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    Preliminaries


    Abstract


    Since the 1990s, sub-Saharan Africa has experienced unprecedented attempts at reforming teacher and student classroom practices, with a learner-centred pedagogy regarded as an effective antidote to the prevalence of teacher-centred didactic classroom practices. Attempts at reform have been going on all over the continent. In fact, learner-centred pedagogy has been described as one of the most pervasive educational ideas in contemporary sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere. Research has revealed that the major attempts have largely failed mainly because teachers have not been able to adopt instructional innovations to technical problems. This failure is also related to lack of resources, and poor teacher training programmes which lead to poor teacher quality, among others.


    This book attempts to explain why pedagogical change has not occurred in spite of the much energy and resources that have been committed to such reforms.The book also takes us inside what the author calls 'the socio-cultural world of African classrooms' to help us understand the reasons teachers dominate classroom life and rely disproportionately on didactic methods of teaching. Its conceptual analyses capture the best of both the sociology and the anthropology of education in contexts of poverty, as well as the politics of education.The book concludes that a socio-cultural approach should be the basis for developing culturally responsive indigenous pedagogies, though these may or may not turn out to be in any way akin to constructivist learner-centred pedagogies.
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    Foreword


    Why Pedagogical Reforms Fail in Sub-Saharan Africa


    Few would argue that among education scholars on the African continent, Richard Tabulawa has emerged as one of the finest critics of the received wisdom on educational reform. I first encountered his work by coincidence when I discovered that we both had a well-grounded suspicion of what was then and remains a travelling wisdom of the international donor community - that the progressive ideal in education of learner-centered pedagogy did not take account of the social, cultural and political meanings of education and authority within African classrooms. This was as true of Botswana, where Professor Tabulawa does his research, as it is true in my native South Africa where I have been grappling with the political tsunami of « outcomes-based education » which has flooded post-apartheid classrooms since the middle 1990s.


    The author takes us inside what he calls the socio-cultural world of African classrooms to help us understand why prevailing practices persist despite the progressive ideal represented in one funded reform package after another. His conceptual analyses capture the best of both the sociology of education and the anthropology of education in contexts of poverty, and not a little about the politics of education as well.


    There are reasons teachers dominate classroom life and rely disproportionately on didactic methods of teaching. To change that, you need to understand the conditions under which most African teachers continue to teach, and what sustains those practices.


    A poorly qualified teacher teaching a class of 60 energetic children inside a classroom built for 40 children and with the scarcest of science materials, for example, available for learning, has no choice but to fall back on what has worked for generations of teachers before her — a very present in-front-of-the-class didactic posture. Anything short of such a posture risks chaos. Your first instinct, even as an experienced teacher, is to assure control. None of these conditions are factored into the otherwise noble ideal of open-ended, inquiry- driven, progressive education.


    Then there is this subtle thing called authority. How does a teacher in rural Southern Africa with established patterns of adult authority and childhood obedience begin to give away or share that authority on demand from an alien curriculum? I know, this might not be the way the curriculum phrases the notion of learner-centred pedagogy, but in the mind of the teacher used to centrally-directed instruction (I use the word deliberately) this is how he or she understands the proposal for change. I have been fortunate to teach on both sides of the Atlantic, in Africa and the USA, and it is certainly true that what would pass as normative in one cultural setting (learner-centredness in a middle- class Palo Alto, California, school) would be considered outrageous in another cultural setting (a village school in a tribal authority area of rural Botswana).


    It is important to make the point that African societies are not static, and that norms for teaching and learning are certainly changing across national borders — much faster these days as a result of new social media and even the now humble mobile phone. Still, announcing the progressive ideal and making it work through considered implementation strategies requires great effort and, of course, considerable resources for teacher development.


    The progressive ideal often fails because of oversell. Whether intended or not, we leave the message with teachers that « everything you know is bad » and that « everything you are about to receive is good ». This kind of message spells the death of any reform, but especially one challenging cultural and political norms for teaching, learning and leading in classrooms. Smart implementation would affirm what works, and gradually introduce those elements in progressive pedagogy that coincide with traditional pedagogy. Teachers should, under smart implementation, not feel that their authority is being eroded but rather that it is being strengthened albeit through a different form of teaching. This takes time, and requires patience.


