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This article presents a teaching-learning strategy that has been employed in recent small-scale
research projects at a South African higher education institution, and more specifically, in the
School of Education. Bachelor of Education Honours students enrolled for a module entitled
Contemporary Issues in Life Orientation participated in the studies in 2017 and 2018.
The introduction of empathetic-reflective-dialogical re-storying as a teaching-learning strategy
created a space for these male and female students to explore their self-dialogue in relation to
their understandings and lived experiences of human rights issues, and in this case, gender
inequality. This teaching-learning strategy created the opportunity for pre-service teachers to
become agents of their own learning as they considered entrenched beliefs and worldviews
and co-constructed (re-storied) previously held narratives. By sharing their self-narratives in a
community in conversation and then in a community in dialogue with their ‘other’, the
possibility existed for creating new knowledges. This strategy, serving a decolonisation
agenda, adopts a transdisciplinary approach. It encourages reflection and reflexivity that can
transform technicist classroom practice into potentially transformative classroom praxis.

Keywords: decolonisation; empathetic-reflective-dialogical re-storying; life orientation;

transdisciplinarity; classroom praxis.

Introduction

This article argues for empathetic-reflective-dialogical re-storying' as a teaching-learning strategy
employing a transdisciplinary approach. This strategy facilitates an empathetic, reflective,
dialogical exploration of human rights issues as they fall within the Life Orientation curriculum.
In particular, this article focusses on gender equality as explicitly drawn from this curriculum. An
empathetic exploration refers to the capacity to understand and respond to the lived experiences
of another person with an increased awareness of that person’s thoughts and feelings and that
these matters.? Reflection implies thinking through something and not just taking it on face value.
This strategy facilitates a reimagining [or re-storying] of current hegemonies that underpin
gender inequality.® Re-storying, or reimagining, revising or rewriting or reauthoring an existing
narrative, provides the possibility of creating transformed new knowledges. Whilst this strategy
is currently employed with pre-service Life Orientation teachers in a higher education institution,
it could possibly also be employed in a school context in Life Orientation lessons. This strategy
provides a safe space in which these pre-service teachers can consider the way in which their
personal identity has been shaped by dominant discourses and how they can impact on their
engagement with human rights issues.

This article highlights the right to gender equality, defined as men and women being equal in
quality and identical in value or worth, enjoying a shared humanity, with male and female having
the same rights and opportunities.* Exploring how a teacher’s personal identity shapes his or her
gender identity would go part way to perhaps understanding why, in South Africa, gender
inequality is still perpetuated after nearly two decades into a new political democratic dispensation,
with a well-established constitution and legal system.’ Gender identity as used in this article does
not refer to sexual orientation. It refers to the way in which, and to what extent, teachers
conceptualise their gender identity. Much gender discrimination has been concealed under the
guise of cultural and religious tradition with political, religious and cultural leaders defending the
origin of specific ritual and practice. Patriarchy is the most important structure supporting male
domination.® A substantial study’ was conducted with female in-service teachers situated in six
schools in four of the nine provinces in South Africa. These schools represented peri-urban and
metropolitan contexts and were diverse in terms of cultural, religious and socio-economic
circumstances. The findings of this 2013 study showed that teaching-learning about gender
equality could be challenging for teachers who have not reflected on their own gender identity
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and how the same is, in many instances, shaped by their
religious and cultural discourses.” A recommendation of this
2013 study was that pre-service teachers should be given the
opportunity to explore their personal identity. In response to
this  recommendation,  empathetic-reflective-dialogical
re-storying has been developed and employed with
pre-service teachers in a South African higher education
institution. This article makes a methodological contribution,
arguing as it does, for the efficacy of this strategy.

