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Abstract 
This paper reports on a South African research project in which teachers and 
educational researchers from the disciplines of English, History and Art pool 
their resources to explore ways of teaching reconciliation in post-apartheid 
classrooms, ten years after independence. The writers worked together for 
over a year conceptualising reconciliation, and then imagining and 
implementing two different cycles of activities. The first cycle of activities 
enabled teachers and students to remain comfortably within the realms of 
either the apolitical personal, the impersonal past, or the geographically 
removed. The second cycle of activities, based on the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) in South Africa, constructed students as 
agentive researchers tasked with investigating attitudes to the work of the 
Commission. This enabled a significant number of students to make 
connections between their own identities and South Africa’s recent political 
history, producing a shift from the personal to the political across all the 
research sites. In addition, in two sites there is evidence of transformations in 
identity, knowledge, and power relations in the classroom. 
 
 
Reconciliation: from the personal to the political 
 

TRC? Truth and Reconciliation Commission? I think I've 
heard of it. Oh well, who cares, it's just another English 
piece," those were the first words that came to my mind 
as this project on the TRC was being presented to us. In 
the beginning I felt as though I was being 'forced' to 
learn about South Africa's history but what I didn't 
bargain for was that at the end of the assignment, I 
wasn't bored, but rather intrigued and more interested in 
our past than ever (Student's reflection on the TRC 
project). 

 
 
Introduction 
 
What does it mean to work with South African high school students on 
reconciliation, seven years after the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(TRC), established by President Mandela in 1995, completed its work? What 
might reconciliation pedagogies look like in South Africa where reconciliation 
is both over and has not yet begun? The TRC hearings were a particularly 
vivid moment in our post-independence history because of the public nature 
of the hearings and the role played by the media, particularly radio and 
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television, in bringing the TRC into the homes of ordinary South Africans. In a 
sense, we were all asked to bear witness to the 'gross violations of human 
rights' (TRC Report, 5,1,1) that maintained the system of apartheid. As a 
group of teachers and educational researchers, who had come together to 
imagine what it might mean to 'rethink reconciliation and pedagogy in 
unsettling times' (International Project Proposal), we spent four months, trying 
to find a point of entry to reconciliation work in the classroom.  
 
The TRC report asks us to think of the Truth and Reconciliation process as 
the foundation on which we can build our future. 
 

Reconciliation does not wipe away the memories of the past. Indeed it 
is motivated by a form of memory that stresses the need to remember 
without debilitating pain, bitterness, revenge, fear or guilt. It 
understands the vital importance of learning from and redressing past 
violations for the sake of our shared present and our children’s future. 
(TRC: 9,149,434). 

 
In 2001, Janks argued that  
 

 It is possible to think of the TRC’s work as a deconstruction of the past  
without which reconstruction is impossible (2001: 251). 

 
In 2005, we felt it was perhaps more important to be working on 
transformation projects that would contribute to building the future, rather than 
looking backwards. Certainly the teachers argued that their students were 
generally resistant to looking into the nation's shameful past, and that it was 
difficult to engage them meaningfully in such work. For this reason, in our 
early discussions we were concerned to find ways of dealing with the notion of 
reconciliation that would intersect with our students' current realities. 
 
At the time of writing this paper, the beginning of 2006, approximately a year 
after our initial meeting, our group consisted of four teachers1 and four 
researchers. In South Africa, there is no institutional support for teachers to 
participate in research projects. Consequently, teachers take on this work 
over and above their professional responsibilities. This goes some way 
towards explaining why most of the teachers in the original group of ten were 
unable to sustain their commitment, despite their interest in this project. It is 
also possible that the thorny and slippery issues of race and identity were 
uncomfortable for some of the teachers. Since its inception, the group has 
met at least once a month for approximately 2 hours. There were a total of 13 
research project meetings between 25 November 2004 and 7 November 
2005. 
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Educational context 
 
One of the main features of apartheid was racially segregated education in 
which there were separate departments of education for each racial group 
across the different provinces and the so-called homelands. While many 
private and independent schools began the process of desegregation in the 
late 1970s, this desegregation process only began in state schools in 1991. In 
the transitional phase prior to independence, the well-resourced white schools 
were given four options for governance known as the Clase Models. These 
were designed to open up admission while retaining  a majority of white 
students and protecting the existing ‘cultural ethos of the school’ (Carrim and 
Mkwanazi, 1993). Most schools opted for Model C and became state-aided 
schools whose income could be supplemented by school fees to cover costs; 
the school grounds and buildings were transferred to the school community 
and its elected management committee2 which, together with the principal, 
was given the power to appoint teachers and to determine admissions policy 
(Naidoo, 1996). Subsequently, in 1994, the White Paper on Education and 
Training provided for equal access to educational institutions with a view to 
creating full racial integration. Although the Clase models have been 
superseded by this legislation, the well-resourced formerly white schools 
continue to be popularly referred to as the ‘Model Cs’. In the ten years since 
independence, the nine desegregated provincial departments of education, 
unified under the Department of National Education, have been endeavouring 
to narrow the gap between previously advantaged white schools and those 
schools which suffer from varying degrees of historical neglect, and uneven 
access to material support from their communities. Social and economic 
realities continue to inhibit equal provision of education. Community 
ownership of schools has resulted in a class-based stratification of education 
with school governing bodies in more affluent areas charging higher school 
fees. 
 

A distinct realignment of socio-economic groups is taking place in the 
schools, with the large-scale exodus of middle-class black parents and 
their children out of the former [black, Indian and coloured] systems 
into the former white system. A domino effect seems to be playing itself 
out within the school system. … For black schools, significantly, this 
amounted to the flight of the more economically stable elements within 
their midst, leaving those schools largely with the poorest members of 
the community (Soudien, 2004:106). 
 

And, as Naidoo reminds us, ‘South Africa’s demography will also ensure that 
most schools will never be racially integrated but remain exclusively African’ 
(1996:29). 
 
In addition to state schooling, the stratified system of independent and private 
schools continues from the past. With a history of conflict in South Africa 
based on race and ethnicity, it seemed important for a project on 
reconciliation to work across the historical constructions of these differences 
in our society. For that reason, we wanted to work in racially heterogeneous 
classrooms, most of which can be found at the wealthier end of the school 
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spectrum. Ingrid Barnsley, Charles Marriot and Monique Rudman are the 
three teachers in whose classrooms this research was located and who are 
co-authors on this paper. 
 
Table 1: Information provided by the teachers on their professional 
experience, their students and their schools 
 Monique Rudman Ingrid Barnsley Charles Marriott 

Teaching 
subject & years 
of experience 

Art 
10 years 

English 
18 years 

English 
15 years 

Research 
participants3 

Grade 10  
10 students 

Grade 11 
49 students 

Grade 11 
23 students 

Type of school 
Model C 
co-educational 
secondary school 

Model C 
co-educational 
secondary school 

Independent, co-
educational, Catholic, 
primary and secondary 
school 

Year of 
desegregation 

1990 1990 1979 

Race scape4 in 
2005 

1100 students 
 
White              79% 
African      
Indian             21% 
Coloured  
 

1200 students 
 
White               40% 
African      
Indian              60% 
Coloured 
 

1000 students 
 
White         31% 
African       38% 
Indian        18% 
Coloured   13% 

Class scape 

Suburban school 
situated in an affluent 
area. Students drawn 
from a range of areas 
from high to middle 
income areas. 