    One thing I find useful in talking teachers (and policymakers) through the progressive ideal is the value of the didactic lecture. Teaching the history of the atom is probably best done through an excellent expository lecture that builds the drama of discovery into the oration of teaching; I have seen this done while I was in the audience, and still remember the goose-bumps felt as the professor-teacher outlined the plot. Teaching multiplication tables is probably best done, at some stage, using a degree of repetition or chorus backed up by teaching methods that deepen the meaning of those tables learnt initially through what is so easily dismissed as « rote » learning. Of course, didactic teaching and memorization should form a smaller part of a rich mix of teaching methods and should always be judged for its capacity to advance the meaning of what is learnt. However, the mere fact that teachers recognize the familiar makes it so much easier to introduce the strange.


    These potential contradictions between teacher centeredness and learner centeredness are sometimes dealt with by placing these approaches along a continuum, thus allowing for variations of emphases along the two extremes. This appears to make sense, for in the practice of teaching, neatly codified categories in teacher- or learner-dominant classrooms fail the test of complexity in real-life classrooms. Tabulawa warns against a reading of the ‘continuum approach’ that leaves the impression that simply by adding resources one could move the system, technically, from the less progressive to the more progressive side — to put it simply. It is precisely this « technicist rationality » that must be displaced, the author would argue, with his preferred model of a « socio-cultural approach » to pedagogy.


    I am not sure this proposed shift towards a socio-cultural approach will be persuasive among the policy elites of some African countries. The rationale for the progressive ideal remains persuasive — it is a way of advancing democratic ideals in the classroom, it empowers learners to take charge of their own education, it relieves the teacher of having to do everything, and it empowers young children for active participation in the economy.


    Moreover, as Tabulawa no doubt knows, the funding conditionalities that come with clear-minded ideals from the West leave little room for elevated deliberations on the philosophy and politics of imported pedagogies. At the same time, the author warns, we cannot assume that learners are lifeless and teachers dominant across complex systems. If I may take a setting more familiar to me, it would be hard to make the case for lifelessness in Soweto schools, the seat of a major student uprising in South Africa. This is, of course, a point taken up in relation to missionary schooling in Africa, also dubbed backwards in the Western ideal of progressive education; this Tabulawa refers to as cultural supremacy in the progressive ideal.


    The collection of writings from the pen of this distinguished cultural critic of progressive pedagogy will open cans of worms from Washington to London, and not sit easily with elites in the postcolony. That said, it would be a mistake not to take these criticisms seriously as we continue to seek what I would call a genuine curriculum conversation between progressive ideals, from whatever quarter, and the hard realities of teaching and learning inside African classrooms. If that is the goal, this is the book to help us get there.


    Jonathan D. Jansen, 
Vice-Chancellor and Rector 
University of the Free State




    Preface


    The issue of pedagogical reform first attracted my attention in the early 1990s when I registered as a doctoral student with the School of Education, University of Birmingham, England. Initially, I had wanted to do my doctoral research on how best to teach map reading skills to secondary school students in Botswana. It was not long before I realized that the question I wanted to address was the wrong one : if I wanted to come up with improved techniques of teaching any aspect of geography, I would first need to establish why geography teachers approached map reading the way they did. As I worked further on re-focusing my study, I abandoned the limited area of map-reading skills in favour of the broader question of why geography teachers in Botswana schools approached the teaching of the subject the way they did.


    The result was an ethnographic study entitled A Socio-Cultural Analysis of Geography Classroom Practice in Botswana Senior Secondary Schools’. The approach to the study was multi-disciplinary, benefitting from insights in areas as diverse as political theory, sociology, anthropology and cultural studies. The approach helped me appreciate much better the complexities of teaching, specifically that teaching is both a moral and ethical activity and that it has both temporal and spatial dimensions. In short, I got to appreciate the contextual nature of pedagogy. As I analysed the socio-cultural context of Botswana, I came to the conclusion that transferring learner-centred pedagogy to that context was never going to be easy. It had been tried before and efforts were still continuing, but none seemed to have borne fruit. That there was an important relationship between pedagogy and context became clear to me. Increasingly, I became critical of the view of pedagogy as technique, and realized that pedagogy was problematic, given its embeddedness in the social- cultural/political/economic context.