Theoretical framework

Herman'’s dialogical self theory (DST) conceptualises the
dialogical self as a dynamic multiplicity of I-positions in the
landscape of the mind with differing voices that can engage
with one another, with some voices more dominant than
others. His theory also provides a link between self and
society,®? advocating that individuals live not only in external
spaces but also in the internal space of their society-of-mind.
Possible gender identity re-creation can result from the
dialogical self in action,’® where the individual I, positions and
his or herself and engages in counter-positioning. An example
of this would be when the individual teacher adopts a
counter-position to a master narrative, such as that of male
dominance, in her society-of-mind. The counter-position
adopted in her self-dialogue assists her to move from one
position to another in her society-of-mind as a way of gaining
an understanding about herself in relation to the world.?
Sharing her self-narrative, as informed by her self-dialogue,
both with an internal audience (in her ‘society-of-mind’) and
with an external audience, presents the possibility for female
teachers to reclaim themselves as they discover the extent to
which it is possible to become disentangled from their ‘other’
(men). Whilst it is recognised that there are more genders
than the male and female binary, in the context of this study,
‘other” is used by the female pre-service teachers to refer to
their male counterparts and vice versa.

Whilst female teachers are made to varying degrees by the
master narratives of gender inequality in society, they do have
the capacity, to varying degrees, to make themselves. Whilst
they are shaped by dominant discourses, they can exercise
agency by dis-identifying with and adopting a counter-position
to the same. Their gender identity transformation needs to be
articulated in their personal, social and professional domains
by their resistance to, and challenging of, male hegemony. The
following example serves to illustrate this. There are particular
discourses in society that do not permit women to have a voice
in, for example, religious gatherings. The accompanying
dominant discourse creates the I-position in the individual
woman’s society-of-mind that dictates that ‘I, as a woman,
cannot have a voice in religious gatherings’. Adopting a meta-
position'! (something of a helicopter view), the individual’s
self-dialogue, in response to observing and self-reflecting on
various [-positions including ‘I, as a mother, can speak up in
defence of my children’ or ‘I, as a teacher, can take the lead in
an educational setting’, reconsiders the position that ‘I, as a
woman, cannot have a voice in religious gatherings’. Her
dialogical self in action adopts a counter-position to the
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dominant discourse in her society-of-mind. She then
articulates this by adopting a promoter position" and she
voices this counter-position to male dominance, by using her
voice in religious gatherings and encouraging other women
to do the same.

The individual’s ability to adopt this counter-position, to share
her self-narrative with an external audience and to take up a
promoter position depends on the extent and strength of her
gender identity capital.'"* Identity capital refers to the set of
strengths individuals have when constructing, framing and
presenting their identity in social circumstances."* The
accumulation of successful identity exchanges, or social
interaction, with their ‘other’, increases an individual’s
identity capital. As a female teacher’s gender identity capital
strengthens, she will be able to voice, both implicitly (in her
self-dialogue to an internal audience) and explicitly (to an
external audience), and to practise in increasing measure and
with increasing confidence, counter-positions to male
dominance and gender inequality. By doing so she will also
be contributing positively to her professional capital.’®

Empathetic-reflective-dialogical
re-storying

There is a link between self-narrative and agency. Self-
narrative has a role to play in enabling individuals to discover
the degree to which they are entangled with each other and,
furthermore, the extent to which it might be possible to
become disentangled from each other and thus be freed to
build new identities.’ It is through considering their self-
dialogue and expressing this through self-narratives that
information about human rights (human rights literacies) can
lead to empathically understanding through human rights
(mutual respect) and for human rights (empowering
individuals to enjoy and exercise their rights and to respect
and uphold the rights of others).” Empathetic-reflective-
dialogical re-storying can create a safe space in which pre-
service teachers can begin to deconstruct master narratives
and build both tangible and intangible identity capital before
they move into the professional domain. This safe space is
not just physical but also figurative.

Thestrategy comprises fivelevels. Ateach level the participants
were given questions to consider that were relevant to the
research focus (these questions can be found in Tables 1 and
2). Atlevel 1 self-dialogue provides the dynamic flexibility for
continued dialogue to an internal audience (the society of
mind) and the re-positioning of internal and external positions
in the society-of-mind,’” and this can lead to external identity
stability. At level 2, self-dialogue is expressed through written
self-narrative'™" to an internal audience, namely the author of
the narrative. As they write their own stories, individuals can
create an alternative to a master narrative, in this case male
hegemony, by undermining and re-interpreting the same.?*
Re-storying takes place as the self-narrative is expressed
verbally, in a safe space to an external audience at level 3, in a
community in conversation?” In the community in
conversation the women and men meet separately to talk,
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TABLE 1: Questions informing the focus on religious identity and gender equality.®®
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Levels 1-3: Individually and in a Community in
Conversation (men and women separated)

