigenous history of memory: the indigenous 

poems were performed through verbal and non-verbal language. This 

multimodal experience of the poet as it relates to the collective unconscious 

of her/his culture is identified and made explicit in word-traces and marks 

of performance or silences in the poetry. Furthermore, epi-poetics speaks 

to trauma and epigenetics as the word-traces represent stress marks within 

the poetôs writing consciousness. This approach may also be used to 

teach poetry that is characterised by a marked contextualisation of loss: 

word, body and environment all interact and ñweaveò together to create 

meanings of loss and healing. Subsequently, an epi-poetic pedagogy has 

affinities with multiliteracies, and specifically with its focus on social 

justice, multiculturalism and multilingualism (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). 

Importantly for the South African Curriculum and Assessment Policy 

Statement (CAPS), which insists on an inclusive learning community,  

the indigenous poems name not only great people and historical events, 

but also family characteristics and everyday events and experiences 

(Newfield & Maungedzo, 2006; Gunner, 2004). These indigenous poems 

and songs are cultural identity markers that reveal much of everyday life 

and experience within specific historical contexts. The words and phrases 

in the indigenous poetry represent the ñwordò chromosomes in the cells of 

the living and the dead, who are marked by the metaphors and metonyms 

of loss and gain. The images in the poetry portray these traces of manifest 

loss and gain within various historical contexts. 

Situating epi-poetics within the literature  

Epi-poetics as a theory of memory 

Epi-poetics is conceptualised as the implicit collective literary 

consciousness of a people that is manifested through poetic language traces 

that represent culturally embodied marks. These marks are metaphorical 

and metonymic word-traces that find expression in the indigenous poetry. 

Epi-poetics draws on research in the field of epigenetics. Epigenetics is 
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closely aligned to genetics and studies inter-generational changes in gene 

expression and the transfer of epigenetic marks in the progeny. Changes 

in gene activity and gene activation lead to the dynamic interaction among 

language, the body and the physical, social and cultural environments 

(Middleton, 2015; Bloomfield, Garratt, Mackay, Richardson, Spector and 

Temple, 2015; Bloomfield & Hanson, 2015; Gill, 2015; Osborne, 2015; 

Hanson, 2015). These authors highlight the relevance of epigenetics in 

the study of race, gender and identity within social, cultural, literary and 

historical texts and contexts. 

The physical word-traces in epi-poetic texts represent the psychological 

marks that are embedded in the collective historical and literary 

unconscious of the poetôs cultural context. Epi-poetics, therefore, studies 

the embodiment of inter-generational experience through language. 

Hodge (1998:31) indicates that the bio-psychological body is ña system 

of inscriptionò. This builds on the Freudian and Nietzschean concepts of 

repetition and the cyclic embodiment of memory (Hodge 1998:36). It also 

links to the ñWriting the bodyò project of the feminist theorists Irigaray 

and Cixous (Hodge 1998:32). Indigenous Knowledge systems have been 

writing the body since the dawn of the age of storytelling, rock art and 

spoken-word poetry. There was never a Cartesian split between body   

and reason/spirit/soul in the indigenous cosmology (Ned, 2019). Hodge 

(1998:38) asserts that memory is ñthe retrieval of a past into the present, 

suggesting a cyclical motion to time, from event, to forgetting, to retrievalò, 

i.e. órememberingô. This is especially true of indigenous South African 

concepts of time: present space and context is a mirror of the ancestral 

world; the past lives in the present. 

Importantly, epi-poetics resonates with the ñhistory of bodiesò or the 

historiography of bodies, which focuses on the embodiment of experience 

through, for instance, the study of gendered biological Bodily functions 

within historical contexts (Owusu, 2019). These ñbodiesò are also 

psychologically wired (Inner-bodily). Tosh (1993:103) refers to the ñhistory 

of mentalitiesò which is a history of ñthe emotional, the instinctive and the 

implicitò. It reveals ñthe play of the unconscious in collective mentalityò 

(103). Additionally, Firth (2017:156) refers to ñreflective nostalgiaò 

(Inner-bodily) or individual and personal source generation in history that 

links the present consciousness (through the researcher ï the Bodily) to the 

past (the sources ï Outer-bodily) in historical narrative construction. The 

connection between language (the Bodily), memory (Inner-bodily) and 
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historical context (Outer-bodily) is reminiscent of Jungôs (2003) collective 

