





Enabling factors for the service agencies

Many service agency partners have stated that having a dedicated member of staff there to assist the
students has contributed greatly to the success of projects.

CONCLUSION

Service-learning is not an easy approach to teaching — especially in a higher education climate of
instability and financial crisis. However, only once actual implementation of a service-learning module
has been attempted is the undeniable value of service-learning revealed.

For the service-learning practitioner, a structured, post-implementation reflection process (be it
through the writing of a journal article, conducting a conference presentation or simply a perusal of
the module evaluation), will highlight the benefit of the pedagogy for the students, for the discipline,
for the academic her/himself and for the project’s off-campus partners.

In critically reflecting on the years of implementation of this service-learning module, a number of
issues emerged. The first of these was a questioning of the meaning of ‘development’ and the role
of higher education institutions (and particularly service-learning as a pedagogy) in this process. In
this case, I believe that the objectives of the service-learning pedagogy (community development-
orientated or not) must be connected to the objectives of the discipline employing the pedagogy.
Thus, for example, Political Science and Information Studies will have very different ideas of what
constitutes relevant and useful service-learning, given their particular disciplines. Realising that this
is acceptable and is, in fact, the only reasonable way to implement service-learning throughout the
complex fabric of higher education is a critical milestone in learning about service-learning.

The commitment of staff, students and indeed the institution is central to the future success of service-
learning. Some investigation has taken place around this issue. Although the merger context in South
African higher education has produced obstacles to many aspects of teaching and learning, it also
has the potential to create valuable opportunities for facilitating dynamic approaches to teaching
and learning — approaches such as service-learning.
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SUMMARY

Strongly linked to the commitment of the UFS to social responsibility and greater
responsiveness, is the challenge inherent in the praxis of Community Psychology: the quest
and commitment towards social transformation (Seedat, Duncan & Lazarus, 2001). Responding
to this challenge, the Department of Psychology became involved in several service-learning
projects, one of which focused on the youth of Mangaung — our future leaders. Given limited
and inadequate opportunities, black youth in South Africa have been described as “the lost
generation” (Sharp, 2003: 2). In an attempt to prepare youth for the leadership challenges
ahead and to empower school-leavers with the skills and knowledge to enjoy a higher quality
of life, the Mangaung Schools Counselling Project (MSCP) was launched in 1995.

The project includes weekly visits to 14 different schools in Bloemfontein and Mangaung.
Focus areas include learning skills development, career counselling, life skills training and
personal counselling. As a result, school learners are better equipped to face challenges and
teachers experience a marked improvement in learners’ adjustment and behaviour.

The service component of this project has been integrated into the modules (Counselling and
Community Psychology — 16 credits) of the Honours and BPsych (applied) programmes. As
part of their credit-bearing activities, approximately 35 Psychology students visit the schools
under the supervision of an academic coordinator at the Department of Psychology and
teachers of the Department of Education’s Guidance Teachers’ Forum.




The partners in this service-learning project are as follows:

e The higher education institution — including academic staff and the Psychology students;

e Service agencies — including the Guidance Teachers’ Forum of the Department of
Education; and

e The community — in the form of Grade 12 learners at the schools, and the youth
representative of the Mangaung University—-Community Partnership Programme (MUCPP).

As an immediate outcome of the service-learning experience, it is envisaged that Psychology
students will be equipped with the competence to plan, implement and evaluate community
counselling interventions in order to facilitate the growth and development of individuals, groups
and communities. These competences include knowledge of the principles and procedures relating
to the counselling of individuals, groups and communities; practical skills in the application and
evaluation of the above procedures and interventions; and a sensitivity regarding preventative and
developmental strategies contributing to the welfare of the broader community. Ultimately, students
develop a theory-based, integrated frame of reference, to inform their practice of Community
Psychology.

Lessons learnt
The following key lessons have been learnt during this service-learning experience:

e If the educational system wishes to do justice to the unique South African multicultural
situation, a paradigm shift is imperative. There is thus a need for service-learning practitioners
to promote the scholarly nature of service-learning in order to participate in this academic
debate and challenge existing notions.

e  Service-learning must be explicitly included in the institution’s mission statement, policy
guidelines and priorities in order to shift reward systems — providing incentives for more
academics to participate.

e Constant communication and reciprocal exchange of knowledge and information among
partners ensure that the voice of the community is heard in academic activities and vice versa.
The fundamental feature of academic culture, namely discourse, must be embraced and
extended to include the knowledge base, namely, the epistemology of all the partners
involved.

e Ongoing feedback from all partners involved is crucial. For positive daily functioning of the
project, as well as for attaining the project outcomes, frequent reflection and feedback are
essential. Regular revisiting of reflection and feedback techniques is vital to ensure that all
partners are challenged to honest and critical reflection.

e A valuable outcome of service-learning involvement is the establishment of visible
collaborative efforts among different departments and faculties and other bigher education
institutions — providing opportunities for exchanging new ideas and networking beyond a
single institution.
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e  Service-learning experiences enhance the communication between students, prompting
them to work together while disregarding cultural and language barriers.

e Integrating the knowledge systems of communities with the academic sphere can yield
valuable results, and a wealth of research opportunities. Furthermore, the use of a
participative paradigm when doing research ensures the incorporation of community
viewpoints, making the results more accessible and valuable for everyone involved.

INITIATION

A central topic of discussion at the UFS is the changing role of higher education regarding social
responsibility and transformation. Mindful of its core functions — the three pillars of training,
research and community service — the UFS regards integrating the needs of communities with
academic learning, teaching and research as a significant challenge.

Strongly linked to the institution’s commitment to social responsibility and greater responsiveness
is the challenge inherent in the praxis of Community Psychology: the commitment to social
transformation (Seedat, Duncan & Lazarus, 2001). The discipline of Community Psychology strives
to redefine the role of Psychology to include a broader portfolio embracing community
mobilisation, advocacy and policy transformation. Community Psychology is concerned with
broadening the sphere of Psychology to all citizens, transforming the way in which Psychology is
conceptualised and understood (Seedat, Duncan & Lazarus, 2001). Locating individuals in their
social and cultural contexts provides a basis for the development of theory, research and
interventions — taking cognisance of social issues and environmental stressors, while radicalising the
praxis of psychological service delivery to include prevention initiatives, which improves the human
condition and promotes psychological wellbeing (Pretorius-Heuchert & Ahmed, 2001; Seedat,
Duncan & Lazarus, 2001). Keeping these contextual principles in mind, the value of service-learning
in the praxis of Community Psychology seems to be evident.

Responding to these goals, the UFS Department of Psychology became involved in several service-
learning projects, one of which focused on the youth of Mangaung (an informal settlement adjacent
to Bloemfontein) — our leaders of the future. Given limited and inadequate opportunities, black
youth in South Africa have been described as “the lost generation” (Sharp, 2003: 2). The assumption
that these learners were also academically and personally impoverished by inadequate counselling
facilities and opportunities was confirmed by members of the Mangaung community and by the
Guidance Teachers’ Forum (established by teachers in the Mangaung area to address educational
and related needs observed in their daily teaching activities). The MSCP was launched in 1995, in
an attempt to prepare the youth for the leadership challenges they face and to empower Grade
12 learners with the skills and knowledge to enjoy a higher quality of life.

CONCEPTUALISATION

As a result of this partnership between the Department of Psychology, the Guidance Teachers’
Forum and the MUCPP, the conceptualisation and development of the service-learning project




was based upon the self-regulatory cybernetic principles as proposed by von Bertalanffy (1973)
and adapted for psycho-developmental interventions by Schoeman (1993: 11), as evident in the
diagram below.

Figure 13.1: Self-regulatory cybernetic cycle

Situation
analysis

Objectives

Feedback

Strategies

e The school guidance teachers in conjunction with community representatives orchestrated
a thorough community-based needs assessment in the Mangaung community.

e In order to determine appropriate goals, regular meetings between the Department of
Psychology and Guidance Teachers’ Forum were held. It was determined that, by enhancing
the counselling services offered at the schools in the community, many of the identified needs
could be addressed. A further gain in this process would be that curricula and practical
exposure of students of the Department of Psychology would be improved.

e Strategies and intervention plans were devised as a joint endeavour. Decisions were aimed at
providing learners with counselling services. Psychology students with appropriate skills were
made available to implement community interventions and to provide consultation services
to guidance teachers.

e Feedback was obtained from all stakeholders, including Grade 12 learners, students and
lecturers of the Department of Psychology, community members and guidance teachers.