Suburban school: 
students drawn from a 
range of areas from 
high income areas to 
mid-to-lower income 
areas. 

Suburban school 
[add a comment on 
class?] 

 
The teachers made the following additional comments pertaining to their 
schools and their students: 
 

[T]he school does support students from poor income families 
(orphans, domestic workers’ children) (Rudman, Teacher’s log, 
January 2006)   

 
My grade 11s [who participated in the reconciliation work] had a 50:50 
ratio of black to white. I know that some students have their own cars, 
and some have their sandwiches, books and uniform supplied to them 
by the school (Barnsley, Teacher’s log, January 2006). 

 
At present, well over half of the high school’s 400+ students are black 
… but what also needs to be recognised is its range of significant 
minorities... Amongst its parent body there is a strong mix of people 
from the worlds of academia, the media, politics and the creative arts. 
This is another enriching aspect of the school’s heterogenous profile. 
(Marriott, Teacher’s log, January 2006) 
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The struggle of where to begin 
 
What was exciting about a cross-countries project on reconciliation 
pedagogies was the opportunity this offered for thinking pedagogies in 
contextualised, historically-specific ways. In the first four months our 
discussions focussed on the conditions of possibility for the intersection of 
reconciliation work, politics, and youth identities in the teachers' classrooms in 
South Africa in 2005.  
 
Eleven years after independence, reconciliation as a national project no 
longer absorbs the public imagination but we believed that the hard work of 
reconciliation across difference in the ordinary spaces of everyday life, 
including classrooms, had still to happen. Early in the project, Nussey, one of 
the researchers, explained that 
 

There's not much evidence of 'reconciliation' in my history classes. I 
expected a very different attitude from my students post '94, instead, I 
found a huge divide socially, and a chasm in beliefs and attitudes. It 
almost feels as if any 'reconciliation' the country may have experienced 
via the TRC has had little visible effect on my students… I don't think 
that we can assume that any form of 'reconciliation' will happen as time 
marches on, it needs to be actively pursued as a valuable goal (Notes 
written for Research Circle, 12 March 2005). 
 

While from the outside, because of the work of the TRC, South Africa may 
appear to have done the work of reconciliation, we were not convinced that as 
ordinary citizens we or our students had done any reconciliation work or knew 
how to do it. We also had a sense that in South Africa, our apartheid history 
compels us to place issues of race and identity at the heart of reconciliation in 
the minutiae of daily life (Foucault, 1980). Yet, from experience, the teachers 
knew that students resisted talking about apartheid, the struggle, poverty, and 
continuing structural inequalities. According to McKinney  
 

The extent to which critique as a process is predominantly backward 
rather than forward looking, taking students into a past that they are 
frequently desperate to escape and leaving them feeling stranded in 
the past, is problematic in post-apartheid South Africa (2002:71). 

 
Students express this resistance as 'boredom'. The teachers believed  that 
apartheid history is not sexy for teenagers, that the 'bornfree' generation of 
black youth do not want to go on hearing about the struggle, they want to live 
in the now and to enjoy their freedom. In addition, white youth often feel 
blamed 'for the sins of the fathers' and are equally resistant. For McKinney,  
 

We … need to take seriously the difficulties of young South Africans of 
living with the legacy of an oppressive past that was not of their 
making… We cannot ignore students’ feelings of entrapment, 
accusation and despair and in doing so we need to find ways of 
tapping the optimism about being South African that many of these 
young people express (2002: 71-72). 
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The teachers’ instincts are confirmed by an ‘alarming decline’ in the popularity 
of history in schools (Report of the history and archaeology panel, 2002) as 
well as universities (Glaser & Dugmore, 2005; Lambert, 2002; Worden, 
2004)5. One of the main reasons for this appears to a diminished need to 
invest in history as a tool of resistance in South Africa. ‘In the post-apartheid 
period the interest in history has declined. I think students have become de-
politicized’ (Clive Glaser, 2005:1). Worden, commenting about students from 
the University of Cape Town who come ‘overwhelmingly from ex-Model C 
schools, notes ‘the very great resistance… by many  students… both black 
and white’ to studying both African and South African history (2004: 12-13).  
 
Our sense of students' resistance meant that in schools 
 

many of the thornier issues relat[ing] to race, history, culture and 
difference are swept under the carpet and schools try to proceed with a 
'business as usual approach'. (Research Circle minutes, 25 November 
2004) 
 

The result, we felt, is that 
 

it is not in the formal curriculum but in the 'kid's curriculum' that issues 
seem to erupt. Stories emerged of racial conflict around issues such as 
matric dance outfits and what counts as 'formal wear'; race, musical 
taste and matric dance music selection; different school rules for black 
and white hair. (Research Circle minutes, 25 November 2004). 
 

What is key is that all these conflicts became heated because of students' 
investments in their different youth identities, and the politics of hair, clothing 
and music. Experience of such conflicts meant that teachers in the research 
group felt that a pedagogy of reconciliation needed to avoid tackling issues of 
race and identity directly. The group therefore decided to 
 

avoid [a] political framework [and to] deal with 'safe differences', [to] 
work from the personal to the social (Research Circle minutes 26 
January 2005). 

 
At this stage of the project, we therefore thought we needed to invent a 
backdoor pedagogy: to do reconciliation by stealth. We decided to focus on 
classroom practice because after four months of talking, we came to realise 
that moving into pedagogy might help us to generate the theories we needed 
rather than the other way around.  
 
 
Cycle 1: 'Sorry' work 
 
In a brainstorming session in January 2005, we agreed that reconciliation was 
about 'improving relationships' (Research Circle minutes, 26 January 2005) 
and that saying sorry lay at the heart of this process. We had a sense that the 
word 'sorry' encompassed a range of ideational meanings (Halliday 1985). In 
Hallidayan terms, it could be a mental process (feeling sorry), relational (being 
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sorry) or verbal process (saying sorry i.e. apologising). As a group, we wanted 
to avoid false processes of reconciliation which simply paid lip-service to the 
idea. We felt that it is often easier to say sorry than to be sorry, that is that 
apologies are not necessarily sincere. In addition, the social functions of the 
word 'sorry' range from the trivial to the cataclysmic; it can be used to 
apologise for bumping into somebody, or, as in the case of the Pope's 
apology, for the Crusades.  
 