unconscious with its shared or communal archetypes: primordial images 

of monsters, people or processes that mutate in the history, memory, 

minds and bodies of communities, which also find expression in the 

literature. These archetypes are represented in the poetry through explicit 

epi-poetic marks or traces that resonate from the collective historical and 

literary unconscious of a people. Epi-poetic traces are revealed as cultural 

metaphors and metonyms in the poetry that has historical relevance. 

Crucially, for the South African context, epi-poetics is ensconced within 

the epistemology of Indigenous Knowledge. Indigenous  Knowledge  

may be conceptualised as the philosophical, religious, traditional, 

cultural, technological and language ñknowledgesò that exist within a 

specific indigenous context or life-world. These knowledge constructs 

are frequently transmitted orally (including oral poetry, performance and 

songs) or through dreams and visions (Kgari-Masondo, 2018; Shava & 

Manyike, 2018; Mvenene, 2017). The United Nations adopted a resolution 

that declared 2019 the International Year of Indigenous Languages. This 

resolution promotes indigenous languages and encourages their use to guard 

against their disappearance (United Nations, 2016:5). Within the context 

of retreating indigenous cosmologies in the face of the dominant Western 

knowledge constructs, epi-poetics re-emphasises the interconnectedness 

of language, the body (physical and psychological) and the environment in 

forming literary and historical meaning. Language, body and environment 

dynamically interact in reconstructing, remembering and re-membering 

the collective inter-generational experiences or memories of the past, 

especially as they are reflected in and through indigenous poetic language 

that carries memory traces of the past. 

Epi-poetics opens a multicultural learning space of being or becoming. 

Kgari-Masondo (2018:15) argues for the study of indigenous history or 

memory, which is embedded in Indigenous Knowledge ñfrom within its 

own [indigenous] contextò. She indicates the symbiotic relationship that 

exists between indigenous communities and the natural environment in 

which the ancestors still play an active role (Kgari-Masondo, 2018:18- 

21): ñNature is memory of the imagination of being ï being that is deeply 

embedded in the collective unconsciousò (21). Importantly, the indigenous 

language contains the seed of the communityôs collective memory ï or 

ñbeingò ï and history (21). Lewis-Williams (2004) conceptualises this 

ñimagination of beingò in terms of neuroscience. He postulates that 
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ñboilingò or ñmakingò poetry or art has rewired the nervous system in 

altered states of consciousness in southern Africa since the beginnings of 

rock art some 5000 years ago. Boiling allows for the creation of visionary 

and dream-like artistic expression. The importance of dreams and visions 

as mirrors of symbolic meaning, and language as a conduit to transmit 

these, links to epi-poetics. 

This view is supported by Shava and Manyike (2018:36-37,44) who 

state that Indigenous Knowledge is transmitted inter-generationally 

(Inner-bodily) and that indigenous languages (Bodily) act as conduits     

of these indigenised knowledges within a specific cultural and physical 

environment (Outer-bodily). Shava and Manyike (2018) associate 

Indigenous Knowledge with place, history and memory and state that 

Indigenous Knowledge is dynamic and can change over time to respond 

to environments in flux. Epi-poetics also postulates that memory is in a 

state of flux as it is dependent on the specific historical context. Crucially, 

the indigenous praise poem is constantly changing its shape and message 

depending on the specific historical context, the thematic emphasis of the 

oral performance and the poetôs persona (Opland, 2009; 1992). Shava and 

Manyike (2018:38) further argue that ñBy including indigenous languages 

and knowledges é a pluri-epistemological, contextualised and decolonial 

learning spaceò is created. 