    In other words, pedagogies are products of socio-cultural contexts. My research on the relationship between pedagogy and context resulted in the publication of a series of articles. « Pedagogical classroom practice and the social context : the case of Botswana », which appeared in the International Journal of Educational Development, 17 (2) in 1997, was my first articulation of this social embeddedness of pedagogy. In the article, I demonstrate how teacher-centred pedagogy has been historically engendered by the enveloping Botswana social structure. In turn, the pedagogy perpetuates that social structure. That is, the pedagogy is as essential to the perpetuation of the social structure as the latter is to the reproduction of the (teacher-centred) pedagogy. Thus, the two are dialectically related. « Geography students as constructors of classroom knowledge and practice : a case study from Botswana » appeared in the Journal of Curriculum Studies, Vol. 36 (1) in 2004. In this article I problematised teacher-centred pedagogy further by demonstrating how the pedagogy is co-constructed by teachers and students on the basis of their epistemological viewpoints and expectations of one another’s roles. These agents work collaboratively to protect and police the boundaries of the pedagogy. The agents have vested interests in this pedagogical style, meaning that reforming the style can never be expected to be easy.


    In 2003, « International aid agencies, learner-centred pedagogy and political democratization : a critique » was published in Comparative Education, Vol. 11 (2). In this article, I sought to demonstrate the interface of education — through the mediation of learner-centred pedagogy — and capitalist democracy. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 saw international aid agencies coming out explicitly in support of learner-centred pedagogy. Why the explicit support at that historical juncture? I contend in the article that in the 1960s and 1970s, generally, education was viewed in technicist terms. That changed in the 1980s with the ascendancy of neo-liberalism as the dominant development paradigm, a paradigm that established a necessary relationship between political democratization and economic development. Education was identified as a potent vehicle for delivering capitalist democracy across the world. And learner-centred pedagogy, given its democratic pretensions, was singled out by international aid agencies as the nexus between education and the broader principle of capitalist democracy. That set the stage for the globalization of the pedagogy, a relentless effort by international development agents to this day. Given this political/economic nature of learner-centred pedagogy, any continued treatment of pedagogy as technique has no basis whatsoever.


    Neo-liberalism has entrenched itself as a dominant discourse. However, neo-liberalism is not just a political theory. Its significance lies in the fact that it is constitutive of identity. To this end, neo-liberal education is tasked with the responsibility of producing autonomous (of state provision) and self-regulating individuals. It does so by appealing to progressive education ideals and language. However, progressive education under neo-liberalism is not the same as the progressive education (of the 1960s and 1970s) of « embedded liberalism » (Ruggie 1982). Given this ideological nature of progressive pedagogy, I now not only lament the failure of efforts to implement learner- centred pedagogy in sub-Saharan Africa, I also question the desirability of this form of pedagogy in the sub-region. Thus, mine has been an intellectual journey — from critiquing technicist models of pedagogical reform to questioning the desirability of the reforms themselves. This book reflects my thinking on the first part of the journey. However, as I show in the concluding chapter, the questioning of learner-centred pedagogy in developing countries is growing, opening a new frontier in researching pedagogy.




    Rationale for and Significance of the Book


    Cuban and Tyack (1995 : 134-5) made the following statement, one that is as true today as it was when the two writers made it nearly twenty years ago : « To bring about improvement at the heart of education — classroom instruction ... — has proven to be the most difficult kind of reform... » This is a world-wide problem, but one probably more pronounced in sub-Saharan Africa where there have been concerted efforts to implement pedagogic reforms in the past ten to fifteen years. Despite the reforms, instruction in schools in the sub-region is characterized by a persistent, stubborn continuity. The failure of these reforms has been largely rationalised in terms of technical problems associated with innovation delivery systems. By adopting a technicist stance towards problems of instructional reform, curriculum developers and policy makers have tended to pay scant attention to the fact that pedagogic innovations are social constructions, and as such are value-laden. Cuban and Tyack (1995) express this concern thus : « The typical rational and instrumental assumptions of educational reformers fail to give due weight to the resilience of schools as institutions. This institutional structure probably has more influence on the implementation of policy than policy has on institutional practice » (p. 134).