Since the implementation of the project in 1995, regular feedback from all the parties involved has
been obtained, resulting in the continual revisiting of the above process and streamlining of the
project. The project has been extended to include weekly visits to 14 different schools in
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Bloemfontein and Mangaung. Focus areas include learning skills development, career
counselling, life skills training and personal counselling. As a result, learners are better equipped
to face challenges and teachers experience a marked improvement in learners’ adjustment and
behaviour.

The service component of this project has been integrated into the modules (Counselling and
Community Psychology) of the Honours and BPsych (applied) programmes. As part of their
credit-bearing activities, these Psychology students visit the schools under the supervision of an
academic coordinator at the Department of Psychology and teachers of the Guidance Teachers’
Forum.

Intended student learning objectives

As an immediate outcome of the service-learning experience, it is envisaged that Psychology
students will be equipped with the competence to plan, implement and evaluate community
counselling interventions in order to facilitate the growth and development of individuals, groups
and communities. These competences include knowledge of the principles and procedures
relating to the counselling of individuals, groups and communities, practical skills in the
application and evaluation of the above procedures and interventions, and a sensitivity regarding
preventative and developmental counselling strategies aimed at contributing to the welfare of the
broader community. Ultimately, students develop a theory-based, integrated frame of reference to
inform their practice of Community Psychology.

Intended service objectives

This module addresses the identified counselling needs in the school community, focusing
specifically on the Grade 12 learners in the Mangaung area. The project aims at supporting
community capacity building, empowering learners with skills and knowledge, and improving
standards of living while providing disadvantaged learners, in particular, with the opportunity to
enjoy a higher quality of life.

Focus areas include:

e Learning development and achievement enhancement;
e  Career counselling and career development;

e  Life skills training; and

e  Personal counselling.

PREPARATION AND IMPLEMENTATION

Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (1984; see Figure 13.2 below) provides the conceptual
framework for the preparation and implementation of this service-learning project. Kolb’s cycle
provides guidelines for the unique blending of ‘hands on’ experience and learning — with
reflection as a vital link. This cycle offers students the opportunity to achieve appropriate
knowledge, skills and attitudes, enhancing the development of a higher level of competence.




Figure 13.2: The experiential learning cycle of Kolb (1984)

Kolb’s description of the experiential learning cycle (1984)
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Zuber-Skerritt (1992) remarks that experience and constant reflection on experience are the key
to effective learning. Therefore, a methodology of constant exposure to concrete experiences
and opportunities to reflect on these experiences is used. The experiential learning cycle maps
the environment for optimal learning. Learning activities are aimed at providing opportunities
for concrete experiences, reflection, conceptualisation/ generalisation and application.

Concrete experience

Palmer (2001) argues that people are more likely to live their way into a new way of thinking
than to think their way into a new way of /living. Zlotkowski (2001) agrees with the above
statement, claiming that higher-order thinking grows out of real-life experiences. The service-
learning activities at the Department of Psychology are therefore structured in such a way as
to make the most effective use of concrete experiences. Students are initially exposed to the
community through visits from community leaders, talks by students who were previously
involved in the projects, observations of more experienced students, and videos and case
studies. To supplement these classroom activities, students are introduced to the community
through direct experiences and fieldwork. Visiting the community on a weekly basis,
students gain first-hand experience and exposure to different cultures.
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Observation and reflection

One of William James’s most widely cited quotations is, “A great many people think they are
thinking while they are merely rearranging their prejudice”. Zuber-Skerritt (2001) maintains a
similar viewpoint, namely, that all individuals create, through their everyday experiences, a
worldview or lens, which determines future behaviours and strategies. To facilitate honest and
valid reflection on experiences, various opportunities must be created for students. In the MSCP,
the importance of informal reflection is emphasised. Observations made by students during their
trips from the university to the community and back are valued; during these trips the students
regularly and excitedly discuss their immediate experiences. These informal reflections make it
clear that much learning occurs outside of the classroom. After every visit to the community,
students are also expected to complete a weekly short report (journal), in which they reflect on
their experiences and activities. The reflection reports have the additional benefit of providing
a journal with continuous inscriptions through which development and progress throughout the
year can be measured. This process provides an ongoing feedback system between the students
and the other parties involved.

Abstract conceptualisation and generalisations

The next step in the experiential learning cycle is assisting students in giving meaning to their
discoveries by relating them to other students’ discoveries and other forms of knowledge.
Weekly reflection contact sessions fulfil this purpose. From the reflection reports, general themes
to be considered in the discussion sessions (such as the need for information on HIV/AIDS) are
extracted. As the classes consist of students from various demographic backgrounds, students
tend to share culture-related explanations for their different experiences. In the process, ideas
and tips for future community interventions are brainstormed and shared.

Formal academic lectures given on a weekly basis also expose students to theory from texts and
proposed models of community interventions and psychological phenomena. These lectures
connect the theoretical content with the services rendered.

Testing of implications in situations

In this phase students get the opportunity to make a connection between their learning
experiences, theoretical grounding of these experiences and the real world (Sharp, 2003). With
the guidance provided (discussed above), students gain the confidence to use theory in practice
during the civic engagement sessions that follow.

In summary, the primary activities of this service-learning initiative involve:

e Weekly visits to schools, where students conduct individual and group counselling sessions;

e Weekly reflection reports by students on counselling sessions, with feedback from the
lecturer;




e  Weekly facilitator classes, including teamwork assignments, feedback and reflections by
students on counselling sessions and provision of general guidelines for counselling
sessions; and

e Weekly lectures, including class activities, case studies, role-playing and videos.

Feedback through assessment and reflection

It is evident in service-learning activities that change always occurs throughout the process and
not only at the end. Consequently a cyclical process, where action and reflection can be used
reciprocally, proves to be most efficient in providing opportunities for the understanding of the
process and the refining of the service-learning activities. In order to ensure a continuous spiral
of learning and feedback, a variety of reflection strategies can be used during service-learning
activities. This will provide the lens for viewing the services rendered and the changes that result
from them.

Bringle and Hatcher (1999) mention that different forms of reflection and feedback can lead to
different experiences and conclusions. They warn that reflection and assessment activities
should be aimed at gaining information to enhance new ways of thinking and not to confirm
existing stereotypes. Therefore, various reflection and feedback strategies are implemented on
an ongoing basis. This also ensures that triangulation takes place; that is, that feedback is gained
from different sources in order to confirm the assumptions made.

In following the principles of the monitoring and evaluation programme of the CHESP project,
structured opportunities for reflection and feedback in the MSCP are aimed at all three partners
in the triad: Psychology students, service agencies and community members. Quarterly triad
gatherings, pre- and post-intervention questionnaires, and pre- and post-intervention focus
groups including all the members of the triad also provide valuable information. Regular contact
with the community representative and meetings of the Guidance Teachers’ Forum provide
further opportunities for feedback from the community and respective schools. Feedback from
the Psychology students themselves is gained from formative and summative forms of
assessment such as journals, self-assessment (where students assess themselves as participants),
peer evaluation and feedback, poster presentations and a final integrated report completed by
the students.

In summary, the main opportunities for reflection and feedback include:

e  Guidance Teachers’ Forum meetings;

e Quarterly triad gatherings;

e  Pre- and post-intervention questionnaires completed by all partners;

e  Pre- and post-intervention focus groups attended by all partners;

e Formative assessment strategies (weekly reports and peer activities during facilitator
classes); and

e Summative assessment strategies (poster presentations and an integrated report).
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OUTCOMES

Benefits for the community

Fourie (2003) emphasises reciprocity in service-learning; both communities and students should
benefit from service-learning projects. In a developing country such as South Africa, regarding
the community needs as a primary component of service-learning is of even greater importance
than elsewhere.