In South Africa, the work of Nyamende (2011; 2008), Gunner (2004; 

2002; 1979), and Opland (2007; 2004; 1998) has claimed for indigenous 

poetry such a decolonised space of remembering and re-membering: the 

indigenous praise poem is a uniquely inter-generational literaryembodiment 

of experience within the African context. Poetry, including praise poetry, 

in South African historiography has also been engaged to remember and 

re-member specific forgotten South African historical  topics,  themes 

and phenomena (Genis, 2018). Importantly, epi-poetics as a conceptual 

framework draws together language, the physical and psychological body 

and the environment within an indigenous context to serve as a schema that 

reveals traces of inter-generational memory and trauma as re-membered in 

the indigenous poetry. The three concepts, poetic language, the body and 

the context, also represent a pedagogy of memory. 

Epi-poetics as a pedagogy of memory 

Epi-poetics allows for a multimodal remembering and re-membering of 

the past in the present by focusing on the interaction of language, the body 
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and the environment. The indigenous poetry serves as artifacts3 or conduits 

of such a multimodal learning experience - and experiencing - within the 

history classroom. Newfield and Maungedzoôs (2006) research findings 

reveal the potential for linking languages, bodies and environments in 

reviving an ailing educational space. During their research project, grade 

ten learners in a Soweto classroom created a multi-semiotic cloth that 

represents their learning in the English classroom: 

The Thebuwa [to speak] cloth is a collective, multi-semiotic assemblage 

which was produced by the whole class as an act of self-constitution and 

communication to an unknown international audience. Measuring 3.0 

metres by 2.8 metres, Thebuwa is constructed from 22 smaller cloths made 

by individuals and groups and then stitched together. On each small cloth, 

made from a square of scrap fabric found in the family home or from a 

recycled maize bag, students have inked family or clan praise poems in 

their indigenous languages, and have embroidered a map of the ónew South 

Africaô, itself a form of post-apartheid recycling and reconfiguration. Poems 

in English, which have been placed inside used envelopes, traditional doll- 

like figures and colour photographs of the makers are attached to the cloth. 

Lines of small brass safety pins crawl decoratively across it (Newfield & 

Maungedzo, 2006:77). 

Various indigenous and colonial languages, physical and psychological 

bodies and different cultural and historical contexts are woven together in 

a multimodal matrix of identity. The poems in the ñspeakingò-cloth design 

have a crucial function: ñEach poem is thus both an individual item and  

a thread in the collective tapestry of identityò (Newfield & Maungedzo, 

2006:77). This physical design is reminiscent of the double-helix structure 

of DNA in which biological identity is twisted together and in which inter- 

generational memory is written in code. In the Thebuwa cloth, the poems 

serve as epi-poetic or epigenetic markers that reveal individual responses 

to the cultural and historical context of the learners. The Thebuwa cloth as 

bio-cultural artifact serves as an example of how poetry can be used in the 

classroom to enrich the learning experience. 

Epi-poetics as a conceptual framework encourages this weaving of 

identities. The Thebuwa approach could conceivably have been used in the 

history classroom as well, where learners could have written themselves 

into a history project through a multimodal design. Newfield and DôAbdon 

(2015) illustrate that poetry allows for a multimodal experience in the 

classroom, as it represents not only the poem on the page, but also the live 

3 The concept óartifactô as coined by the New Literacy Studies approach is preferred to óartefactô in this article 

as it conceptualises the artifact as a pedagogical object of learning in the classroom. 
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performances and audience participation. Therefore, it facilitates a reader 

and viewer-response to learning. Indigenous poetry and storytelling also 

allow learners to share their own stories and those of their communities 

in the classroom which may lead to an inclusive, multicultural and multi-

linguistic classroom space. Traditionally, in indigenous African 

communities, the characteristics of clans, families and individuals are 

represented in and shaped by their oral poems and songs that serve as the 

communitiesô identity markers (Gunner, 2004). 

Epi-poetics is multimodal experiencing with an ñattitudeò or deep 

consciousness that allows for a conceptual connection between the 

theory and practice of history. Since 2016, South African academics and 

university students have voiced their opposition to a Western-centric South 

African education system and for the epistemological decolonisation of the 

curriculum (Naicker, 2016). Within this context, Mvenene (2017) looks 

specifically at the izibongo (praise poetry) as conduits of memory within 

the ambit of Indigenous Knowledge and history. Mvenene (2017:100) 

has revealingly emphasised the importance of using ñIKS [specifically 

izibongo and songs] as historical sourcesò which may contribute to the 

decolonising project. 