    In this book I critique the rational and instrumental assumptions referred to in the above quotation by Cuban and Tyack insofar as these assumptions are evident in the way pedagogic reforms have been handled in sub-Saharan Africa, using Botswana as a case study. Unlike Cuban and Tyack, however, I go beyond an analysis of the « grammar of schooling » to embed pedagogy in the enveloping social structure. This calls for a socio-cultural approach in which the social nature of pedagogy is recognised. I argue that the failure of pedagogic reforms should not be sought solely in the inadequacies of the innovation delivery system. It should also be sought in the enveloping social structure. That is, it is essential to adopt a macro-social approach to issues of pedagogic practice if the complexity of such issues is to be comprehensively appreciated (Farquharson 1990). This, in my view, is a major departure from the norm. With this rationale in mind, Teaching and Learning in Context aims to :


    -	Demonstrate the social embeddedness of pedagogy by exposing the inadequacies of the technicist approach.


    -	Advance a socio-cultural explanation for the « tissue rejection » of pedagogic reform proposals (e.g., learner-centred pedagogy).


    -	Provide teachers, educators and students of education with a resource book that contextualises the teaching and learning processes.


    It is the case that most texts on teaching and learning used by education students and educationists in sub-Saharan Africa have been written from the perspective of the rational-technical paradigm, meaning that they are insensitive to context. Teaching and Learning in Context offers a different perspective on teaching and learning by grounding these activities in their local context. The book suggests that meaningful reform of instruction in sub-Saharan Africa might require major shifts in social structures, such as child-rearing practices. This might be discomforting for teachers, policy makers and international aid agencies working very hard to bring about reforms in instructional practices in sub-Saharan African classrooms. But this exactly is the intended effect of the book — to make our comfort zone less comfortable.


    Although Teaching and Learning in Context is based largely on research carried out in the area of geography teaching in secondary schools in Botswana, its general principles could equally be applied to other school subjects. Given the non-existence of texts that approach teaching in this way, the book is aimed at subject specialists and general practitioners in the area of education, ranging from teacher educators, schoolteachers grappling with perennial problems associated with instructional reform, students of education, and education policy makers anywhere in the developing world, as well as development aid agencies and students of international and comparative education.




    Outline of Chapters


    Chapter One presents a critique of the way teaching and learning have been traditionally understood locally and internationally. In particular, the marginalisation of context is targeted for criticism. I argue that this marginalization has only served to promote a technicist approach to teaching and learning, with its attendant weakness of portraying teaching and learning as context-free, non-problematic activities. Lack of cultural sensitivity in the treatment of teaching and learning has led to the pervasive view that these are generic activities. This in turn has led to the generation of generic « principles of teaching and learning » (presented as universals) whose application has tended to be oblivious to the context in which they are being applied. The philosophical basis of this technicist perspective on teaching and learning is traced back to the application of scientific rationality (positivism) to teaching. Given the claims of scientific knowledge to universality, models of teaching and learning derived from this form of knowledge have likewise laid claim to universal applicability, leading to the dominant (albeit tacit) view that teaching and learning are value-free activities. Having critiqued the dominant perspective on teaching and learning, a case for the alternative socio-cultural approach is advanced. It is argued that « context matters » (Crossley and Jarvis 1999). Teaching and learning do not occur in a sociological vacuum. The shape these activities take in any given context is a function of many factors to do with that context — the political, historical, economic, social and cultural aspects of the context. No two contexts can be exactly the same. By the same logic, effective teaching can never be achieved by adopting exactly the same paradigms across contexts. Therefore, models of teaching developed in one socio-cultural context may not fit well in a different context. There is no « one- true approach » to pedagogy (Bowers 2005).