We decided that one of the ways of tackling reconciliation in the classroom 
was to allow the students to decide for themselves what 'sorry' work they 
wanted to do. We agreed that  
 

each of the teachers [would] get their learners to engage with the 
word/concept of 'sorry' in whatever form or method [was] suitable to 
their subject. (Research Circle minutes, 6 April 2005) 

 
 
The 'sorry'-work data includes pencil drawings, together with written 
commentaries, from Rudman’s art class; letters and collages from Barnsley’s 
English class; letters from characters in a literary text by Marriott’s students as 
well as extracts from their writing on the meaning of 'sorry'.  
 
Rudman’s students were asked to complete an A2 pencil drawing responding 
to the word ‘sorry’. Her objective was for the students to develop an 
understanding of the role that emotions play in art making, while drawing 
connections between the elements of art and the principles of design. She 
introduced the project to her students by placing in front of each of them a 
piece of paper with the tiny word ‘sorry’ written in the middle of the page. The 
ensuing discussions of the word and its meaning became the starting point for 
the students’ drawings. Each student used a visual diary to develop, plan and 
arrive at a personal interpretation before beginning the final drawing. 
 
Barnsley began by mind-mapping the word ‘sorry’ with her students, and 
discussing its significance in their own lives. To generate further discussion, 
she used poetry and extracts from popular songs with ‘sorry’ as a theme. 
Students were then asked to write a letter of apology either for something they 
wanted to apologise for in their own lives or in the persona of a character or 
person in one of the many texts they had done in class; this included: The 
Great Gatsby, Twelfth Night, Bowling for Columbine, and the ‘sorry’ songs 
and poetry. She later added a visual component to the letters. 
 
Marriott had introduced the notions of redemption and reconciliation to his 
students earlier in the year during their study of The Kite Runner, a novel by 
Khaled Hosseini. At this point, he too engaged his students in a letter-writing 
process using a literary text, Shakespeare’s Macbeth. Students were asked to 
write a letter of apology from Macbeth to Duncan after Macbeth had killed 
him. Students discussed the significance of the concept of ‘sorry’ and the 
variety of perspectives that could be adopted towards it. They were then also 
asked to write discursively on the word ‘sorry’, approaching the subject in any 
way they saw fit. 
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Analysis of the ‘sorry' work data 
 
Rudman was the first to present her 'sorry' work to the group. The nine large 
drawings produced by her students were laid out on tables and enabled us to 
see for the first time how students chose to work with ‘sorry’ as an idea. All 
but one of the drawings include people or figures, and the drawings show that 
for the students being 'sorry' is inextricably bound ith explorations of their own 
identities or relationships. Figure 1, for example, shows a girl focussed 
introspectively on self. In her rationale for her drawing the artist says, ‘I have 
interpreted the word sorry in respect of emotion and feeling. She [the girl in 
the drawing] is sorry for herself’. Figure 2 on the other hand, puts relationships 
at the heart of what it means to be sorry, by exploring the relationship 
between a son and his now dead father who appears as a ghost at his own 
funeral.  
 
 

 

           
 
 
 
 
The semiotic visual mode afforded the students the opportunity to explore the 
concept in abstract and symbolic ways that created open possibilities of 
representation. At times it would have been impossible to understand the link 
between the drawing and the concept of ‘sorry’ without the help of the 
student's written rationales of their work. For example, the student who chose 
not to use people, produced an abstract Escher-like drawing of buildings and 
stairways. See Figure 3.  
 

Figure 1 
Figure 1 Figure 2 
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In her written commentary she says of people in general, including herself 

 
People appear to be rational, cold, hard like the external structures of a 
construction but the interior of the building is composed of upside-down 
staircases and colossal extending pillars, much like the symbol to 
portray complex thoughts and emotions. We seem to be strong but our 
darkest secrets are ofen disguised behind captivating illusions. 
(Student’s rationale for her drawing, 2005). 
 

She focuses on the interior and exterior representations of self to the 
exclusion of 'sorry' as a theme. 
 
Two of the nine students’ pencil drawings engaged with social issues. One 
student remains unreconciled to gendered social relations that require women 
to be paper cut-out dolls (Figure 4). In her rationale she explains that she 
‘refuses to apologise for being different’ (Student’s rationale). 
 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 
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Another student apologises for homophobic discomfort in the face of ‘two 
women about to kiss’ (Student’s rationale). See Figure 5. Race as a category 
of difference and conflict is a silence in the students’ work, with whiteness as 
the unmarked norm, despite the fact that the class was 'multi-coloured' 
(Rudman, Transcript, Research Circle meeting, 9 May 2005). It is interesting 
in this regard to note that the white men in Figure 2 were drawn by a black 
girl. 

 
 

 
 
 
Looking at this classroom work in the research circle and discussing the 
students’ interpretations of the word ‘sorry’ brought the research group to life. 
Working across disciplines, schools and classrooms, and seeing the products 
of the students’ work, stimulated teachers' and researchers' pedagogic 
imaginations. Barnsley explains how seeing the work produced by Rudman’s 
art students influenced her own ‘sorry’ work: 
 

Because I was still harboring envy of Monique’s art and art students, I 
[…] asked my learners to attach to their letters a collage which 
represented the mood of the letter. I thought this would add an 
interesting visual dimension to their work, and also give those who 
were not so confident with words a chance to capture a mood or 
emotion (Barnsley, Teacher’s log, October 2005). 

 
Her letter/collage task generated topics such as: 

 
§ a letter based on The Great Gatsby from Daisy in which she tries to 

defend her actions, and to explain why she did not attend Gatsby’s 
funeral; 

§ a letter from the parent of a Columbine shooter to a parent of a child 
who died in the shootings, based on the film Bowling for Columbine; 

Figure 5 
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§ a letter from a cricket selector apologising to A B de Villiers for not 
selecting him for the one day national squad to play against the West 
Indies; 

§ a letter from ‘Jennifer Lopez to all the animals she’s killed by wearing 
so much furr’ (Student’s explanatory comment);  

§ a letter from a boy to the school principal apologising ‘for being 
involved in a fight at school and then arguing with the prefects and 
teachers’ (Figure 6); 

§ a letter from a pregnant girl apologising to her mother, based on a song 
by Outkast (Figure 7).  

 
 

 
 
 
In some cases the collages were simply an illustration of the letter. For 
instance, the ‘fur’ collage is made up of pictures of women wearing fur coats 
and images of animals that are hunted for their pelts; the cricket selector’s 
letter is accompanied by cricket-related images. In Figure 9, the collage does 
not simply replicate the content of the letter. Here the student’s apology for 
fighting at school is visually extended by contemporary images of war, torture, 
weapons of destruction, police brutality, torment and execution, suggesting 
that a fight between two people (also depicted in the collage) has wider social 
ramifications. This collage moves the 'sorry' letter from the personal and the 
individual to a larger, more political stage. In Figure10, which is predominantly 
a word collage, the visual manipulation of the word images creates the 
emotional force of broken trust and to stress the importance of choice and 
responsibility. The inclusion of two flanking images of the AIDS ribbon links 
the personal (a pregnancy) to AIDS, a social issue of paramount importance 
in South Africa and globally.  