Level 4: Community in Dialogue (men and women together)

Level 5: Community for Transformation (men and
women together)

Focus: Personal religious identity and gender (in)equality  Dialogue based on the following topics as covered in levels 1-3: -

e How would you describe your personal religious e Gender-based roles and responsibilities e How has empathetic-reflective-dialogical re-storying
identity? ¢ Gender-based privileges impacted your understanding of gender equality in

¢ Gender equality has been defined by Subramanian® as ¢ Gender-based expectations of the ‘other’ terms of experiences, roles and responsibilities,
female and male being equal to one another in quality e Religious and/or cultural understandings of the position of privileges and expectations?

and identical in value with female and male having the men and women and the possible impact of this on the way in * How has the dialogue impacted on your perspectives
same rights and opportunities. Do you think your which gender equality would be approached in professional of teaching—learning about gender issues and

worldview/religious identity affects the way in which spaces, namely the school and more specifically the classroom

you view the human rights to gender equality? Please
explain.

What does your religion/worldview say about your
position as a female/as a male?

What does your religion/worldview say about your role
and responsibilities as a female/as a male?

promoting gender equality?

e Evaluate the efficacy of empathetic-reflective-
dialogical re-storying for the transformation of
attitudes towards gender (in)equality and for better
understandings of the ‘other’ in society.

Source: Jarvis J, Mthiyane NP. Conversing at the intersection: Religious identity and the human right to gender equality in a South African teacher education context. Alternation.

2018;23(2018):60-83. https://doi.org/10.29086/2519-5476/2018/sp23a4

TABLE 2: Questions informing the focus on religious identity and the right to bodily self-determination.*

Levels 1-3: Individually and in a Community in
Conversation (men and women separated)

Level 4: Community in Dialogue (men and women together)

Level 5: Community for Transformation
(men and women together)

Focus: Personal religious and cultural identity and the right Discussion based on the following topics as covered in -

to bodily self-determination levels 1-3:

e How would you describe your personal religious and ¢ What do you think are the rights of the female, the male and ¢ How has your participation in empathetic-

cultural identity?

e How does your religious and cultural discourse speak to
the way in which you view the issue of terminating a
pregnancy?

¢ What do you think are the rights of the female, the male
and the foetus, when it comes to terminating a
pregnancy?

the foetus, when it comes to terminating a pregnancy?

reflective-dialogical re-storying impacted your
understanding of the right to bodily self-
determination, and more specifically the
termination of pregnancy?

Evaluate the efficacy of empathetic-reflective-
dialogical re-storying for the transformation of
attitudes and for better understanding of your
‘other’.

How do you think empathetic-reflective-dialogical
re-storying could possibly be an effective strategy
to use in a classroom setting with learners?

Source: Jarvis J, Mthiyane NP. Exploring religious and cultural identities and the right to bodily self-determination in a South African higher education context. Afr J Gend Relig. 2019;25(1):45-68.

https://doi.org/10.14426/ajgrv25i1.4

providing the opportunity for informal exchange of thoughts
and feelings related to lived experiences, in this case, of gender
inequality. By doing so the possibility exists for previously
held narratives to be re-storied, with the co-production of new
knowledges with regard to gender equality. At level 4, a
community in dialogue” provides the opportunity for more
purposive, discursive exchange as the ‘other’ dialogues with
his or her ‘other’. The aim of this dialogue would be
to understand self-respect and own positionality and to
inspire reciprocal exchanges with tolerant and empathetic
understanding. The community in dialogue becomes a
community for transformation’ at level 5 where both parties,
inthis caseboth themen and thewomen, engage collaboratively
to discuss re-storied attitudes that could be transformative for
the individual, the classroom and the wider community.

Supporting a decolonisation agenda

Empathetic-reflective-dialogical re-storying, as a teaching-
learning strategy, supports a decolonisation agenda.*
Decolonisation in education refers to the process of
rethinking, reframing and reconstructing curricula and
research that has been the preserve of the Europe-centred,
colonial lens. This is a curriculum imperative in higher
education in South Africa and as such seeks to change how
teaching-learning  takes place. Empathetic-reflective-
dialogical re-storying specifically supports this decolonisation
agenda by encouraging the following: re-searching with
participants, empowering students as agents of their own
learning, a transdiscipinary approach and challenging, in
this case, gender inequality.

http://www.td-sa.net . Open Access

Research with participants

Tibbitts’s Activism-Transformation model” is helpful for the
understanding of situatedness and the need for teaching and
learning methodologies that are participatory, empowering
and transformational to be employed. Participants’ daily
lived experience should be viewed through a human rights
lens in order for participants to reflect on their own behaviour
and demonstrate new behaviour. Empathetic-reflective-
dialogical re-storying contributes to this process, adopting as
it does, a bottom-up approach.