In the MSCP an effort is made to address identified counselling needs in the school community,
focusing specifically on the learners in the Mangaung area. The project aims to support
community capacity building, empowering learners with skills and knowledge, improving
standards of living and providing especially disadvantaged learners with opportunities to enjoy
a higher quality of life.

In accordance with von Bertalanffy’s (1973) systemic view, the impact of the project can be seen
on different levels. At the individual level, learners are empowered by skills acquisition to
enhance their learning, improve their career planning and resolve personal problems. Learners
are better equipped to face challenges and teachers report a marked improvement in learners’
adjustment and behaviour. As groups are employed as the medium for growth, schools also
benefit from the project. Through better communication and co-operation between learners in
classes, as well as between learners and teachers, relationships within the school environment
are improved. At the community level, evidence of the success of the project is found in the
reported improved results of the learners, as well as in requests from the community each year
for the project’s continuation.

The impact of the project on learners is illustrated anecdotally by learners’ comments in post-
intervention feedback (reproduced here in unedited form):

The message was so important because it changed the very way I was feeling about myself.

It changed my life from a discouraged to a courageous person. It changed me from a
disorganised person to an organised person. It changed me from a playful person to a
Serious person.

It has changed my life because now I know who I am, what I really want and how to
achieve what I want!

Although the above statements do give some support for the positive impact of the project, it
is important to note that these data are probably skewed by factors like social desirability, as
well as learners’ efforts to ensure the continuation of the project. This can result in unreliable
and invalid data. It would be more valuable if the information gained from the questionnaires
and focus groups were to be validated through other forms of observation.




Benefits for the higher education institution
Benefits for the Department of Psychology

Benefits for the Department of Psychology are twofold in nature:

e Training and practical exposure of postgraduate Psychology students are enhanced and
extended; and

e  Elaboration and development of relevant curricula are ensured.

Since the implementation of the new dispensation in South Africa, the need for greater
collaboration between the academic sphere and the community has become clear. ‘Covering the
content in the curriculum’ cannot be seen as a higher priority than applying and reflecting on
the knowledge gained. Contrary to an old belief among lecturers that students’ time could better
be spent in the library, today we understand that bringing communities into classrooms extends
the boundaries of learning. This notion grows from an understanding of the collective
construction of knowledge.

For Zlotkowski (2001), service-learning is experienced as a vehicle for curriculum reform; it
challenges the lecturers’ authority and often stretches academics outside their comfort zones as
it decentres the instructor. Knowledge is acquired in and outside the classroom, directly
impacting on the discipline’s knowledge base. Although this service-learning project suggests
that students demonstrate an increased capacity to challenge existing knowledge, it would be
interesting (and necessary) to investigate the ripple effect that service-learning activities have on
the discipline, on teaching methodologies and on the development of curricula.

Further impacts that the project has had on the department/ faculty include:

e  Creating an awareness of the importance of service-learning; and

e Changing attitudes in such a way that the benefits of the service programmes are
recognised.

Additional evidence that the Department of Psychology recognises the importance of service-
learning is found in the fact that a service-learning coordinator was appointed in the
department. Furthermore, when the workload of the staff members in the department was
calculated, the service-learning modules were accorded more credit.

Benefits for the students

By integrating community development with academic modules, three outcomes are envisaged

for the students involved:

e The students’ learning experience is enhanced while new processes of learning and
assessment are employed.

e  Social responsibility and cultural awareness are developed and promoted.

e Community exposure results in changing attitudes and better understanding of cultural
diversity.
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Service-learning facilitates a process where learning is extended beyond the realm of the
classroom. Through processes of active experimentation and reflective interaction, students’
social responsibility and awareness are developed and their understanding of one another
promoted. This was clear from the feedback received from the CHESP questionnaires completed
by the students involved (reproduced here unedited):

Combining the lecture room with the real world gives a greater understanding of the work
and helps me to understand the material/ knowledge learned in the class.

We enjoyed our time at Sehunelo a lot. We learned a lot about other cultures, about
intervening in a preventative way and also we learned more about ourselves.

We walk away from this experience liberated and having learned so much. We are so
grateful for this opportunity. The learners have crawled deep into our hearts.

The main benefit of the module for me personally is the fact that some of the information
I gathered for the learners was useful for me too! The module also gave me the opportunity
to evaluate my skills...Now I am more aware of my strengths and weaknesses.

Benefits for the service agencies

Teachers are under extreme pressure, always struggling to find the time to address student
needs outside the academic realm. Guidance teachers benefit from the service-learning module,
as the Psychology students assist them during counselling periods. Problems identified by
guidance teachers in their respective schools are addressed in co-operation with the Psychology
students. Teachers’ workloads are relieved as service-learning students assist in addressing some
of the school’s psychological needs. Furthermore, teachers are better equipped with the skills
needed to address the problems experienced by learners. In the process, teachers also receive
support and information about coping with their own stressors and pressures. These points are
illustrated by the kinds of comments teachers make in the post-intervention surveys (unedited):

It reinforces what we teach. Also gives overall support.
The window of opportunities opened at our school.

The presence of the Psychology students has been invaluable. They couldn’t have come at
a better time. They went out of their way to empower our learners in various ways.

Additional evidence that the project is proving valuable to the community is found in the fact
that new schools approach the Department of Psychology on a regular basis, requesting to be
included in the project.

An ethical dilemma hidden in the positive picture sketched here concerns the extent to which
service-learning preserves the status quo. Schools are keen to participate in the service-learning
activities due to the shortfall in service provision by the state. We must guard against ‘colluding’




with the system by providing services and filling gaps, which would simply allow the status quo
to prevail; a result is that underserved communities remain underserved. In this regard, the
guidelines of Lewis et al. (1998) can be of value. They urge community practitioners not only
to focus their activities on direct services to the community, but also to include indirect services
like advocacy — drawing the attention of the ‘powers that be’ to the need for change in the
system at a higher and more influential level.

PARTNERSHIPS

The UFS acknowledges its responsibility to increase participation in the community through
greater responsiveness and the formation of community partnerships. Evidence of these
partnerships is seen in the working relationship between the UFS, the MUCPP and CHESP, in
which the UFS has been involved for a number of years. The triad partnership model proposed
by CHESP is used as a vehicle for engagement. The triad model proposes an active partnership
between the academic partner (in this case, the Department of Psychology, UFS), community
representatives (e.g. the youth representative at MUCPP) and service agencies (e.g. the
Department of Education).

In keeping with the belief: “Nothing for the people without the people”, all service-learning
activities are undertaken collaboratively — based on shared decision-making, community
involvement and participation — and most responsibilities are shared. It is proposed that the initial
conceptualisation of projects should be done in partnership, as it is believed that interventions will
be more beneficial if the unique perspectives of every partner are taken into account and “insiders
and outsiders” become shareholders (Fear et al., 2001: 28). The joint construction and mutual
determination of goals and objectives lead to the development of shared norms, while still
ensuring the advantage of diversity. So-called ‘connected conversations’ among academic,
community and service partners are held on a regular basis to discuss important issues of the
project implementation. Regular feedback on the effectiveness of interventions and activities is
gained. The shared appraisal of outcomes is a form of quality assurance, providing the opportunity
to discuss serious questions and gain honest feedback.

Further benefits of the partnership triad result from each partner — having a different perspective
— providing the system with unique information that improves the quality of interventions. Shared
responsibilities also make the project much more viable; the workload is shared and support is
reciprocally given.

The academic partner has a comprehensive role to play with regard to training, and to equipping
Psychology students with the skills to make the necessary community interventions. The academic
partner is further responsible for preparing students, monitoring the student activities and
integrating these activities with the university curriculum. This entails the responsibility of
informing and preparing Psychology students for their meetings with the community. This is
accomplished by formal lectures in which theoretical background in Community Psychology is
offered, in facilitator classes where Psychology students are equipped with practical guidelines
for community interventions, and during individual consultations. Furthermore, both community
representatives and service agencies are involved in student preparation during contact sessions.
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The community representative plays a crucial role in ensuring relevance and making the
community voice heard through regular contact with the school and teachers. In this project,
this contact is enhanced by the fact that the community representative is responsible for the
transportation of the Psychology students to the different schools. This facilitates regular contact
with the Psychology students, as well as with the schools.