    Chapter Two questions the ‘official’ rationale for instructional reform in sub-Saharan Africa, in particular the preference for the constructivist learner- centred pedagogy. I argue that although the efficacy of this pedagogy is often couched in educational/cognitive terms, in essence, the pedagogy’s justification is a political/economic one. This is a justification that can hardly be expected to appeal to teachers in contexts where students’ performance in tests and examinations is more important than any other consideration one may think of. Where teachers and students cannot perceive an obvious relationship between a pedagogical innovation and students’ performance in tests and examinations, chances are extremely slim that these agents will embrace the innovation. In other words, the perceived utility of a pedagogical innovation has implications for how it is received in the host environment. Therefore, I argue in this chapter that the apparent disconnect between the rationale for introducing learner-centred pedagogy in sub-Saharan Africa on the one hand, and its perceived utility by teachers, students, administrators and parents on the other, may be partly responsible for its « tissue rejection ».


    In Chapter Three, I invoke Thomas Kuhn’s (1962) concept of « paradigm » to demonstrate that, contrary to technical rationality, learner-centredness and teacher-centredness are informed by opposing epistemological positions, constructivism and objectivism respectively. Each position engenders in its adherents (or those socialised into it) a way of looking at the world compatible only with its own tenets. Further, each promotes its own unique orientation towards classroom architecture and desk arrangement, student-teacher relations, interactions and assessment regimes. Thus, teacher-centredness and learner-centredness constitute diametrically opposed pedagogical paradigms. A teacher or student socialised in one of the two would find it difficult to shift positions. Thus, teaching methods are necessarily value-laden. Teaching and learning, therefore, are not technical activities.


    Chapter Four builds on the argument advanced in Chapter Three — that pedagogical paradigms constitute teachers’ and students’ taken-for-granted worlds. Findings presented in Chapter Three showed that teachers in Botswana and elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa actively construct the pedagogical world called « teacher-centredness ». However, it would have been an unintended outcome if the findings created an impression that teachers construct that world by themselves and of their volition. More often than not, they are ‘forced’ into an information-giving position by their students, a possibility not accommodated by approaches to teaching and learning informed by technical rationality. Chapter Four, therefore, factors in students as active co-constructors of teacher-centredness. A view of teacher-centredness as co-construction re-defines « teacher-centredness » — it is not an ambiance created by the teacher acting on the students, as « teacher-centredness » is often understood. Rather, teacher-centredness is constructed jointly by the teacher and students acting on one another. It is a classroom ambiance in which students have an interest which they are always prepared to defend should the need arise. Employing Michel Foucault’s conceptualization of « power », I present findings from a study in which students were observed forcing their teacher into an information-giving position in class. Besides being an affront to the position of teaching as a rational and instrumental activity, the idea of « co-construction » complicates our understanding of pedagogical change in that it suggests that attempts to change classroom practices in African schools must include both the teacher and students. And yet this is rarely appreciated in extant models of pedagogic reform.


    In Chapter Five, I offer an explication of the relationship between pedagogy and the social structure. I demonstrate this relationship by taking Tswana cosmology as an example. Specifically, I link the perceived authoritarianism in Botswana classrooms that research has established to aspects of Tswana social structure, in particular child-rearing practices. It is customary to explain the perceived authoritarianism in terms of culture. However, rarely is it explained how this culture promotes authoritarianism and how this in turn reaches the micro level of the classroom. Successfully linking the enveloping social structure to observed classroom practices requires a theory of socialisation. The work of Pierre Bourdieu provides such a theory. Tswana cosmology, it is argued in this chapter, embeds a theory of knowledge, learning and a view of the learner. Acquisition of knowledge is in a hierarchy between the adult and child. Internalised during primary socialization, this relationship with knowledge is carried to the classroom as the participants’ (students and teacher) cultural baggage and helps to structure relationships in ways akin to authoritarianism. Bourdieu’s views on education enable me to demonstrate the social embeddedness of the teacher-centred pedagogical style and, as a corollary to that, its resilience.


    Chapter Six adopts a more historical approach to the evolution of teacher- centred classroom practices in Botswana. I argue that the education introduced by the missionaries in Botswana in the nineteenth century was hierarchical, bureaucratic and condescending, reflecting its social context of origin, nineteenth century Victorian Britain. However, this model of education interacted creatively with contemporary African values and ways of doing things to entrench teacher-centred educational practices. This educational model has been further entrenched in post-colonial Botswana, giving rise to an impersonal organisational structure, one that could only be expected to promote impersonal and bureaucratic social relations in the entire system, including the classroom.