Importantly, CAPS makes provision for Indigenous Knowledge as content 

knowledge in history teaching and learning in schools as part of social 

transformation (Mvenene, 2017:108-109). For instance, the CAPS (2011) 

for Social Sciences for the Intermediate and Senior Phases (grades 4-9) 

and for the Further Education and Training (FET) Phase (grades 10-12) 

provide specific aims that include Indigenous Knowledge phenomena and 

themes and the use of various indigenous source material that comprises 

songs, poems, stories, traditions and rituals, community-based interviews 

and oral history. Additionally, heritage, conservation and the importance 

of remembrance in history teaching and learning are emphasised in CAPS. 

Instilling Indigenous Knowledge systems, including indigenous poetry, 

into the curriculum will go a long way to address the decolonisation of 

learning. Indigenous South African learners will  be able to bring their own 

stories and those of their communities, as represented in the indigenous 

poetry and songs, into the classroom. This socio-cultural embedding of 

learning resonates with New Literacy Studies (NLS) that view literacy and 

learning as a social practice that is embedded in culture and identity (Pahl 

& Rowsell, 2013; Rowsell, Kosnik & Beck, 2008). NLS argue that viewing 
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learning as a social project gives the marginalised in society a voice (Pahl & 

Rowsell, 2013; Rowsell, Kosnik & Beck, 2008). Furthermore, Indigenous 

Knowledge introduces learners to an indigenised way of viewing history: 

the cyclic nature of memory and remembrance, and the inclusiveness and 

importance of nature for instance. Therefore, the oral poetry tradition in 

South Africa provides for a decolonised way in which to study, appreciate 

and experience history. 

The experiencing of history links to a constructivist learning space. 

Mvenene (2017) views Indigenous Knowledge as a constructivist process 

of knowledge construction, which aligns to historical enquiry as a process 

(Godsell, 2017). Learners are actively engaged in making meaning of 

historical events through the indigenous poetry. Mvenene posits that 

Indigenous Knowledge and izibongo allow for methodological renewal  

in the history classroom. For instance, izibongo and songs provide for a 

rich source of genealogical history and for the introduction of interactive 

historical source materials (Mvenene, 2017). Because of the indigenous 

poetryôs performance quality (Opland, 2009; 1992; Gunner, 2004; 1979) 

it has the potential to enhance multimodal literacies and learning in the 

classroom through speaking, acting, singing, viewing and experiencing as 

acts of learning (Pahl & Rowsell, 2013; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). 

Mvenene (2017) hints at the empathic quality in teaching izibongo. 

Incorporating indigenous poetry into the history curriculum could lead to 

a psychological shift in how history is conceived. It builds on ñperspective 

taking é which requires empathy and empathic understanding in history, 

which are part of second-order historical conceptsò (Godsell, 2017:69). It 

also links to one of the aims in the History FET CAPS (2011:9): that there 

are different perspectives and interpretations of historical events. Mvenene 

(2017) postulates that izibongo would allow the learner to place herself  

in someone elseôs shoes. This also speaks to reflective nostalgia, which 

generates ña plethora of alternatives in terms of thinking about the pastò 

(Firth, 2017:156-159). Crucially, the psychological subtext provided by 

the indigenous poetry provides for ñauthenticò historical information. It 

creates a portal for learners to be immersed in the historical reality of the 

period which is studied. Godsell (2017:78) perceptively states: 

... how close we can get to ósourcesô ï the closest being an oral source, 

hearing from a person involved, alive, present, at the time we are examining. 
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The indigenous poetry is precisely this ñoral sourceò which allows for the 

past to be performed in the present. Malkin-Page and Wassermann (2019) 

refer to this linking of the learnersô past with their present practices and the 

future as historical literacy or historical consciousness. Using indigenous 

poetry as artifacts through an epi-poetic approach could lead to the 

enhancement of the above-mentioned historical literacies. The emphasis 

on inter-generational memory construction in epi-poetics consciously 

explores this relationship between the past and the present within the ambit 

of historical literacy. 