The service agency in this project ensures the sustainability of the project and coordinates
monthly teachers’ meetings. The service partner has the further responsibility of providing the
physical resources in the form of classrooms and specific, scheduled counselling periods. The
service agency’s responsibilities also include guiding Psychology students during their first visits
to the school. The community representative and service agency jointly prepare the respective
schools for the implementation of the project and manage the logistics involved.

HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY AND PRACTICE

Higher education institutions in South Africa face the challenge of diverse roles based on their
three core functions of teaching and learning, research and community service. Fourie (2003)
mentions that, in the previous political dispensation, higher education institutions seldom
succeeded in finding a balance where community development and service-learning were duly
acknowledged as an integral part of the institutions’ responsibilities. Currently, national policy
documents such as the National Commission on Higher Education report, Framework for
Transformation (1996), and Education White Paper 3 on the transformation of higher education
(Department of Education, 1997) emphasise the importance of partnership, participation,
responsiveness and co-operation as the pillars of transformation in the modern South African
higher education system. Consequently, the UFS regards the integration of community needs
with academic learning, teaching and research as one of its greatest challenges (Jaftha, 2004). A
central topic of discussion at the UFS has been the changing role of higher education with
regard to social responsibility and transformation.

The result of this more open politico-educational system is a realisation that knowledge
production occurs in dynamic interaction with community interests. A paradigm shift has
occurred: training, research and community development, which did not appear at first glance
to be compatible, are integrated through service-learning, which cuts across the three domains.
As a result of this paradigm shift, in August 2002 the UFS developed a policy document on
service-learning, which portrayed the university’s commitment to participation, development
and partnership. This policy has since guided action plans towards implementation of service-
learning modules, and has been reviewed over time on the basis of valuable lessons learnt from
implementation. In 2006 the UFS Senate approved the institution’s second (and second-
generation) Community Service Policy.

ETHICS

Fourth-year students (all of whom have been selected for further studies in Psychology — either
in the BPsych or Honours programme) participate in this project. BPsych students complete
service-learning activities as part of their required 720 hours of practical work (prescribed by




the Health Professions Council for registration). For Honours students, the project is voluntary;
students thus have the option of choosing a different module if they are not comfortable with
the methodology and activities of the service-learning module.

Psychology students involved in psychological counselling are made fully aware of ethical
practices prescribed by the Professional Board for Psychology. By means of a contract that every
student has to sign, Psychology students are also sensitised regarding their responsibility
towards the community.

Although a concerted effort is made to prepare students for possible risks during service-
learning activities, the issue of liability and risk management is a serious ethical and practical
concern requiring further consideration.

SUPPORT AND CAPACITY BUILDING

Service-learning implies a border crossing beyond the realm of prior experience for academics
(Fear et al., 2001). It is thus of the utmost importance that energy be invested in the support of
students, but also in the support of academics. Furthermore, support within the discipline itself
is vital in order for service-learning activities to be integrated to a satisfactory extent.

At the UFS, the activities of the Directorate: Community Service play a crucial role in providing
the necessary support, training and development for the partners involved. The development of
other structures, such as the Faculty Committee for Community Service and the task teams, also
indicates the existence of support for service-learning. Capacity building workshops and
conferences, and national and international exposure are particularly helpful, providing guidelines
on service-learning and welcome networking opportunities. Furthermore, conversing and
interacting with like-minded colleagues has proved to be a valuable form of support.

CONCLUSION

Although it is clear from the previous sections that service-learning in the form of the MSCP has
had a valuable impact on the community, it is equally true that certain issues, as highlighted below,
warrant further consideration:

Paradigm shift

Most people find it hard to change; they tend to cling to existing securities and preconceptions
rather than wishing to venture into the unknown. Just as some people find it difficult to accept the
changed political dispensation, others find it difficult to accept the new educational dispensation.
Universities have been viewed as having a monopoly on knowledge. Service-learning challenges
this assumption, resulting in discomfort for academics. Too many lecturers still regard the academic
as ‘the expert’ and believe that bringing communities into classrooms blurs the boundaries of the
‘sanctity of the classroom’. Some lecturers remain of the opinion that service-learning waters down
the curriculum and weakens educational quality. The question is still asked by some: “If excellence
in research breeds prestige, why invest in communities?”
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Still, some experts are of the opinion that an educational paradigm shift must be made. If the
educational system wishes to do justice to the unique South African multicultural situation, a
paradigm shift is imperative. In this regard, Heron and Reason (1997) argue that people need
to change their positivist worldview — that higher education has all the knowledge and
communities have all the problems — to a more participatory worldview, where all people are
viewed in context. It is important to acknowledge, however, that this is exceptionally difficult. There
is thus a need for service-learning practitioners to promote the scholarly nature of service-learning
in order to participate in this academic debate and challenge existing notions.

Mission statement and policy guidelines

Lazarus (2001 rightly mentions that if service-learning programmes are not acknowledged in the
mission statements and policy guidelines of university structures, they will always remain on the
margins where a few innovative and altruistic academics and students function. Service-learning must
be among the institution’s priorities in order to shift reward systems, providing incentives for more
academics to participate. Service-learning has become a priority in the policy of the UFS (UFS, 2002;
2006), which ensures and justifies long-term involvement. Several burning issues (Erasmus, 2004) in
the practical implementation of this policy (such as risk management action plans and performance
appraisal criteria) have been more adequately addressed in the updated policy, but merit ongoing
attention.

Reciprocal exchange of knowledge and information

Fourie (2003) regards valuing indigenous knowledge and the epistemologies of local communities
as a prerequisite for successful service-learning projects. The current author experienced that
constant communication among partners ensures that the voice of the community is heard in
academic activities and vice versa. The fundamental feature of academic culture, namely discourse,
must be embraced and extended to include the knowledge base, namely, the epistemology of all
the partners involved.

The importance of reflection and feedback

Continual feedback from all partners involved is crucial. For positive daily functioning of the project,
as well as for attaining the project outcomes, frequent reflection and feedback are essential. Ongoing
measures to assess the project efficacy and to plan further interventions are valuable for the academic
staff, students and community members. Discussions concerning power dynamics, roles and
responsibilities of the partners involved are also crucial in order to avoid uncertainties and
misconceptions. It is of the utmost importance that community partners be active participants in what
is largely (and wrongly) considered an academic exercise. Regular revisiting of reflection and
feedback techniques is vital to ensure that all partners are challenged to honest and critical reflection.

Inter-sectoral co-operation

During service-learning activities the need for inter-sectoral co-operation has become evident. The
learners, for example, enjoyed the visits of representatives from other university departments
during career days; and needs were identified that could be better addressed by other




departments of the university. A valuable outcome of service-learning involvement is the
establishment of visible collaborative efforts between different departments and faculties. Inter-
sectoral co-operation could be extended to co-operation with other higher education
institutions, providing opportunities for exchanging new ideas and networking beyond a single
institution.

Improved student relations

Feedback has demonstrated that service-learning activities provide an excellent opportunity for
students of different language and cultural groups to work together. The project enhances the
communication between Psychology students, prompting them to work together while
disregarding cultural and language barriers.

Compulsory service-learning

A question frequently raised during the planning of service-learning activities concerns whether
service-learning modules should be optional or compulsory for students. There is merit in the
suggestion that students should be involved on a voluntary basis and that the activities of
service-learning should be seen in the light of the so-called ‘challenge by choice’. A different
viewpoint in this regard is that service-learning should be a compulsory, credit-bearing activity
for all students. As one of the students in the MSCP mentioned (unedited): “Therefore I think it

”»

should not be an opportunity or a choice, it should be a policy...”. This might ensure that all
students in higher education get the opportunity to gain the civic responsibility and citizenship
skills that are needed in South Africa today. It goes without saying that the choice students have

in doing service-learning will have an impact on their experience as well as on their learning.

Practical issues: Time and resources

Service-learning modules are definitely more time-consuming than modules without community
service elements. Given the work pressures experienced by both academics and students, time
is a precious commodity and must be spent effectively. Preparation and supervision of students
are time-consuming activities and can become a burden. When academics feel that these inputs
are not duly recognised in performance evaluations, frustration results. A further practical issue
that complicates service-learning activities is the constant need for funding due to a variety of
expenses such as transport. Although in the course of some years the UFS has allocated money
for the management of service-learning projects, sustainable funding remains a challenge
(Erasmus, 2004). Institutional systems addressing these needs must be in place to assist
academics involved in service-learning.