In a Western research methodological stance research is
performed to, on or about participants. Decolonial research
makes the shift to research that is carried out with the
participants. Pre-service teachers are re-positioned from
objects of research to co-researchers as they engage in self-
reflection and self-dialogue. In a community in conversation
and in a community in dialogue the potential exists for
re-storying to take place as new interpretations and
understandings speak to lived experience” and infuse
dominant discourses.

In contrast to the typically Western ideology of individual or
focus group interviews,* this strategy, akin to Chilisa’s
Talking Circle[s]¥ attempts to engage in research in a
community in conversation, community in dialogue and
community for transformation. An opportunity is created for
participants to engage with and seek to know their ‘other” in
a research context, which is safe and in which they are co-
researchers.
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Empowering students as agents of their own
learning

Empathetic-reflective-dialogical ~ re-storying  empowers
pre-service Life Orientation teachers to be agents of their
own learning as they consider dominant narratives and take
responsibility for the generation of new knowledges by
co-constructing (re-storying) new understandings thereof.?
Itis in the community in conversation, in particular, that they
strengthen their identity capital®®* and are empowered to
engage with their ‘other’ in a community in dialogue. As
they participate in a community for transformation, together
with their ‘other’, the potential exists for them to become
agents of transformation and change.

Transdisciplinarity

Historically, the colonial legacy is that of discreet disciplines
operating in isolation from one another. Empathetic-
reflective-dialogical re-storying adopts a transdisciplinary
approach,! where transdisciplinary boundary talk takes place
in the blurring of boundaries between both discreet
disciplines and integrated fields of knowledge. Engagement
with human rights issues, such as that of gender equality,
takes place in the space between, across and beyond academic
disciplines.?*3° Pre-service teachers meet in the included
middle* when they co-construct their stories. By doing so
they are empowered to build identity capital.’>* This can be
emancipatory and empowering.

Challenging gender inequalities

Challenging male hegemony plays a substantive role in
decolonisation.? Gender ideologies in which social relations
between women and men are defined become stubbornly
defended as traditional and immutable.* Empathetic-
reflective-dialogical re-storying provides an opportunity for
women (and also men) to explore gender inequalities and to
dis-identify with the same, in a safe space in a community in
conversation and then in a community in dialogue.

Methodology: Two recent small-
scale research projects

The research took place within a feminist paradigm. Feminist
research actively seeks to remove the power imbalance
between the researcher and the participant as it seeks to
address social inequality. It also begins with the standpoints
and experiences of women. Feminist research, whilst
addressing the assumption that there are structural gender
inequalities, seeks to deconstruct commonly held discourses.
Unequal power relations existing as a result of gender
inequality and the way in which women are represented and
positioned in society are addressed.

Narrative inquiry as a methodology within narrative
research®*% and with a strong representation in the field of
education®® promotes authentic accounts of lived
experiences.”” In the case of both these small-scale projects,
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narratives were explored, which are socially constructed,
interpreted and reinterpreted, giving meaning to the
participant’s lived experiences of gender inequality. A safe
space” was created to provide the opportunity to hear the
participant’s voices in response to the master narrative of
patriarchy. It was the place where the participants could feel
sufficiently secure to unburden themselves.® The potential
existed for these narratives to have an emancipatory function,
transforming individual lives and the broader culture. The
participants submitted their written self-narratives to the
researcher and the narratives at levels 4 and 5 were audio-
recorded. The latter were later transcribed for the purposes
of analysis.