Figure 6 Figure 7 
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Marriott’s work with his students required them to put themselves in the shoes 
of one the characters in the play Macbeth and to write a letter in which 
Macbeth has to apologise to Duncan, the king, for killing him. For Marriott,  
 

this was an attempt to marry the academic with the social, the creative 
with the analytical under the umbrella of ‘sorry’. (Marriott’s Teacher 
journal, date ). 
 

By focussing on being faithful to Shakespeare’s characterisation of Macbeth, 
what it means to be sorry remains within the bounds of the text. This affords 
students the opportunity of deepening their analysis of character through 
imaginative empathy and personal engagement with the character. Many of 
the letters do not portray Macbeth as genuinely sorry – he is often shown 
laying the blame on the witches or Lady Macbeth. We cannot conclude from 
this that the students themselves do not know the meaning of a genuine 
apology, but rather that they read Macbeth as incapable of taking 
responsibility for his actions. There appears to have been less room for the 
students to produce their own 'sorry' scenario than with the more current and 
popular texts used by Barnsley. In their reflections on ‘the meaning and value 
of sorry in contemporary society’ (Task description, Marriott’s Teacher 
journal), Marriott’s students critically interrogate the act of saying sorry. They 
tend to portray it as a conventionalised and empty practice:  
 

§ now we just use the word when there is a space that needs filling 
§ depending on your sincerety6, the more you say it the more blame is 

‘chipped’ off until your forgiven; 
§ [sorry] is a word carelessly thrown around to get us trouble fearing 

humans out of danger; 
§ it’s an easy word that rolls off your tongue with no great amount of 

thought or worry, you’re excused and can then forget about it; 
§ Newsflash: sorry is not some kind of a God it doesn’t control who we 

are and what we do. … It can however have an effect on our self 
esteem. When we apologise we do feel better about ourselves (even if 
it doesn’t come from our hearts); 

§ when [sorry is] used for talking in class, it is used to subdue the teacher 
into thinking he has control of you.  

(Students’ reflections, date) 
 
These cynical responses suggest that the students do understand that real 
contrition and remorse cannot be offered lightly. There are responses that 
also show that ‘sorry’ need not necessarily be devoid of meaning and value: 
 

§ sorry is better shown than spoken 
§ [in the past an apology was] something difficult that required us to 

repent and thus was a sort of justice 
§ if the victim accepts [the apology] … it becomes a pathway to forgiving 

and healing. 
(Students’ reflections, date) 
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At the end of this first cycle of classroom work and data collection, the 
researchers’ overall impression was that the students' work remained firmly 
within the personal and that it was not socially or historically grounded. While 
this impression holds for most of the students' work, and the teachers' 
conceptions of their practice, a more fine-grained analysis of the data has 
shown that a few of the students were able to connect the idea of 'sorry' with 
social issues. It is interesting in this regard to compare Figures 9 and 10. In 
Figure 9, the images with political content appear to have been taken from 
TIME magazine and it is not possible to know whether this is simply a function 
of the availability of this resource or a deliberate political choice on the part of 
the student. Either way, the images are removed from the student’s own life 
and reflect events played out in a geographically distant global arena. In 
Figure 10, however, the student supplements the images of words that she 
finds with hand-written words (‘responsibility’, ‘protection’, ‘pressure’) and 
drawn images (the AIDS ribbons), so that there can be no doubt that these 
choices are deliberate and that the pregnancy for which the writer apologises 
is tied to an awareness of (ir)responsible sexual practices and the AIDS 
pandemic. Furthermore, two of the pencil drawings (Figures 4 and 5) deal with 
social issues, and Marriott’s students’ reflections on 'sorry' offer glimmers of 
understanding that true apologies are a necessary part of a process that 
might lead to reconciliation.  
 
Nevertheless, this first cycle of work remained rooted in a liberal humanist 
pedagogy rather than in a critical pedagogy. This impression was discussed 
with the teachers in the research circle and led us to experimenting with a 
more overtly political approach to reconciliation pedagogy in the second cycle 
of classroom work. 
 
 
Moving into the political 
 
While both the teachers and the researchers were pleased with the work 
students had done because it was lively and reflective, we realised that we 
had not engaged with reconciliation in a historically contextualised way. As a 
result students had taken individual and personal approaches to reconciliation 
as 'sorry' work in their own lives (lower case, little r reconciliation) rather than 
a social and political approach to Reconciliation (with an upper case, big R) 7. 
While as researchers we had introduced reconciliation as new content, we 
had not helped teachers to move out of their pedagogic comfort zones, nor 
had we made much progress in imagining Reconciliation pedagogies.  
 
Once all the 'sorry' work had been completed, two key interventions, one from 
the Australian project leader and one from the South African project leaders 
enabled the transition from the personal to the political.   
 

1. The Australian intervention was Reconciliation/Pedagogy: A 
provocation sent by Hattam (2005). In discussing this, the research 
group felt that our classroom work seemed insignificant, not ‘grand’ 
enough. It was too ‘spontaneous’, too focussed on reconciliation as 
‘content’, too untheorised with regard to pedagogy and the relationship 
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between reconciliation and pedagogy. (Research Circle meeting, 18 
July 2005). 

 
2. The South African researchers acted on their discomfort with the 

apolitical, de-contextualised, uncritical nature of the work thus far and 
gently challenged the teachers to recognise their own reluctance to 
move away from the personal. The teachers responded very openly to 
this challenge and agreed that the group should work together to 
‘develop imaginative approaches to deal with the political within the 
parameters of our own subjects’ (Agenda, Research Circle meeting, 31 
August 2005).  

 
Hattam’s Provocation (2005) constructs South Africa as ‘a post-settler society’ 
that is addressing the ‘effects of colonisation’; and the South African Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission is constructed as an example of a 'national 
reconciliation' project. We decided that students needed to engage with the 
TRC process in order to respond to Hattam’s provocation and to talk back to 
the International Reconciliation Pedagogy project. 
 
It is important to understand that in South Africa 
  

[t]he TRC took shape within the politics of negotiated compromise 
between the outgoing exponents of white minority rule and incoming 
champions of constitutional democracy. … The official confrontation 
with the past was seen not only as a means of setting the contested 
historical record straight, important and central though this was. Truth 
itself was also to foster individual and national reconciliation through 
the catharsis of confession and forgiveness undergone by the 
perpetrators of human rights abuses and their victims … The 
production of a shared national history and of public memories … was 
understood to be an integral part of the nation building project. (Posel 
and Simpson, 2002:3). 
 

There is not doubt that the TRC process was compelling. For Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu it was necessary to  
 

unearth the truth about our dark past; to lay the ghosts of that past to 
rest so that they may not return to haunt us (Mail and Guardian, 19-25 
April, 1996: 5).  
 

Antjie Krog, an Afrikaans poet, writer and journalist, maintained that South 
Africans who had not followed the TRC hearings would  
 

wake up in another country. A country that you don't know and that you 
will never understand. (Krog 2000:14).  