    In Chapter Seven, I argue that post-independence educational planning in Botswana has had an impact on classroom practices in ways never intended. It has encouraged the development of a utilitarian/instrumental view of education — the view that formal education bestows material benefits upon those who are able to acquire it. This view of education constitutes a stabilized element that permits the production and reproduction of hierarchical classroom social relations. Inadvertently, a teacher-centred pedagogical style is thereby sustained.


    Chapter Eight attempts to link curriculum form to classroom practice. Rather than presenting it as an innocuous arrangement of subject-matter, the curriculum is presented as a structure that simultaneously enables and constrains teachers’ and students’ actions. In Botswana, the publication of the Revised National Policy on Education (RNPE) in 1994 led to the crafting of a secondary school curriculum informed by behaviourism. It is a curriculum which seeks to attune education to the workforce needs of the economy. The resurgence of human capital theory in its crudest form is obvious in this curriculum. Underpinning human capital theory is an instrumental view of education. School-acquired knowledge, as a result, is increasingly commodified and objectified. Logically, this can be expected to encourage a hierarchical pedagogical style. Ironically, this is the same policy that makes the use of learner-centred pedagogy mandatory in schools. It creates pedagogical tensions that teachers and students resolve by withdrawing into the safe cocoon of teacher-centred pedagogy.


    The Conclusion brings together the central arguments of the book, urging the reader to re-think his/her comfortable assumption regarding the twin processes of teaching and learning. More importantly, the reader is urged to question the desirability of constructivist, learner-centred pedagogy in Third World contexts, given its colonizing and hegemonic tendencies.


    Richard Tjombe Tabulawa 
University of Botswana




    1  Making a Case for a Socio-cultural Approach


    Introduction


    Since the 1990s, sub-Saharan Africa has experienced unprecedented attempts at reforming teacher and student classroom practices, with a learner-centred pedagogy regarded as an « effective antidote to the prevalence of teacher-centred didactic classroom practices’ (O’Sullivan 2004 :585). So intense has the interest in the pedagogy been that almost all African countries are currently in the throes of instructional reform, from South Africa in the south to Egypt in the north, from Ethiopia in the east to Gambia in the west. In fact, learner-centred pedagogy has been described as one of the ‘most pervasive educational ideas in contemporary sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere » (Chisholm and Leyerndecker 2008 :197). Its pervasiveness notwithstanding, the pedagogy has done poorly in terms of being institutionalized. Classroom research has tended to attribute this failure by teachers to adopt instructional innovations to technical problems such as poor teacher training programmes leading to poor teacher quality, lack of resources, and selective external examinations (see Barrett 2007; Altinyelken 2010). As a response to these problems, massive investments have been made in interventions such as in-service programmes, workshops and seminars, all aimed at changing the teachers’ classroom practices in the desired direction of leaner-centredness. Still, very little visible change in the classroom interactive processes has occurred. This has led some researchers to question the emphasis that classroom researchers put on technical problems as the root cause of innovation failure. For example, King (1989 :44), with reference to Africa in general, has observed that :


    What little evidence there is from classroom studies would suggest that the character of the classroom life is perhaps less determined by these material shortages than by the emergence of a teaching and learning that is not supportive of pupil participation and inquiry.


    That technical problems have impeded instructional reform in Africa is beyond any doubt. But why has pedagogical change not occurred in spite of so much having been committed to such reform?


    To address this question, I argue in this chapter that by being preoccupied with technical problems of innovation delivery, classroom research in subSaharan Africa has tended to downplay the importance of the socio-cultural context as a potential barrier to the adoption of instructional innovations. Researchers have tended to adopt what Elliot (1994) terms the « technicist stance » to problems of pedagogical change and have ignored the wider institutional and social processes which influence the locus of change. In the present chapter I advance a critique of the approach with a view to exposing its limitations. I argue that the dominant technicist approach is in itself problematic to the extent that it can be indicted for stalling the desired pedagogical shift from a teacher-centred pedagogy to a learner-centred one. Too often, however, the approach is not subjected to questioning. It is often assumed that it is not critical to the fate of pedagogical reform.