In both small-scale projects participants signed consent forms
and were assured that their anonymity would be protected
and that pseudonyms would be used when citing their
responses. The ethical code of conduct and the requirements
set for narrative research by the tertiary institution’s ethics
committee were adhered to for both projects. The participants
in both projects included both male and female pre-service
teachers, and they all happened to be Black African ranging
in age from their mid-20s to 50s. In both cases they were
registered for a Bachelor of Education Honours degree and
more specifically a module called Contemporary Issues in Life
Orientation. In this Life Orientation module, whilst learning
about empathetic-reflective-dialogical re-storying as a
teaching—learning strategy, the pre-service teachers
simultaneously became participants in applying the same as
a research methodology.

In the first project* 24 students agreed to participate and
engage with the human rights to gender equality. In the
second cohort 39 participants engaged with the human rights
to bodily self-determination and, more specifically, the
termination of pregnancy.*

Tables 1 and 2 show the questions that informed the
engagement at the various levels in each small-scale project.

Participants expressed the opinion that empathetic-reflective-
dialogical re-storying provided the opportunity for them to
consider their self-dialogue (level 1) and to reflect on their
personal identity. They were sensitised to the possibilities of
their dialogical self in action as they adopted meta positions
and then counter-positions to the dominant voices as evidenced
in their society-of-mind.’ The men and women met separately
at level 3, the community in conversation, so as to provide a
safe space in which to share their self-narratives. At levels 4
and 5, the community in dialogue and the community for
transformation, they met together. In the community for
transformation the participants reflected that they became far
more aware that their self-dialogue impacts their self-
narratives (level 2). They articulated the view that by
participating in empathetic-reflective-dialogical re-storying
they troubled master narratives and mostly re-storied
understandings of gender equality and also the right to bodily
self-determination.
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Findings
One of the male participants said that he found the community

in conversation (level 3) revealing as men spoke to men about
their ‘other” (women). He said that he found it:

‘... very impactful ... I thought I understood gender equality, but
in community in conversation made aware of our privileges as
men ... we have a lot of privileges we are not aware of.” (Dumi,
male, 2017)

The female participants, in particular, commented that the
community in dialogue (level 4) was most helpful providing
asitdid, the opportunity for them to express their perspectives
about their ‘other’” (men) to their ‘other’ (men). Their
successful exchanges with their ‘other” strengthened their
gender identity capital and opened up a space for constructing
a narrative in which they can be agents of change, directing
future-oriented action:

‘I think this strategy gives out many possible ideas to think
critically ... what can we do ... what are the gaps ... what can be
changed.” (Phumi, female, 2017)

‘This strategy is transformative ... some will actually go home
today and some have daughters and some have sons and will try
and change things.” (Ncami, female, 2017)

Faced with pregnancy, women often struggle ‘alone’. They
are made to feel judged, embarrassed, guilty and shameful
about the decision they have made to end a pregnancy*":

‘I feel and know that some parents (especially in our African
culture or religion) if they know that you are pregnant can even
chase you away from home. There is no space to discuss what
you are going through and how and why you are pregnant, let
alone what impact in your personal life can this said pregnancy
do to “you” as a person not the wider community. Therefore, I
think sometimes decisions are taken as one is forced by
circumstances ...." (Lungi, female, 2018)

As the female participants engaged in their community in
conversation (level 3), the identity capital of individual
women increased as they drew on the tangible asset of their
membership of a social group of women with whom they
could share their self-narrative of their lived experience.
This became clear when they addressed their male
counterparts at level 4 with confidence, resolution and
conviction.

The community in dialogue provided the opportunity for the
female participants to dialogue with their ‘other’ (men). The
accumulation of successful dialogical exchanges increased
their identity capital. They said that they were empowered as
they gained confidence by voicing their opinions and sharing
their lived experiences in a context in which they did not feel
judged:
‘I must say that the strategy is therapeutic. One learns to get the
perspectives of others and realise that I am not alone, I can
survive. If what I do is a sin, then I will go to church, apologise to
God, and move on with my life because if there is no support, I
have to find ways so that I do not bring a child in this world who
is going to suffer.” (Agnes, female, 2018)
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The community for transformation (level 5), in both small-
scale projects, provided the opportunity for the participants
to think critically about the processes of socialisation and to
discuss and begin the process of deconstructing the same.
Whilst the participants were aware of the influence of master
narratives and also how their particular contexts can shape
their behaviour, engaging in this teaching-learning strategy
assisted them to see that they can be agents of change. The
strategy opened up a space for constructing a narrative in
which they have some ability to direct future-oriented action.
Their views pertaining to the efficacy of empathetic-
reflective-dialogical re-storying included the following:

‘I found this strategy to be helpful especially in levels 1 and 2
where one had to listen to different voices before one takes a
decision ... it gives you possible ideas to question yourself to say:
What can you change? How can you do that? Why should you
act in that particular way?’ (Sipho, male, 2017)

‘The methodology allows you, and especially us as males, to
understand the female side of the story. At the same time, it
allows every one of us time with yourself, and discussions allow
you to make a choice to change or not to change your attitude.’
(Spha, male, 2017)

’... this strategy stimulated the mind, gives us many possibilities
and ideas leading to critical thinking and to question yourself for
better understanding and the probing questions assisted ... it has
a potential to be transformative.” (Thabi, female, 2017)

‘The strategy transforms the way you perceive issues and other
people. We need to go out there as changed men and women so
that we will be transformed parents to our children.” (Andile,
male, 2017)

‘I think that this methodology is helpful, constructive and
transformative in that it gives you an opportunity to sit back and
self-reflect on the topic and further gives you a particular
worldview to think about other people as well and understand
their actions.” (Nonjabulo, male, 2018)

‘It teaches us not to be judgemental, whether female or male.”
(Bongi, female, 2018)

‘The strategy allows people to open up, share with one another,
and the goal is to learn and acquire new knowledge ... one’s
story can help or groom somebody and my story can also groom
the ‘other” ... I think these dialogues should happen in wider
communities as well as in the wider university community ... for
other students to benefit as well.” (Maureen, female, 2018)

Participants in both small-scale projects were of the opinion
that this strategy could be an effective tool to employ in their
professional space to enhance teacher—learner relationships.
Their views can be summed up by what Bongi had to say:

‘As teachers, we need to do what is just with our learners ...
social justice.... We need to teach them and expose them to such
[human rights] issues.” (Bongi, female, 2017)

We need teachers who will not place gendered expectations
on their learners®* either overtly or through the hidden
curriculum* of gender differentiation, which is provided by
stereotypes. The hidden curriculum refers to the transmission
of norms, values and beliefs that are the side effect of
schooling. For example, a teacher may teach about gender
equality in the classroom, and yet practice gender inequality
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when certain tasks are assigned gender-specifically, thereby
teaching that there are specific tasks that should be assigned
to boys and others to girls. An example would be when girls
only are always expected to clean the classroom or comments
are made by the teacher that only boys can do mathematics.

We need teachers, both male and female, who are able to
voice explicitly and practise a counter-position to male
hegemony, by treating the female and male learners equally
and by addressing any form of gender abuse, be it verbal or
physical. Both female and male learners should be encouraged
to engage critically with issues of gender equality, not only
within the classroom but also within their personal and social
domains. A teacher who has experienced gender identity
transformation can encourage his or her learners to be not
only reflective in their practice, but also reflexive, where the
practical implications for possible change are considered, to
inform new attitudes and practices. This approach could
transform classroom practice into classroom praxis.*54

Conclusion

This article has argued for the inclusion of empathetic-
reflective-dialogical re-storying as a teaching-learning
strategy that can be used in life orientation. This strategy
provides the opportunity for currently held narratives of the
lived experience of, in this case, gender inequality, to be
dialogically explored. This dialogical exploration takes place
in the dialogical self and in dialogue with the ‘other’. It is
important to provide the opportunity for pre-service teachers
to consider their self-dialogue and to engage their dialogical
self in action, by adopting in their society of mind, counter-
positions to master narratives that perpetuate inequalities.
The strength and extent of an individual’s identity capital
enable the possible re-storying of previously held narratives,
in this case, of male hegemony. Empathetic-reflective-
dialogical re-storying also serves in decolonising the
curriculum, promoting as it does a transdisciplinary
approach that changes how teaching-learning takes place
and empowering students as agents of their own learning as
they becoming co-researchers. By engaging in self-reflection
and empathetically dialoguing human rights issues in the
classroom, teachers have the potential to go beyond mere
technicist classroom practice. They are equipped to facilitate
classroom praxis that is empathetic and both reflective and
reflexive. This has the potential to possibly be transformative
for learners in the classroom, as future participating citizens
in the greater South African society.
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