 
There has also been wide-ranging criticism of the TRC. These include 
challenges to  
 



 15 

• the Commission's conception of 'truth' which failed to problematise 'the 
authenticity of direct experience' in which memory was 'rendered as 
merely a passive recollection of the past, rather than as a more 
selective remaking of it' (Posel and Simpson, 2002: 7);   

• the focus only on gross violations of human rights which excluded the 
structural violence made legal by apartheid, for example the forced 
removal of an estimated 3.5 million people in terms of the Group Areas 
Act (Mamdani, 1998: 36). Because of this, the victims of Apartheid's 
oppressive laws were excluded from the TRC and the beneficiaries of 
these laws were not seen as perpetrators. As a result 'everything that 
was distinctive about Apartheid and its machinery of violence' was 
ignored by the TRC (Mamdani, 1998:38); 

• the Commission's focus on restorative justice which 'led many victims 
think of the TRC as toothless' (Nethersole, 2002:145) because it 
granted amnesty simply on the basis of confessions; 

• the role of the media in turning the hearings into a public spectacle; 
• Tutu's Christian understandings of repentance and forgiveness which 

sit uneasily with the 'judicial logic of amnesty … The anonymous body 
of the State or of a public institution cannot forgive … The 
representative of the State can judge, but forgiveness has precisely 
nothing to do with judgement' (Derrida, 2001: 43).    

 
 
Despite the criticisms of the TRC and our own reservations, We agreed that 
this was also necessary in order to move our students from the personal to 
the political, that is from little r reconciliation to big R.   
 
In this cycle of work, we agreed that this time we would collaborate to 
designing a unit of work on the TRC that would be used in all the classrooms, 
with minor adaptations to accommodate the parameters of the different 
subjects (Research Circle meeting, 31 August 2005). It was late in the school 
year so this cycle of work had to be short and focussed.  
 
 
Cycle 2: The TRC work 
 
We designed a TRC unit with four pedagogical moves: 
 

1. Introducing students  to the TRC 
The researchers produced a double-sided single page A3 handout to 
provide the same basic information on the TRC to all the students. One 
side was a collage of TRC news clippings, cartoons and quotes from a 
range of differently positioned TRC participants and commentators 
(Figure 8). The other side of the page provided a snaking timeline from 
1910 to 2005, that included significant dates and events pertaining to 
the TRC. On the page, there is a dotted line separating pre- and post- 
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1994 material. The post-1994 material includes information on the 
mandate, structure and processes of the TRC (Figure 9). The overall 
semiotic design of the handout uses multiple modalities, multiple visual 
genres, varied graphology and chunks of boxed text. The non-linear 
layout provides multiple entry points for the reader, using visual 
enticement to draw readers into the text and giving them the freedom 
to choose what to focus on and to make their own intertextual 
connections. It works against bookish representations of history by 
being deliberately informal and lively. 
 

2. Positioning students as researchers 
Students were then required to extend their understanding of the TRC 
by interviewing adults in their communities. By investigating how adults 
experienced the TRC process, students were gathering 'lived 
narratives' that would enable them to gauge the impact of the TRC on 
people they know.  
 
The students were briefed on the ethics of interviews, and were given 
the following questions (Table 2) to use in their semi-structured 
interviews.  
 
Table 2: Interview questions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Students had to write a report of each of their interviews endeavouring 
to capture the narratives they heard. Having completed their interviews, 
the students shared their varied experiences in class. 

 
 3. Written and visual representations of the TRC in the form of postcards 

Students were asked to design a postcard that encapsulated in word 
and image what stood out for them from the TRC project. Although the 
genre and modes were fixed, students were free to write the postcard 
in their own voice, or to adopt another persona. 

1. What do you think the TRC was about? (What do you think it 
was it for? What do you think it was trying to achieve?) 
 

2. How did you find out about the TRC? (How did you get to 
know about it? How did you become aware that it was in 
progress?) 
 

3.1 What can you tell me about what it was like? What stands out 
for you from that time? What images or stories do you 
remember? What stories stayed with you? 

 
3.2 Why does this stand out? Why do you remember those 

particular images or stories? Why do you think you 
reacted/responded in the way that you did? 

 
4. Do you think the TRC was a good thing or not? Do you think it 

achieved anything? 
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4. Reflection 
Students were asked to produce a final, written reflection in answer to 
the question: What has this project on the TRC meant to you? 
 

 
Analysis of the TRC work 
 
The TRC work produced by students in three classrooms constitutes a much 
greater volume of data than the 'sorry' work. To make the data manageable 
for the purposes of this paper, we concentrate on the pedagogic moments 
that enabled the move from the personal to the political. Where necessary we 
focus attention on the classroom where the pedagogic effects are most vivid, 
using the other classrooms as points of comparison. Enough happened at the 
level of student and teacher identities and power relations across the three 
sites for us to have a sense of what might constitute pedagogies of 
Reconciliation.  
 
Discussion on the TRC handout 
All the teachers reported that most of their students knew nothing about the 
TRC at the start of the project. They needed the information in the A3 
worksheet and it did not produce the anticipated negative resistance to 
dealing with the past, although Rudman reports some hesitation on the part of 
her students, which she thinks stems from their ignorance.  Marriott reports 
that the worksheet and the topic of the TRC produced a ‘reverent atmosphere’ 
as students knew that ‘this was a serious subject worthy of their attention’ 
(Marriott's teachers' reflection, 22 February 2006). Barnsley describes the 
worksheet as 'really provocative and totally brilliant' saying that after the 
students had read the worksheet and highlighted points, there was much 
discussion about the TRC (Teacher's log, October 2005). It is clear that the 
worksheet was able to set the stage for the interviews although from the 
outset, Rudman’s students were the least engaged with the content. 
 
The interviews 
The session in which Barnsley's students reported back on their interviews  
was extraordinarily powerful. Although this pedagogical move was not as 
successful in the other two classes there are interesting points of comparison. 
We focus in some detail on what happened in Barnsley's class because it 
gives important insights as to the potential of Reconciliation pedagogies to 
transform social relations. Important effects were produced in relation to 
teacher and students' subjectivities at different moments in this pedagogical 
move. 
 