Epi-poetics encapsulates the interrelated bond among the past or 

memory, the present body or learner, the past body (either a person, event 

or source), and the environment, through historical consciousness. The 

indigenous poetry illustrates the close link between the language of loss 

and psychological and physical trauma that is so deeply embedded in the 

South African collective consciousness (Genis, 2018; 2015). Therefore, 

indigenous poetry can be introduced as primary sources that reveal inter-

generational memory and consciousness ï the bond between the past and 

the present. Introducing multiple sources, including indigenous poetry, 

allows for the creation of multiple narratives or voices from the past 

(Malkin-Page & Wassermann, 2019). Importantly, the indigenous poetry 

enhances critical learner engagement with the past which connects to 

ñthinking historicallyò, to an ñenquiry-based modelò and to evoking a 

ñsense of empathyò (Malkin-Page and Wassermann, 2019:112-114). 

Epi-poetics allows for a pedagogical linkage between Indigenous 

Knowledge, the CAPS, historical literacy, thinking historically, historical 

thinking and language. It does this by focusing on historical consciousness 

and how this is revealed in an Indigenous Knowledge construct, the 

indigenous poetry. Using the indigenous poetry as a historical source 

links the home literacies of the indigenous learner (oral poetry, songs and 

stories) with school literacies as encouraged by CAPS. Some learners 

could conceivably more readily identify with past role-players and events 

that are described in the indigenous poetry by linking diverse contexts 

through their home literacies. 

Indigenous poetry: Epi-poetic artifacts of learning 

The indigenous poem is an epi-poetic artifact or source. This artifact 

symbolises the embodiment of experience within a specific historical and 

cultural context. It links the Bodily (the learner through language) with the 

74    



Yesterday&Today, No. 22, December 2019 
 

    Indigenous South African poetry as conduits of History: ..., pp.60-87 

 

 

Inner-bodily (inter-generational memory as represented in the poetry) and 

the Outer-bodily (the specific historical context). 

Additionally, the indigenous poem is an artifact of evidence that enhances 

research skills (Malkin-Page & Wassermann, 2019:111). Erdmann 

(2017:140) concludes that historical objects and places make history part 

of and relevant to the history studentôs life. Pahl and Rowsell (2013:49- 

51,74-75,153,165-166) argue that artifacts are used in the classroom to link 

home or out-of-school literacies with school literacies that create a ñthird 

spaceò or a ñnewò environment of learning in which learners and teachers 

construct and share their stories that are represented through these artifacts. 

The third space is akin to Shava and Manyikeôs (2018:38) ñdecolonised 

learning spaceò. Learners and teachers tell their stories through indigenous 

poetry and songs in an empathic environment where everyone meets as 

equals. It also aligns to the CAPSôs insistence on the creation of spaces  

of historical becoming where Africans re-affirm their dignity through, 

amongst others, poetry performances and readings (Mvenene, 2017). 

Introducing epi-poetic artifacts in the classroom encourages ñclassrooms 

without wallsò. The classroom becomes an egalitarian space where cultural 

and linguistic differences are celebrated through home and traditional 

literacies. Liyong (2018:27) gives practical advice of how these ñdemocratic 

pedagogical spacesò (Mvenene, 2017:109) should be populated by artifacts 

of learning. Although he refers to literature education, the same could apply 

to the history classroom. Liyong (2018:27) indicates that literary experts in 

villages should teach traditional literary forms at universities, new poems 

and stories should be written in the vernacular and a third language taken 

at university. He concludes: 

We need to give the óunmortaredô experts in the villages two monthsô 

fellowships in departments of literature to teach the oral genres and forms 

to students of [...indigenous languages] and tapes should be made of 

their renditions. And the students should, of necessity, compose new poems, 

new stories in their native languages (Liyong, 2018:27). 

Similarly, Ned (2019:229) emphasises the importance of village elders as 

founts of indigenous knowledge who should be working with teachers and 

learners within the education system: 

Teachers should consult elders for guidance in providing culturally 

meaningful learning environments and activities (Ned, 2019:238). 
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