Research opportunities

Fourie (2003) is of the opinion that academics have traditionally followed a positivist approach
to research, discouraging community participation. Fear et al. (2002) propose an engagement
model based on a participative worldview. Similarly, Prof. Frederick Fourie, the UFS rector and
vice chancellor, in his inaugural speech (February 2003) stated that the “ivory tower mentality”
of universities should be dispensed with and that higher education institutions need to move
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beyond their current boundaries. This author agrees that integrating the knowledge systems of
communities with the academic sphere can yield valuable results, and a wealth of research
opportunities. Furthermore, the use of a participative paradigm when doing research ensures
the incorporation of community viewpoints, making the results more accessible and valuable
for everyone involved.

South Africa is a country with untapped potential. There is no better way to develop such
potential than through the nation’s education system. Service-learning is uniquely positioned to
develop these opportunities. This author agrees with Wessels (2004), that integrating community
service and service-learning opens our minds to new possibilities and new developments. When
a partnership model (as proposed in this case study) is followed, service-learning leads to a
broadening of knowledge within the academic sphere, while providing socially useful
information and expertise for the building of a better South Africa — together.
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CASE STUDY 14
SERVICE-LEARNING IN PSYCHOLOGY

KERRY FRIZELLE

About Ms Kerry Frizelle...
Lecturer in the School of Psychology at the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN).

Kerry is responsible for training professional Master’s students in HIV/AIDS competency, is the
coordinator of the Postgraduate Diploma in Psychological Counselling and now offers her
service-learning module to Honours Psychology students. Kerry is a registered counselling
psychologist with research interests in HIV/AIDS, female sexuality and other gender related
issues.
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AT A GLANCE...

Module convenor: Kerry Frizelle

University: University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN)

Discipline: Psychology

Module title: HIV/AIDS and Service-Learning: Transforming Theory into Practice
Level of students: Third-year (Psychology majors)

Number of students: On average 20 — 30

Number of credits: 32

Community location of service-learning:
e (Cato Manor

Service agency:
e Local high school

SUMMARY

The service-learning module on which this case study is based is offered to third-year students
majoring in Psychology at UKZN. On average, the class consists of 20 — 30 students.

The partners in this service-learning module are:

e The higher education institution — in the form of UKZN (Howard College campus); more
specifically, though, the academic staff member responsible for the implementation of the
module and the students who register for the module represent the higher education
institution;

e The service agency — in the form of a local high school situated in Cato Manor and in close
proximity to the university; and

e The community — in the form of a group of local learners who attend this high school.

The students are given the opportunity to develop and implement an HIV/AIDS and sexuality
intervention with young learners at a local high school, with the aim of enabling these youth to
make more health-promoting decisions. Evaluation of the programme has indicated that the
service-learning provides a valuable learning experience, where both university students and
school learners begin to think critically about their location within the HIV/AIDS pandemic.
School learners’ knowledge base is extended, and through debate and dialogue they come to
understand better the factors that influence sexual behaviour. University students have the
opportunity to translate theory into practice and to begin to think critically about their
assumptions about themselves, others and the HIV/AIDS context. The school is provided with
an extramural activity that creates a safe and appropriate space for learners and students to
discuss questions around a topic that most teachers feel ill-equipped to deal with.




Lessons learnt

In the course of developing and implementing this module, three central lessons have been learnt

about service-learning:

e Service-learning partnerships are most effective if they are formed in response to real
community needs and available resources rather than being ‘arranged marriages’.

e The development of service-learning modules is an ongoing process that requires constant
critical reflection on the part of all involved.

e Service-learning can be a powerful site for critical pedagogy, enabling participating
students to engage in a critical social analysis of the HIV/AIDS context.

INITIATION

In the context of an emerging democracy, higher education institutions in South Africa have
been faced with a series of challenges. McMillan (2002: 58) describes the system of higher
education in the late 1990s as fragmented, with its many parts carrying out “their teaching and
learning practices in insular and tightly-bound disciplinary ways”, which did little to contribute
towards addressing many of the pressing needs of South African communities. In the years
following the official dismantling of apartheid legislature and policies, South African higher
education institutions recognised the need to contribute towards the reconstruction and
development of South African society. The strategic plan of the University of Natal (now
UKZN) envisaged integrating development activities into the university’s curricula so that
students would gain skills needed to contribute towards the reconstruction of their society.

It was within this context that the university was asked to become involved in the CHESP
project. The role of CHESP was to provide appropriate intellectual and practical spaces within
which communities, higher education and the service sector could interface to generate new
forms of knowledge for social development (CHESP, 2000). As a result service-learning was
introduced as a pedagogical methodology that “integrates experiential knowledge with related
readings, lectures, classroom discussion and structured reflection in order to engage students
as active rather than passive learners” (Martin, 2003: 416). Most importantly, service-learning
aims to provide students with a new learning opportunity that will ultimately meet real,
identified community needs in a meaningful way.

A report by the Medical Research Council (Dorrington et al., 2001) provided comprehensive
data on adult mortality rates and suggested that it was reasonable to interpret the rise in the
mortality of young and middle-aged adults in South Africa since the late 1980s as being largely
the consequence of HIV/AIDS. Recognising the threat of HIV/AIDS to society, the CHESP
coordinators requested the School of Psychology to develop a service-learning module that
would focus on the pandemic.
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Service-learning is a unique pedagogical methodology, which requires various types of support
for its successful implementation. Inclusion into curricula should depend on academic and
financial support.

I can share the following advice about initiating the inclusion of service-learning in a module:

e Most importantly, the commitment of a dedicated module convenor with interests in both
situational/ experiential learning and community outreach is necessary. Teaching a service-
learning module requires more time and presents more administrative responsibilities than
a conventional university module.

e There are a number of hidden costs involved in the implementation of such a module
(stationery, transport costs, tutor support) and these should be considered before initiating
service-learning.

e The human resources required for the successful implementation of the module ultimately
place constraints on the number of students that can register for the module. Over 30 students
were registered for the pilot module; subsequently, it has been necessary to cap the number
of students to ensure adequate support and supervision for participating students.

e It also became apparent that not all students registered for the module were necessarily
appropriate candidates. Believing that a service-learning module would be an easier alternative
to other modules, students ‘blindly’ registered for service-learning, not fully understanding the
academic and emotional demands of the module. We now inform students in more detail about
the practical demands of the module and assure them that it is as theoretically demanding as
other modules.

CONCEPTUALISATION

Partnership development

In an attempt to actualise the service-learning model, CHESP developed partnerships among
communities, service agencies and higher education, working together to conceptualise and
implement a service-learning module.

A word of caution is offered in this regard, though; although such partnerships are ideal, they
should not be ‘arranged marriages’. Developing partnerships within South Africa, which has a
unique political and social past, is not an easy task. In the implementation of the pilot module we
became increasingly aware of the ‘political dynamics’ that characterised our partnership. The idea
of community participation in political and social processes was relatively new at the time of
implementing the pilot project and, as Kelly and van der Riet (2001: 166) warn, within a context
like South Africa a continued degree of suspicion and mistrust was to be expected. In the case of
our pilot this militated against “the development of shared understandings and co-operative action”.
This suspicion and mistrust played out in subtle yet powerful ways within the partnership. For
example, our community partner’s relationship with the community in which she worked was




seriously compromised by her participation in the project. Members of her community were
suspicious of the role she played in the project and this had serious implications for where our
students were able to work (Frizelle & Sliep, 2002). Mitchell and Rautenbach (2005) highlight a
number of important lessons learnt about partnerships during the implementation of their pilot
service-learning module. For example, they point out the limitations of having a particular
geographical community allocated to them, which created difficulties due to the distance of the
community from the campus. In addition, limited understandings of the dynamics of this particular
community itself led to unmet expectations and disappointments.