The students brought the stories they heard back to the classroom and it was 
clear that many of them had been deeply affected by what they had learnt.  In 
a Research Circle meeting, Barnsley spoke from the notes she had made 
during class. In the following extracts taken from a transcript of the Research 
Circle meeting. Barnsley's voice is interwoven with those of her students as 
what was said in her class pours out of her.  
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 I just said today, how did you find the interviews? and these 
were some of their responses: many people knew what the TRC was 
but didn’t really care … some felt that the TRC was an example for the 
world to follow … some didn't think the TRC was of any use. It just 
made people sad, it didn't help, it achieved nothing – there's still no 
similarity in black and white vision … some say it didn't bring closure, 
just more attention.  
 … My mom's cousin was chopped up. The day he went out, he 
didn't tell his parents. Everything was always a secret. [His mother] was 
offered money by the TRC but she would not take it. She said it 
wouldn't bring back the dead.  
 …Then one girl said that her, I think it was her uncle – a white 
girl – was an anti-apartheid activist and he went to all the hearings that 
were in Cape Town and what touched him was that during all the 
hearings there were always boxes of tissues it was like something that 
stuck in his head.  
 … One boy’s father was a anti-[apartheid] activist in the 
townships at the time and they went to one of the hearings, there was 
an apartheid policeman who specialised in torture and when it came to 
the trials he wanted to come forward and give his confession and no 
other policeman would sit next to him, so the man he tortured who 
never broke, who never submitted to all his torturing techniques, 
eventually went and sat next to him. (17 October, 2005) 
 

For many of these students, it was their own family members who had been 
involved in the TRC. Suddenly history was very personal. Another boy 
reported that what he learnt  
 

was so disturbing, [because] it happened to us, our family – this family 
had never spoken about it, and this boy, he was nearly crying – I can’t 
believe it was my family and they didn’t tell me, this is my history, it 
happened to us, my family. They did things that if people could 
confess, it would help. (Research Circle transcript, 17 October, 2005) 
 

Barnsley reports that 
 

when they were giving some examples of apartheid atrocities, they 
were the quietest class I've ever had … Everyone was listening, even 
the total skater boy hooligans … everyone was listening, listening, 
listening. So, if nothing else happens that was phenomenal, that they 
have actually moved from that teen selfishness to receptivity. 
(Research Circle transcript, 17 October, 2005) 
 

But this is not the only turn-around (Comber and Kamler, 2005). Two other 
important transformations happen. Suddenly it is the black students who have 
greater access to the appropriate 'funds of knowledge' (Moll, 1992). Who has 
the relevant cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1991) is reversed and the white 
students feel displaced. According to Barnsley, 
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The white privileged ones were so pissed off, they didn’t have juicy 
stories. They were so frustrated – I wish my mom had told me 
something interesting. She just doesn’t know much about it, and she 
says, ’Oh it’s in the past, let it be’, and that’s not right, how could she, I 
can’t do anything with this interview – I said, 'Find other people'. And 
then there’s this thug who did learn like life-changing stuff and was 
really saying deep things. … I think that some of those more privileged 
children, sort of white suburban group, were really disappointed in their 
parents. They were upset that this thing, that they were hearing was so 
momentous, had been ignored. 
 

In addition, the teacher is able to see the class ‘thug’ in a new light and her 
attitude to many of her students changes.  
 

Thus I learned a great deal about my learners and how they can 
tangibly contribute to the wealth of classroom experience. I learned that 
I had undervalued what they had to offer. They taught me a lot – not 
just about the past, and by sharing the results of their interviews, but 
also about how classroom dynamics can shift, depending on the nature 
of shared experience (Barnsley, Teacher’s journal, November 2005). 
 

The effects were not as dramatic in either Rudman's or Marriott's classes. 
Despite the students' initial hesitation in Rudman's class, she reported that 
'the more they found out more about the TRC, the more curious they became'.  
 

 One of my black students had interviewed her cousin and she 
didn’t realise her cousin was part of the struggle and so forth, so here 
she was seeing this person every single day, and interacting with her 
and she was completely unaware of her cousin’s own background in it. 
So she’s interviewed her.  
 One of my other student’s father, she said he was just not 
interested. He just sat in front of the computer and sort of answered the 
questions as if it were part of his typing, you know … he didn’t really 
take any time to sit and consider what she was asking.  
 One of my Asian students, she wanted to know what the 
relevance for her, being Asian. (Research Circle transcript, 17 October 
2005). 
 

With only nine students, Rudman's class was both too small to generate a 
critical mass of interviews and her more privileged students did not have the 
same access to community 'funds of knowledge' (Moll, 1992) as Barnsley's 
class.  
 

So, the problem is, I sort of think, shame, they haven’t got anything to 
hold on to, they haven’t got – with everything else they’re so privileged, 
and yet here they have nothing. (Research Circle transcript, 17 
October 2005). 
 

 
Marriott's students had mixed experiences with their interviews.  
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There were quite a few of them that seemed to have hit at least one 
good interview … Some curtailed their interviews when they felt like 
they were hitting a brick wall … One guy avoided interviewing people 
he knew … His family knew David Webster’s8 family … because he 
didn’t know if that was sensitive or not. (Marriott, Research Circle 
transcript, 17 October 2005). 
 

Overall he felt that students 'needed more time to explore the value of this 
experience' but that they had nevertheless 'learnt a great deal about the 
recent past, as well as how they felt about this past and their distance from it' 
(Teacher's journal, 22 February 2006). Like Barnsley, he learnt about many of 
his students and their differential access to community knowledges9.  
 
The postcards 
This data set consists of 71 postcards from the three sites. In the context of 
this overview it is only possible to give a brief sense of what students 
produced. A content analysis shows six major categories of postcards:  
 
1  postcards that focussed on the TRC process (26 postcards); 
2 happily-ever-after-the-TRC postcards that focus on the optimism of the 
 new 'rainbow nation'10 (16 postcards); 
3 postcards that dealt with perpetrators and their perspectives  
 (6 postcards);  
4 postcards written in the personae of victims or their families  
 (10 postcards);   
5 postcards that focus on the apartheid past and the history of the 
 struggle (6 postcards); 
6 postcards that focussed on the TRC class project (7 postcards). 
 
An analysis of the verbal and visual metaphors used in the postcards 
demonstrates the pedagogical value of asking students to work with a 
spatially condensed multimodal genre. The genre of the postcard requires 
students to set up a verbal communication between an addresser and an 
addressee and favours more transactional and expressive writing than 
crafted, aesthetic writing (Britton, 1970:236). By and large, students used their 
verbal texts to adopt personae, to narrate, to describe, to report, to take up 
attitudes and positions in an abbreviated but discursive form. The genre of the 
postcard-picture is less restrictive. The students use the opportunity this 
affords to work more symbolically resulting in the postcards having many 
more visual than verbal metaphors.   
 
There are recurring tropes that are realised both verbally and visually. These 
include the key players: Mandela, Tutu, de Klerk and struggle heroes: Biko 
and Hector Pieterson. Apartheid images of whites-only signs, barbed wire, 
dead bodies, people holding protest posters; images of pain such as open 
wounds and scars, blood, weapons, tears; optimistic images include 
rainbows, the white dove of peace, butterflies, smiling faces. Both the old 
South African flag and the new flag appear across the set of postcards, often 
with the new flag dominating the old flag.  
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Figure 10 includes images that stand out either visually or because of their 
metaphorical significance and Figure 11 includes four full postcards. These 
examples are included to give a sense of the potential of this pedagogy.        