    The technicist framework has a history and has influenced teaching and research on teaching in very fundamental ways. Its limitations emanate from its philosophical basis — Positivism — with its view of professional practice, teaching included, as a value-free activity. My critique of the framework in the early pages of the chapter sets the stage for a proposal later in the chapter for embracing a socio-cultural approach, one that recognizes the political, economic, cultural, anthropological and social grounding of pedagogy. In short, the chapter makes a case for a consideration of context, for without an understanding of the latter, we will never be able to explain why efforts to shift to a learner-centred pedagogy have not yielded the desired results.




    Defining Pedagogy


    Alexander’s (2008) definition of pedagogy is more comprehensive than most. He defines pedagogy as :


    ... the observable act of teaching together with its attendant discourse of educational theories, values, evidence and justifications. It is what one needs to know, and the skills one needs to command, in order to make and justify the many different kinds of decisions of which teaching is constituted » (Alexander 2008 :29).


    There are two critical elements in this definition : pedagogy as « the observable act of teaching » and « pedagogy as ideas » that inform the « act » of teaching, i.e. the ‘educational theories, values, evidence and justifications’ that inform teaching. These two elements are complementary. Notwithstanding this complementarity, the first element (the « observable act of teaching ») is often the one equated with pedagogy, in which case the latter is not distinguishable from « techniques of teaching ». But emphasis on « technique » de-contextualizes teaching, rendering it a primarily value-free technical undertaking. The technicist approach, with which I engage in this book, has dominated approaches to curriculum development, research on teaching and pedagogical reform.


    My critique of the technicist approach to pedagogy takes off from the premise that teaching is a moral and ethical activity that is context-dependent. This resonates with the second element of Alexander’s (2008) definition of pedagogy, that the latter is informed by « knowledge, values, beliefs and justifications ». At the core of pedagogy, Alexander (2008 :29) argues, are « ideas about learners, learning and teaching, and these are shaped and modified by context, policy and culture ». In other words, pedagogy is imbued with values. To acknowledge context is to acknowledge the temporal and spatial framing of teaching. My discussion of teacher-centred and learner-centred pedagogies in this and subsequent chapters illustrates the social embeddedness of pedagogy.




    Learner-centred Pedagogy : A Brief Description


    A brief description of the learner-centred pedagogy is in order here. I say « brief » because a detailed consideration of the pedagogy is carried out in Chapter Three where it is juxtaposed with teacher-centredness to highlight the two pedagogies’ paradigmatic differences. For now, just a brief exposé on the nature of learner-centred pedagogy should suffice in contextualizing the argument in this chapter.


    Learner-centredness has often been used interchangeably with « participatory », « democratic », « inquiry-based », « child/student-centred methods’ and « discovery » methods. All these are strands of « Progressive Methods’ whose origins can be traced to Jean-Jacques Rousseau and to the philosophical tradition of empiricism as propounded by the English philosopher John Locke. These strands differ from each other only insofar as they emphasise different degrees of learner autonomy. Connell (1987) observes that it is difficult to categorise the methods of educators who came to be known as the ‘Progressives’. Because Progressive Education had many strands, it is difficult to make a short characterization of it without distorting it in the process (Stenhouse 1980). Also, no single organization has succeeded in uniting the progressive « schools » as a single body (Punch 1977). However, these different strands are united by four common themes : (a) their wish to escape from the formal and rigid structures of nineteenth and twentieth century education systems; (b) their emphasis on activity as the central element in their methods; (c) their emphasis on the centrality of the learner in the educative process, hence the term learner/student-centred methods; and (d) their common epistemological foundation. With respect to the latter theme, there is general agreement that progressive methods are founded upon the social constructivist epistemology. As a philosophy of knowledge, social constructivism holds that « knowledge is a product of social processes and not solely an individual construction (William 1999 :205). In other words, it is a product of social interaction. As a philosophy of learning, social constructivism rejects the pervasive « assumption that one can simply pass on information to a set of learners and expect that understanding will result » (Confrey 1990, as quoted in William 1999 :207). Thus, Progressive Education views students as active participants in the learning process rather than as meek recipients of ready-made factual knowledge from the teacher. It is often placed in contradistinction to the « teacher-centred » or « banking education pedagogy » of Freire (1972). Although in this book I use interchangeably the different strands of Progressive Education identified above, it is the « learner-centred » strand that I use more often than the others.