Over the last few years a more sustainable and compatible partnership has been developed with a
local high school, where all our students implement their service-learning projects. In 2002 the
School of Psychology developed a programme called Fast Forward, and invited learners from a
local high school to participate. The programme aims to introduce learners to the university, while
developing a sense of future in the learners who participate. The programme involves a number
of activities, such as interactive dance and music, career workshops and outdoor adventure.
Incorporated into this programme is an HIV/AIDS and sexuality workshop, which ensures that all
the learners have covered and understood the basic facts. During the first implementation of Fast
Forward a number of the programme’s facilitators indicated that the learners had responded
positively, but required follow-up to this particular component of the programme. It was decided
that this offered an ideal service-learning opportunity. We received a positive response when we
approached the learners and asked whether they required follow-up. The school was approached
and offered our services. Mitchell and Rautenbach (2005) report that there is often a mismatch
between academic skills on offer by the university and the needs within a community, especially
when a particular community has been allocated to an academic institution. In our experience it
has been far more worthwhile to work with a community that clearly needs the skills and capacity
that we can offer.

Learners were invited to attend a series of workshops. In this way an already established
partnership with the school and its learners was extended and has become a workable alternative
to the initial partnership initiated on our behalf. In the past we had offered the students a variety
of programmes; however, this became a logistical nightmare and extremely stressful for the module
convenor. Placing students at a single site has proved a much more manageable alternative. The
school (the service agency) has been extremely supportive of our follow-up programme entitled
Let’s Talk, run by students (the university) registered for the service-learning module. Almost 100%
of the learners (the community) who attend the Fast Forward programme go on to attend the Let’s
Talk programme voluntarily.

Module development

The service-learning module was developed around a pre-identified developmental issue,
HIV/AIDS. While service-learning encourages equal participation of the different partners in the
conceptualisation of the module, the term equal requires careful consideration. Swartz and Gibson
(2001) comment on the way in which our concern with democracy has led us to be reluctant to
acknowledge differences where they do exist — differences in both outlook and competence.
However, it is essential that these differences are acknowledged, especially when working
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within the context of HIV/AIDS. Equality does not preclude difference. When working with a
sensitive and value-laden topic like HIV/AIDS (we are, after all, trying to change specific
behaviour) it is not possible to expect the learners (the community) to immediately know what
they need to know, and it therefore becomes problematic to expect them to contribute to the
conceptualisation of the programme in advance. While it certainly is important to recognise
community knowledge and skills it is problematic for the higher education participants to deny
the different knowledge and skills they bring with them. As Tomlinson and Swartz (2002: 100)
warn, obscuring professional power can lead to enslavement rather than emancipation, making
it difficult for the community “to voice their neediness given that they have been constructed as
experts regarding issues in their own communities”.

Acknowledging that, within the context of HIV/AIDS, interventions are anything but neutral and
value-free, creative ways of enabling more appropriate participation from the learners have been
developed. While the university students prepare themes for each workshop, the learners are
provided with a topic box via which they can anonymously raise issues that they would like
discussed in future workshops, and in this way learners contribute towards the content of the
workshops. The same issue can be raised when considering the participation of the university
students in the conceptualisation of the programme. The HIV/AIDS context has produced a wealth
of literature that is critical of interventions aimed at changing risky youth behaviour. It is essential
that this knowledge informs the development of the interventions and that students are not simply
left to their own devices. It is here that the importance of theory informing practice becomes
apparent. The students learn that interventions need to be informed by current research, literature
and the learners’ responses during the workshops.

Until recently the students were given a pre-developed programme. While I firmly believe that
theory and current research on HIV/AIDS interventions should inform the content of the
programme and that students should not simply resort to fact giving and didactic teaching forms,
I have become convinced that T need to give the students more freedom and opportunity to
contribute to the development of each of the workshops. My reluctance to do this in the past
highlights my own anxieties and concerns as a module convenor who often feels immense
pressure to protect the communities in which I work. I have become aware that this is based on
problematic notions of vulnerable communities that need my protection, rather than
acknowledging the resilience and knowledge that the community brings to the experience.
Further, T have become convinced that ‘mistakes’ on the part of students create spaces for debate
and negotiation where more equal opportunities for learning are created. King (2004: 124)
confirms that it is necessary to create opportunities to counter the “tendency of privileged students
to consider themselves the ‘providers’ of service for those ‘less fortunate’ than themselves; they
must be made aware of how they, too, benefit from the service experience”.

While T continue to believe that the students need guided assistance (from both myself and current
research and literature) in developing the workshops, I also believe that in allowing the students
more leeway to develop the content of the workshops in partnership with the learners, both
parties benefit from and add to the learning experience. Spaces for contestation and debate are
normalised, creating a space for dialogue and understanding rather than simply imposing a ‘safe’




intervention. Students are guided in the development of workshop themes, and then given the
opportunity to decide on the form and specifics of these workshops in consultation with the
learners. As King (2004: 124) points out, these joint decision-making experiences provide students
with unique opportunities for “a critical re-examination of either existing social systems or of their
own pre-conceived opinions and assumptions”.

This highlights the importance of structured opportunities for reflection, where students are
encouraged to make links between their practice (their engagement with the learners) and theory,
allowing for adjustments to the programme. As Tomlinson and Swartz (2002) suggest, rather than
denying their status, professionals should acknowledge and own their skills, but this should not
imply that they should assume that they know better. This acknowledgement creates far more
productive opportunities for the community to interrogate and criticise the role of the professional,
allowing for the more appropriate development of the intervention. Another warning: this process
of negotiation is not always an easy one with simple solutions; and often the development of
partnerships and interventions happens over a couple of years, rather than within the lifespan of
one programme.

Intended outcomes

The Let’s Talk programme was designed with the intention of creating spaces in which the learners
could begin to understand and negotiate their location within the context of HIV/AIDS (Frizelle,
2005). Current literature on HIV/AIDS has made it increasingly clear that we cannot anticipate
major behaviour change (we have subsequently heard of an unplanned pregnancy in the case of
one of the learners who attended the workshops). We do, however, hope that through the
workshops the learners are better able to negotiate their way through the complex sets of
relationships and social organisation that characterise their lives, thus placing them in a better
position to make health-enabling decisions. Many school teachers express discomfort and lack of
skills to address issues around sexuality that go beyond basic biology, and the intention is, via this
service-learning module, to provide a needed service for the teachers.

The assumption is that through their engagement in the programme the university students will
themselves begin to think critically about their own location within the HIV/AIDS pandemic and
be in a better position to deal with some of the professional demands the pandemic will impose
on them once they are qualified. Another central aim of the module is to deconstruct the ways in
which HIV/AIDS in Africa is understood and explained, enabling a much more critical and
reflexive response to the pandemic. In addition, students are encouraged to think critically about
the notion of ‘help’ and the fact that this can never be a neutral act in response to community
need. Students’ critical engagement with relevant theory and literature will, it is hoped, inform the
design of more carefully considered and appropriate interventions in the long run.

PREPARATION

Community and service agency preparation

The high school’s participation in the Fast Forward programme, implemented during the July
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school vacation for the past few years, has ensured that both the school and its learners are
adequately prepared for their participation in the Let’s Talk programme, which happens in
October of the same year. The school’s administrative staff and teachers have become familiar
with our presence at the school, and dedicated staft members are available each year to help with
the organisation and logistics of implementing the programme at the school. The learners have had
the opportunity of working with university students during the Fast Forward programme and are
therefore well prepared for the small group work that characterises the Let's Talk programme. In
addition, during Fast Forward the learners have already been introduced to the topic of sexuality
and HIV/AIDS. Formal invitations are sent out to the learners, explaining the objectives of the
workshops and asking them to motivate why they would like to participate. These responses are
passed onto the university students, who use them to become more familiar with the learners’
expectations and desired outcomes.