 

Figure 10  
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Figure 11 
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In addition to the content analysis and the metaphor analysis we also 
examined the positions on the TRC that students adopt in their postcards.. 
Table 3 provides a quantitative analysis of these positions 
 
Table 3: Student positions on the TRC 

Students Positive 
response to TRC 

Negative 
response to TRC 

Balanced 
perspective 

Value of TRC 
not addressed 

Rudman’s  9 - - 1 

Barnsley’s  21 11 10 6 

Marriott’s  5 7 2 - 

TOTAL 35 18 12 7 

 
What emerged from a more qualitative analysis is that supporting the TRC is 
the normative position. Students that criticized the TRC felt the need to 
defend their positions more than students who supported the process. 
Positive evaluations drew on the prevailing ‘common sense’ and stock 
metaphors of putting the past behind us, of healing the nation, of achieving 
closure, of forgiveness and reconciliation. Negative evaluations were more 
considered and the writing was more crafted. This is illustrated with two 
quotations from students’ postcards. 
 

So this is how it all ends with a criminal staring Tutu in the face. 
Repeating “Ek is jammer, ek is baie jammer11”. What sort of 
reconciliation is this? (Student in the persona of Chris Hani’s widow) 

 
How can we forgive?  
If we haven't forgotten!  
If we haven't healed! 
How can we move on?  
If the past is holding us back? 
How can we let go?  
If there is nothing to let go!  
If there is nothing to mourn for. 
How can we look forward to a better South Africa? 
If still racism is big in our hearts. (Student's own voice) 

 
 
Student reflections 
Students across all three classrooms were asked to respond to the question 
'What has this TRC project meant to you?' This task was handled differently 
by each of the teachers. Rudman set this as a short, informal written task, 
asking each student to respond in a written paragraph; Barnsley passed a 
couple of pages around the class, asking each students to jot down a brief 
response and pass it on; Marriott asked for a detailed essay-type written 
response from each student which was submitted for marks. Table 4 provides 
a quantitative analysis of the students’ position on the TRC project. 
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Table 4: Student positions on the TRC project 

Students Positive response 
to TRC project 

Negative response 
to TRC project Mixed response 

No opinion on 
TRC project 
expressed 

Rudman’s  2 2 - 2 

Barnsley’s  37 - - 3 

Marriott’s  15 1 2 2 

TOTALS 54 3 2 7 

 
 
The students’ response to the TRC project was overwhelmingly positive. 
Within the pedagogic framework of this research, we have interpreted 
comments ranging from, for example, “thought provoking” and “informed me 
of what I wasn’t aware of” to “it was interesting and fun” as positive 
responses. The majority of the students described the project as a positive 
and stimulating learning experience. We were interested to note that of the 65 
students who reflected on the TRC project, only two students, in Rudman’s 
class, provided the predictable ‘bored-with-the-past’ response, saying that 
they had found the work "boring", "repetitive" and "uninspiring" – the kind of 
response that we had feared. One of these students expressed this boredom 
as follows: 
 

Maybe I have no consideration for South African History because I’ve 
heard it all before 100 times 

 
Across both of the other two classrooms, and even a couple of students in 
Rudman’s class, students’ comments on being asked to deal with the past 
were positive, some even demonstrating a turn-around in the students’ own 
attitudes towards their history or History as a subject. 
 

• I was very young at the time of the hearings. So doing research and 
finding out about the TRC. Interviewing people made me discover 
interesting things about the past and why some people feel the way 
they do towards other races, traditions, etc. (Barnsley’s student) 

• It was really interesting for me. It really taught me something new. It 
has given me a new outlook and view about SA, its history and how 
things are now. (Barnsley’s student) 

• [My interviewee] changed my view of history as a subject. In such little 
[time?] I have learnt such a great amount of knowledge that it has 
encouraged me to learn more about the Apartheid Era. (Marriott’s 
student) 

• … made me appreciate South African history more than before. … I 
had always [hated] history as a subject, mainly because there was too 
much information to be learnt and too many dates to be remembered. 
This project on the TRC was an informal and fun way to learn about the 
past. … The project made me realise, history is not only a subject but 
also determines my future (Marriott’s student) 
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In Barnsley’s class, despite the brevity and informality of the reflection 
exercise, many of the students spoke of having been deeply moved or 
otherwise affected by the stories they came across, as demonstrated by the 
following comments: 
 

• It was heart-wrenching to hear real-life stories told by the person 
involved! 

• I found it very informative, I learn something I did not know, I now have 
more respect for the victims of Apartheid 

• I feel this project was incredibly insightful! As a young South African, 
I’m proud to have been informed of such thought-provoking, historical 
times by someone who was actually involved (Steven Kwapeng12). 

 
A significant number of her students explicitly stated that they had enjoyed the 
project. 
 
It is evident that the different task parameters provided by the teachers 
created different possibilities for the students to express themselves. 
Marriott's students, having been required to respond in more detail, provided 
more carefully considered opinions on their experience of the project. Their 
responses demonstrate a considerable degree of reflectivity, both intellectual 
and emotional, and by and large they are characterised by students’ 
explanations of having shifted, in various ways. 
 
The most obvious shift is one of moving from an initial resistance to the TRC 
project (because it held “the prospect of even more work”; because “it seemed 
… better suited to History than English … and seemed unnecessarily time 
consuming and boring”; because “what could the point of doing all of this 
be”?) to engagement of interest, expressed in the following way by one of the 
students quoted above: 
 

This project was an eye-opener to my ignorance of the past. It was the 
easiest way to get students to engage in issues of the past and politics. 

 
Broadly, therefore, students felt that they had moved from almost complete 
ignorance of the TRC (often accompanied by a lack of interest in it) to an 
interested and growing understanding of it. 
 
While a detailed analysis of this data is not possible here, one aspect of it 
which warrants comment is students’ explicit observations on the impact the 
interviews had on them. 
 
Some students commented on the pedagogy of the interviews: 
 

• After having conducted my interviews, I was amazed to such an extent 
about how much we can learn from others personal experiences…. 
[C]onducting these interview was an interesting way to …learn about 
the TRC through others. Whereas if they had asked us to simply 
research the TRC using the internet or using books, it would have been 
a boring process and we wouldn’t have been to interested and drawn 
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into the assignment. The interview process for me allowed me to learn 
about the TRC on a personal level and therefore it was exciting. 
Because of the enthusiasm of my interviewees they were ore than 
willing to share their experiences and opinions with me; therefore it was 
a pleasurable learning experience.  

• I was very clueless about the TRC before my interviews. Now, I’m not 
truly well informed factually, but the emotional side of the TRC I fully 
understand. 

 
Another student commented, by implication, on the pedagogy of having 
shared their interviews in class: 
 

• The people that I interviewed did not really have a big effect on me 
because they did not have something real to tell me for example I 
heard some of my class mates report backs and they had people who 
were really involved in the TRC like the one was a freedom fighter, now 
if I interviewed a freedom fighter I’m sure I would feel a lot different 
about it. 

 
Others made more diverse comments on how they had experienced and 
made sense of the dynamics of interviewing others: 
 

• [My interviewees’] emotions and the times when they got carried away 
in our interviews, showed me that the older generation value the 
interest we show/give them in their experiences of the past. 