    Learner-centred Pedagogy in Sub-Saharan Africa


    It is now two decades since a learner-centred pedagogy (LCP) was introduced in many sub-Saharan African countries. However, it appears that not much has changed in terms of the quality of teaching; teaching in schools in these countries remains didactic and authoritarian with little or no recognition at all of the learner’s potential to actively construct knowledge (see Tabulawa 1997, 1998, 2003 on Botswana; Serbessa 2006 on Ethiopia; O’Sullivan 2004 on Namibia; Jessop and Penny 1998 on South Africa and Gambia; Nykiel- Herbert 2004 on South Africa; Acheampong, Pryor and Ampiah 2006 on Ghana; Stambach 1994 Vavrus 2009; O-saki and Agu 2002 on Tanzania; Mtika and Gates 2010 on Malawi; Altinyelken 2010 on Uganda; Pontefract and Hardman 2005 on Kenya).


    Botswana’s experience with LCP illustrates the general experience of African countries with pedagogy. Botswana has been experimenting with LCP for almost three decades now, making it one of the oldest experiments with the pedagogy on the African continent. Its first post-independence commission on education, which produced the report Education for Kagisano (Social Harmony) (1977), made the observation that teaching in the country put « excessive emphasis . . . upon abstract learning and memorization and neglect of practical studies and of acquisition and application of skills » (Republic of Botswana 1977 :100). It expressed concern over the tendency of teachers to overstress traditional methods of teaching in classrooms and asserted that to be educated,


    means acquiring confidence, skills and abilities, and the capacity to persuade, organize and act; it means developing an aesthetic and moral sense [and teachers were urged to] relate to pupils as people, not just as receptacles for cognitive materials (p. 107).


    What the commission was calling for in these statements was a change in the student-teacher relationship which, in the case of Botswana, has been found to be teacher dominated (Alverson 1977; Fuller and Snyder 1991; Prophet and Rowell 1990; Fuller 1991). This change could only take place if Progressive, learner-centred instructional methods were adopted by teachers. To this end, the commission urged teachers to facilitate learning :


    ...through investigations in the library, through observation in the fields or the market, and in group discussion or project work, in preference to formal instruction and written exercises. In curriculum design, the teaching approach is as important as the content (Republic of Botswana 1977 :107).


    To further emphasise its desire for a pedagogical shift, the commission recommended that, « Wherever possible throughout the curriculum, instruction should include project work and an applied approach to solving problems » (Republic of Botswana 1977 :113).


    Given the country’s economic buoyancy in the 1980s, large-scale projects were introduced, such as the Primary Education Improvement Project (PEIP) and the Secondary Education Improvement Project (JSEIP)... Both projects were committed to a learner-centred education. Consequently, teachers were specially targeted in this reform agenda and significant amounts of resources were committed to a learner-centred pedagogy. For example, inservice programmes were established for teachers, and programmes in teacher education institutions were revised to reflect the government’s emphasis on learner-centred education. Evaluations of the projects in the 1990s, however, indicated that they were not living up to expectations :


    Teaching remains firmly in an authoritarian and teacher-centred mode. Students are generally passive recipients of academic verbal information (Prophet and Rowell 1993 :205).


    ... teacher behaviour in Botswana classrooms is generally simple, involves fewer instructional tools, and is teacher-centred. Most communication occurs between the teacher and the full class of students; instructional routines rely on didactic instruction (Fuller et al. 1994 :152-3).


    Teaching in Botswana schools remains teacher-centred and teacher dominated. « Teacher talk » takes precedence over students talk (sic). Although students are not altogether quiet and passive, their engagement in lessons is fairly artificial and comprises short responses to close-ended teacher-initiated questions (Marope 1995 :12).
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