University student preparation

Over the years it has become apparent that the university students require the most preparation for
the service-learning experience. Most students arrive with a set of pre-existing ‘knowledges’ about
HIV/AIDS within South Africa and about youth who come from backgrounds and contexts different
from their own. Having been exposed to HIV/AIDS interventions themselves, many of these
students cannot think beyond these limited and often problematic experiences. These knowledges
have to be deconstructed before the students are able to prepare for the implementation of their
programme. In sum, the process of critical reflection has to begin from the start of the module, not
just during the implementation of the programme. King (2004) proposes that service-learning can
become a site for critical pedagogy. He is critical of contemporary educational practice that is
dedicated towards “specifying and assessing the knowledge expected to be transmitted from
teacher to student”. He proposes that in such educational contexts existing social arrangements
remain intact, hegemonic assumptions about the way the world is become naturalised, and students
simply learn “to accommodate themselves to existing conditions”. King argues (2004: 133) that, by
contrast, critical pedagogy aims to destabilise these assumptions about the world and open up a
space for “social critique and transformation by exposing the contingent and power-laden processes
through which knowledge claims and social relations are generated”.

The first six weeks of the module are dedicated to facilitating a process of critical reflection in line
with King’s definition (2004). Students are expected to engage with theory and literature that
provide a critique of the way in which the HIV/AIDS pandemic is explained in Africa, of behaviour
change interventions and of common-sense assumptions about youth, sexuality, help and
communities. In addition, the students are encouraged to think about their own location within the
pandemic and how the disease has impacted on their communities. It is not possible for the
students to begin conceptualising a programme without this critical theoretical grounding. In
addition, students visit a local heritage museum, which provides a historical narrative of the
community in which the students will work — adding to their understanding of the political factors
that impact on individual lives.

The lectures are structured to familiarise the students with the process of group work. Student
feedback, however, has highlighted the importance of training the students in facilitation skills,




which they argue will further enhance their ability to create a space for dialogue and debate with
the learners. Again, this highlights the cyclical nature of the development of any service-learning
programme. Through module evaluation students provide useful insights into how the module can
be adapted; and in this way the students’ reflections contribute to the long-term development of
the module.

Before module implementation, past students are invited to talk with the students. The past students
are uniquely able to prepare the current students, given that experience has shown that the current
students are more likely to be honest and open about their fears and apprehension with a peer
than with their lecturer (the lecturer—student relationship being imbued with power imbalances, no
matter how much one tries to avoid this). This technique is in line with the call by Estes (2004) for
the establishment of more student-centred (rather than teacher-centred) facilitation techniques in
experiential education. The past students become mentors and are available for the duration of the
intervention to provide support and encouragement.

IMPLEMENTATION

The involvement of each partner in the implementation phase

The Let’'s Talk programme is implemented over a period of six weeks, consisting of six two-hour
workshops with the learners at their school. During my discussion with a school staff member it
was decided that running the programme after school would be the most practical alternative to
trying to find space within an already overstretched timetable. Mitchell and Rautenbach (2005: 12)
refer to a school that turned down a service-learning module, explaining that they were already
“under-resourced and over-stretched and as such had no capacity to absorb the University’s
interventions”. It is essential that the implementation of a programme adds value rather than placing
an added burden on the community.

By running the programme after school we also felt that we would be locating the programme in
a less formal space, which would facilitate more comfortable and open discussion around the topic.
This also informed the decision not to have teachers involved in the actual workshops. The
programme run at the school is informed by literature on the use of peer educators as a method
for sexual health promotion among young people. Well informed peers of the same age and from
the same community or school are trained to talk among themselves in an unstructured way about
sexual behaviour and HIV/AIDS. Although this is a method that holds great potential, Campbell
(2003) warns that the implementation of such programmes is extremely complex. Peer educators
are encouraged to take responsibility for the content and activities of the programme, with the non-
directive support of a guidance counsellor. Campbell’s research (2003: 134), however, showed that
this was rarely the case, with learners falling “under the strict supervision and authority of the
guidance teacher and school principal”; for example, teachers were insistent that the educators
emphasise the importance of abstinence, despite high levels of sexual activity among school
learners. It was therefore decided that not involving teachers in the workshops was an
appropriate and well supported decision.

In addition, Campbell (2003) points out that, despite changing educational approaches in South
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Africa, many youths are still largely exposed (and accustomed) to didactic teaching methods,
which undermine autonomy or critical thinking. While youths may be trained in the use of
participatory methods, Campbell (2003) cautions that they often do not have enough previous
experience with the approach and therefore tend to make use of the more familiar didactic
methods. In addition, Campbell (2003) found that the youth had not been given enough time
to develop critical thinking skills and were therefore unable to initiate and facilitate critical
discussion among their peers. By contrast, third-year university students are more likely to be
familiar with critical thinking and participatory approaches to education, enabling them to
facilitate more relevant and necessary discussion with the youths. This further supports the
decision not to leave the content of the workshops entirely up to the learners themselves and
the need for more creative means of participation, as discussed above.

Reflection process

King highlights the importance of opportunities for critical reflection if service-learning is to
become a site for critical pedagogy. He argues that

when service-learning affords students opportunities to cross social, economic, and cultural
borders, and to form caring relationships across those borders, students are provided access
to the cognitive and affective resources through which critical reflection becomes possible.
(2004: 135)

Structured reflection sessions are facilitated throughout the implementation of the programme.
Students are given the opportunity during class to journal their experiences and to reflect on the
process. After this the students engage in a group discussion, sharing and debating their thoughts.
It is through this process that students are able to recognise the contradiction between theory and
practice and to appreciate that knowledge is socially constructed rather than an immutable truth.
Students also become aware of the contradictions and similarities between their and the learners’
backgrounds and lifestyles, enabling a process of defamiliarisation that allows for a unique learning
experience. King (2004: 134) found that through such destabilisation, “students came to confront
the limits of their own perspectives and acknowledge the need to ‘critically examine the historically
and socially constructed forms by which they live™.

King (2004) highlights that it is the relationship formed between the community members and
students that enables this process of critical reflection.

Assessment

Multiple forms of assessment are structured into the module at various stages. Students’ knowledge
of HIV/AIDS is assessed prior to the implementation phase. Prior to programme implementation
students write two critical papers, in which their understanding of the theory is assessed. A mini-
conference is held at the end of the programme and students present a paper on their experiences
and are assessed on the process of reflection rather than on outcomes. Students write an
examination at the end of the semester; however, this examination does not count for as much as
in the case of standard modules because the focus of assessment in this service-learning module is




on the students’ service experience. It has been decided recently that in future students registered
for this module will be required to produce a learning portfolio rather than writing an examination.
This decision was based on feedback from the external examiner and was made in consultation
with the head of the School of Psychology. It was suggested that a learning portfolio aims to assess
the integration of learning, whereas the traditional examination tends to compartmentalise
knowledge in an artificial way.

OUTCOMES

Benefits for the community

In an attempt to ascertain what benefits the programme offered the learners, 10 learners were
selected to keep diaries for the duration of the programme. In addition, a focus group was run with
the learners after the programme’s conclusion.

The responses during the focus group suggest that the learners’ basic understanding and
information about safer sex and HIV/AIDS had improved due to their interaction in the workshops.
While providing facts and information was not the aim of the programme, correcting
misunderstandings and adding new useful information during the discussion groups were
important aspects of the facilitators’ role. We do, however, have to consider the possibility that some
of the students themselves felt more comfortable with fact giving and thus focused on this more
readily. The feedback from learners also provided evidence that the discussions had gone beyond
the limited sets of facts that learners are often presented with in HIV/AIDS interventions. For
example, learners reported that they had learnt that masturbation was an alternative to penetrative
sex and in this way their understanding of abstinence was reconstructed. In addition to basic facts
and information, the students also indicated that their understanding of relationships had shifted
significantly. The learners referred to the need for communication with their partners and
recognised that trust should not be a factor that undermines safer sex. It was clear that the students
had discussed peer pressure and tactics used to coerce each other into having sex.

The diaries provided interesting insights into the experiences of the learners during the programme.
One female learner gave an account of visiting an ex-boyfriend and described in detail how their
reunion turned sexual and how she successfully used the communication skills she had learnt
through a role-play scenario during a workshop to negotiate her way out of this risky situation.
While we could not claim that she would be able to do this every time, she was better enabled to
protect herself in this particular situation. The diaries also provided evidence of debate and dialogue
during the sessions; one learner reported on a discussion about young girls getting involved with
older men for luxuries. Her account of the discussion suggested that there was some debate around
the issue, and highlighted the diversity of the learners’ experiences. While there appeared to be
agreement on the issue of ‘sugar-daddies’, there was also an account of resistance to be pressured
into having sex because something has been given to you. These types of discussions are valuable
for all involved, especially for students who have read research on the ‘sugar-daddy’ phenomenon
and may incorrectly homogenise the experience of young girls as passive victims.