• These interviews also made me feel very insecure with who I am and 
where I’ve come from purely because I’ve realised I’ve been living in a 
country where I know very little, almost too little, about its past, present 
and future. 

• [A friend] then referred me to a friend of her’s who was tortured really 
badly during Apartheid and was asked to go to the TRC. It was really 
hard talking to him because he stuttered alot due to detention. He also 
cried during the interview which made me very emotion[al] and I 
decided to end the interview. 

• This task [the interviews] ended up being like sessions with a 
psychologist and client. It gave me a very brief outline of what life as a 
psychologist would be like and even inspired me more. The interview 
made me feel good because of the way that these two men who are 
older than me entrusted me with their stories. 

 
Marriott expressed some concern that because he set up the reflection writing 
as an assessable task, students were perhaps more strategic than sincere in 
their responses to the TRC project. While this is possible, the level of personal 
engagement evident in the responses of a significant number of students 
suggests that their expressions are authentic. There can be no doubt that 
across all three classes the unit of work on the TRC required students to 
move from personal instances of reconciliation to Reconciliation as a political 
process in the history of South Africa. 
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Reconciliation Pedagogy 
 
The first cycle of classroom interventions was firmly located in the personal. 
The tasks invited all of the students to engage with the concept of 'sorry' on 
the basis of their own experience or by placing themselves in the shoes of 
another individual. While some of the students were able to link their own 
feelings, situations, or identities with issues in their society, their work 
remained largely centred on the self. There was little that was located in the 
socio-political life of South Africa a decade after independence. Given that 
Reconciliation is also a project of building the future in relation to history and 
memory, remorse and forgiveness, locating 'sorry' work in students' personal 
and individual consciousness generally precluded questions of power as well 
as opportunities for social action (Vasquez, 2004; Comber, 2001) or 
transformative redesign (Janks, 2000).  
 
The second cycle of work engaged more directly with South Africa's history in 
a unit on the TRC. However, it is our view that it was the pedagogy, more than 
the content that enabled students to move into the political. Constructing 
students as researchers in their own communities provided space in the 
classroom for students' different funds of knowledge (Moll, 1992). This 
transformed what counts as valued knowledge in the classroom: students 
usually disempowered by the school curriculum now had greater access to 
privileged knowledge which they could use to write themselves into the 
classroom. In the process many white students experienced envy and 
displacement. That this shift is racialised in desegregated South African 
schools is unsurprising. What is significant is that everyone was interested in 
what these students with direct access to TRC experience had to say.  
 
Barnsley describes the listening silence in her class, and Marriott the 
'reverent' atmosphere' in his. Where the class as a whole was too small and 
too removed from relevant funds of knowledge, as in Rudman's class, the unit 
was less successful. For Ndebele, the classroom 
 

is where you have the interface of our individual histories which are 
seldom acknowledged in the learning environment. [The classroom] is 
the heart of transformation because living in South Africa today is 
about sharing identities and cultural experiences (Mail and Guardian, 
26 August to 1 September, 2005) 

 
Where the pedagogy was effective the teachers saw their students through 
transformed lenses, the power dynamics in the classroom changed and 
students related to each other differently. Perhaps most important is that 
some students were able to connect with their family and community histories 
in new and profound ways.  For some, South Africa's political history became 
an intensely personal experience.  
 
The full repertoire of pedagogies preferred by different members of the the 
research circle – Barnsley's and Rudman's preference for working with liberal 
humanist approaches that favour the personal; Marriott's emphasis on critical 
thinking; Janks and Ferreira's orientation to critical literacy that calls for a 
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dynamic interplay of power, access, diversity and transformative redesign 
(Janks, 2000); Janks and Ferreira's interest in students as ethnographers 
based in the New Literacy Studies, Ferreira's and Rudman's interests in visual 
literacies; Nussey and  Ludlow's orientations to the historical – created a 
powerful experimental mix.  
 
Because the move into critical approaches is often difficult for teachers and 
threatening to students' identity investments (Janks, 1993; McKinney, 2004), 
positioning students as researchers allowed the students to find their own 
points of connection. In addition, we believe that it was the deliberate move to 
Reconciliation, with a big R, that effected the critical shift. Reconciliation in the 
South African context requires students to engage with the social and 
historical relations of power in which they are embedded and to confront their 
diverse histories and experiences. Meeting across their differences gave 
students and teachers an opportunity to see one another in new ways. Where 
teachers were able to re-consider their students worth in the light of new 
knowledge about them; where displaced white students became interested in 
what their black peers could offer from the life experiences of their 
communities and where individual students re-connected with their community 
and family histories, the learning experience proved to be more moving than 
threatening. While all we can claim thus far is some powerful moments of 
Reconciliation, it is a hopeful pedagogic beginning. 
 
 
 
ENDNOTES 
                                            
1 One of the teachers, Thebe Morake, elected not to participate in writing this paper. Data 
from his history class has therefore not been included. 
2 School management committees were subsequently called School Governing Bodies.(ref?) 
3 Student numbers fluctuated during the year. These numbers reflect the full complement of 
students who participated in this research. Because some students were absent at times, the 
data does not always include work from all the students. 
4 We use Soudien’s term ‘scapes’ to enable us both to deal with the dominant factors in a 
social analysis of South African schooling and to simultaneously call attention to the 
constructedness of these ways of seeing. He identifies race, class and gender as the most 
obvious of these scapes (2004: 93). 
5 Based on interviews: Dugmore, C. & C. Glaser. Johannesburg. 1 February 2005; 
Witz, L. Kenilworth, Cape. 6 September 2004; Worden N. Rondebosch, Cape. 6 September 
2004. 
6 Throughout this paper, where people are quoted, language errors have not been edited. 
7 We have based the idea of little ‘r’ and big ‘R’ on Gee’s (1990:142) little ‘d’ and big ‘D’ 
discourse. 
8 David Webster was a political activist who was assassinated by the State in the 1980s. 
9 He discovered, for example, that one of his students was the step-grandchild of George 
Bizos, a pre-eminent human rights lawyer who was part of the defence team in the Rivonia 
treason trial. 
10 At the inauguration of Nelson Mandela as the first president of South Africa, Bishop Tutu 
celebrated independence as the birth of a new rainbow nation. The idea of the rainbow is the 
antithesis of apartheid segregation and 'the TRC was one of the earliest sites for the 
enactment of the idea of the 'rainbow nation', with the Commission seen as a means of 
putting a divided and conflictual past behind the nation through acknowledgement, rather than 
amnesia'. (Posel and Simpson, 2002:9). 
11 “I am sorry, I am very sorry” (Afrikaans) 
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12 Steven Kwapeng, a former freedom fighter detained on Robben Island, was interviewed by 
the student who made this comment. Barnsley hosted an evening at her school where 
Kwapeng spoke to interested students about his experiences on Robben Island and his 
thoughts on the TRC. 
12 Njabulo Ndebele is quoted by M. Merten in ‘In 20 years we’ll wonder what the fuss what 
about’, Mail & Guardian newspaper, Aug 26 to Sep 1 2005. 
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