While we can claim to have created a space in which learners have been encouraged to think
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critically about their location within the context of HIV/AIDS, we cannot claim sustainable
change. Research indicates that behaviour change at the individual level is not possible without
major changes at the social, economic and political levels. While a female learner may be able
to negotiate safer sex in one relationship, she may not necessarily be able to transfer these skills
to a new relationship characterised by a unique set of dynamics. In an attempt to provide a
more supportive context, I have attempted to develop a relationship between the learners and
the nearby health clinic. An HIV counsellor at the clinic showed interest in the students and
addressed them, reassuring them that the clinic is a facility that they can use. We know that a
number of the learners have been for testing since participating in the programme. However,
with this counsellor moving to a new clinic there is no guarantee that the new counsellor will
be as responsive to the needs of the learners.

Benefits for the higher education institution

Benefits for the students

In an attempt to ascertain what benefits the module offers students, they were asked to fill in
questionnaires and an evaluation survey and participate in a focus group (2005). The student
evaluation indicated that all of the student participants in the module that year agreed that the
programme had provided them with a unique and valuable learning experience. In addition,
they all agreed that they felt inspired to participate in community work in the future. When asked,
however, if they believed that the programme had made a difference to those learners involved,
some students said they felt it had, while a number of the students were unsure of whether or not
it had made a difference. Their responses indicated a realistic understanding of the impact of the
programme. While they hoped that they had made a difference, they acknowledged the difficult
circumstances in which these youths have to negotiate their lives.

During the focus group discussion it became apparent that the students’ perceptions of the learners
had shifted considerably during the programme. Most of the students agreed that they had come
to realise that, although the learners came from backgrounds different to their own, the challenges
these youth faced were similar to the students’. In this way the divide between ‘us and them’ was
narrowed through the process of interaction and discussion. By contrast, another student’s response
indicated that she had for the first time become aware of her own privileged position. She was able
to understand that her own social positioning had reduced her vulnerability to HIV infection, while
the social positioning of many of the learners had increased their vulnerability. Another student
acknowledged that she had never believed that condom use could not be an option, and had come
to appreciate the complexity of negotiating safer sex. A student approached me in private to
‘confess’ that despite being involved in this module and working with the learners he had recently
engaged in unsafe sex. He explained that he had become more sympathetic regarding the pressures
on youth. Other students expressed levels of disillusionment, believing that they were powerless
to bring about change in an unsupportive context and were not optimistic about trying to change
years of socialisation in a few weeks. The diversity of responses suggested that the students’
interaction with the learners provided unique learning experiences, where students came to re-
evaluate preconceived notions about sexual behaviour and to think critically about their own
lifestyles and positioning within the world.




My contact with some of my past students has indicated that many subsequently remain
involved in community work. Many of the students participating in the Let’s Talk programme
go on to become facilitators during the Fast Forward programme, in this way supporting other
interventions offered by the school. T have heard of students changing the direction of their
studies after engagement in the service-learning module and of one student being employed at
an NGO based on her participation.

Benefits for the academics

In terms of benefits for the academics involved, service-learning opens up great opportunities.
Mitchell and Rautenbach (2005) point out that there is a tendency for service-learning module
convenors to report that engagement within communities is often thwarted by the pressure to
fulfil other responsibilities, such as research and publication. As a counter argument it is
suggested that service-learning provides unique research opportunities for academics interested
in teaching, learning and community interventions.

Benefits for the service agency

One of the staff members involved explained that while the teachers were initially suspicious
of our presence at the school, they have subsequently expressed relief that the learners have
the opportunity to speak to someone other than themselves about issues related to sexuality and
HIV/AIDS. Staff have indicated that learners are more open to the topic once they have
participated in the programme. Due to limited funding the school does not have a fulltime
guidance counsellor and as a result this particular teacher has taken on the role of school
guidance counsellor in addition to her own teaching load. She told me numerous stories of
abuse and abandonment among the learners and expressed gratitude for our presence at the
school. One of the learners has already seen an intern psychologist based at the university for
counselling. It is hoped that learners will use these services more readily in the future, relieving
this teacher of some of the stresses and demands placed on her.

In addition to providing workshops on HIV/AIDS related issues, we are also providing learners
at the school with the opportunity to mix with university students; in this way we are
introducing the learners to the university context and the different disciplines if offers.

PARTNERSHIPS

As already mentioned, while the CHESP triad model of partnership is a valuable one, developing
partnerships within South Africa is challenging. In particular, as pointed out earlier, ‘arranged
marriages’ need to be avoided and political dynamics must be taken seriously.

Mitchell and Rautenbach (2005: 11) correctly suggest — and this applies to this service-learning
module — that it is useful to explore pre-partnership conditions (including environmental and
situational factors and task characteristics), in order to decide whether both the university and
community have “the basic social, economic and awareness factors required for effective
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partnering”. Their paper is a valuable tool and offers a number of useful suggestions for the
development of ‘workable’ partnerships.

As is clear from the details provided elsewhere in this case study, a functional three-way
partnership among higher education institution, service agency and community — in which
all parties’ needs are clearly stated and all partners’ expertise is taken seriously — has been
the foundation of this service-learning module. While this partnership has presented
challenges at times, creative approaches have been employed to ensure appropriate
participation by all parties.

HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY AND PRACTICE

The School of Psychology at UKZN has a very strong community outreach ethos —
particularly since the university merger. The service-learning module is one of a number of
academic modules that provide students with an outreach experience. In this way service-
learning supports one of the core focus areas of the School of Psychology: community
involvement. While service-learning has a particular underlying theoretical model and
provides a unique set of practice guidelines, it is only one form of meaningful community
engagement. I believe that it will be useful for academics involved in different forms of
community outreach to collaborate more in the future. Service-learning should not stand as
an isolated form of community intervention but rather work alongside and in partnership
with other forms of intervention to enable more effective programmes. These partnerships
will also serve as support networks for academics working within the field.

ETHICS

One of the main concerns expressed by students and their parents is the safety of the
students while participating in the programme. While we can never guarantee students’
safety, precautions should be taken. In the case of our intervention, security guards are
always on duty while we are on the school premises.

When students are transported off-campus it is essential that they have signed the necessary
indemnity forms.

Students’ needs may arise unexpectedly during the workshops. For example, one student
expressed fear of having been infected with HIV while helping his father who had been shot
and killed. The student was unaware of his father’s status and the discussion of the modes
of transmission had made him nervous. It became apparent during the discussion that the
student was still dealing with the death of his father and was in need of bereavement and
trauma counselling. It was necessary to provide this student with pre-test counselling,
facilitate a testing appointment and provide him with bereavement counselling. It was
equally important to spend time debriefing the other students after this particularly emotive
experience.




In another case, via the anonymous question box a learner suggested possible child abuse
and this had to be dealt with, with the students carefully using the ethical guidelines provided
by the Health Professions Council of South Africa.

CONCLUSION

Service-learning provides an exciting and rewarding teaching experience. It is, however, not easy.
When working alone on a module, an academic can feel isolated and under an immense amount
of pressure. It is essential to have a supportive network, or a mentor with whom one can discuss
decisions and ideas.

The most important lesson I have learnt is to accept the changing nature of such a module.
HIV/AIDS literature and research change by the day and it is a demanding task to remain up to
date. In addition, partnerships are characterised by interpersonal dynamics and thus they too will
change and develop over time. Student numbers will increase and drop from one year to the
next. Unexpected dilemmas will rear their heads. Expecting this as the norm is perhaps the most
useful tip to pass on.

I believe that this partnership is a useful and necessary one, with the students being the real
winners. I believe that learning should extend beyond the classroom and that students should be
given more agency in the learning process, while contributing to the development of their
society. Most importantly, I believe that we are doing society a great service if we contribute to
the development of students who are able to think critically about their own location within the
world.
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