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Abstract

The premise that all men and women are not free and live in a world that has numerous 
contradictions and imbalances of power and privilege is the basis for all critical theorists. For 
teachers who are critical pedagogues, recognition of the imbalances of power and privilege 
and inequality and injustice are essential as is knowledge and practice of theories and 
approaches that are essentially dialectical. This paper argues in favour of the premise that the 
function of schools is the empowerment of students around issues of social justice. The main 
aim of this paper is to examine teachers’ narratives of their experiences of (in)social justice/
injustice and how these may have enabled them to recognize and address learner diversity 
and disadvantage in their classrooms.  Given the challenges South African education has had 
to navigate due to its mired historical past, critical theory serves as a theoretical basis for this 
paper. Following interviews with teachers and teacher narratives, the case study finds that 
all the participants have either been shaped as teachers by their own personal experiences of 
injustice or marginalisation, or by observing others’ experiences of injustice. While the paper 
focuses on the South African context, it has implications for education worldwide. 
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Introduction

South Africa’s protracted history of colonialism and apartheid has shaped deeply 
entrenched inequalities and injustices which are still prevalent in the lived experiences 
of a multitude of its people. Despite the change in political ideology, from apartheid 
to democracy, quality education in South Africa is still inaccessible to many, with 
social institutions like schools continuing to function as they did under apartheid 
(Spaull, 2013). Many former black schools were dysfunctional under apartheid 
and remain so post-democracy (Fiske & Ladd 2004 in Spaull, 2013). These schools 
display high dropout rates, high grade repetition, high teacher absenteeism and are 
characterised by severe underperformance (Taylor et al, 2003 as cited in Spaull, 2013). 
Schools began desegregating during the early 1990s with migrations of black learners 
into former Indian, coloured, and former Model C schools across provinces in South 
Africa (Chisholm & Sujee, 2006). 1 Currently these schools serve a multiracial and 
multilingual community of learners of varied ethnicities and economic backgrounds. 
 1  Note that apartheid nomenclature is used for research purposes only. 
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However, the desegregation of schools is not unproblematic. 

The main aim of this paper is to examine teachers’ narratives of their experiences 
of social justice/injustice and how these may have enabled them to recognize and 
address learner diversity and disadvantage in their classrooms.  Given the challenges 
South African education has had to navigate due to its mired historical past, critical 
theory serves as a basis for this paper. Critical theory is primarily concerned with a 
just society in which people can exercise full political, economic, and cultural control 
of their lives. It is for this reason that teachers need to develop an awareness of the 
diverse identity dynamics present in the classroom including the disparities that exist 
between them. 

2. Theoretical framework: Critical pedagogy and social justice

The roots of social justice lie in critical theory. In describing lessons learned by 
Paulo Freire, Giroux (2010) provides a meaning for critical pedagogy as a movement 
that assists students in developing a consciousness for freedom by recognising 
authoritarian tendencies, empowering their imaginations by connecting truth to 
power, and reading both the word and the world as part of a broader struggle for 
agency, justice, and democracy. The premise that all men and women are not free 
and live in a world that has numerous contradictions and imbalances of power and 
privilege is the basis for all critical theorists. For teachers who are critical pedagogues, 
recognition of the imbalances of power and privilege and inequality and injustice 
are essential as is knowledge and practice of theories and approaches that are 
essentially dialectical. This paper argues in favour of these premises and Giroux 
and colleagues’ (1989) assertion that the function of schools is the empowerment of 
students around issues of social justice. This entails the advocacy of issues relating 
to injustice, inequality, exclusion, and marginalisation of people and specifically 
learners in school communities. Institutions of learning need to challenge and 
disrupt all systems and processes that promote the marginalisation and exclusion of 
learners from reaching their full potential in their educational achievement. Schools, 
however, function simultaneously to sustain and legitimize the reproduction of 
the dominant class and its interests as well as the production of a future docile and 
obedient work force (McLaren, 2003).  Schools are thus sites of both domination and 
liberation (McLaren, 2003). Critical theory calls for teachers to recognise how schools 
sustain the dominance of some groups and marginalization of others by supporting 
and perpetuating theories that link what is accepted as legitimate knowledge and 
power (Darder, Baltodano & Torres, 2003). Critical teachers need to view schooling 
as strongly linked to the struggle and goal of a better quality of life for all learners 
and the construction of a society free from exploitation of any form of one group over 
another. Content and knowledge taught need to be interrogated and the question of 
why this knowledge is being taught in the first place should be constantly asked. 
Students who belong to subordinate cultures of working-class family backgrounds 
experience feelings of estrangement not specifically due to differences in race, but 
rather as a reflection of class difference (Hooks, 2003). Vandeyar and Killen’s (2006) 
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study which observed student-teacher interactions in desegregated classrooms in 
South Africa showed negative stereotyping of learners based on race and class such 
as discriminatory seating arrangements, distributing roles of authority to students 
along racial lines, and a strong aversion to African languages by teachers who 
discouraged learners from speaking any other language but English in the classroom. 
Teachers believed Black African learners had parents who were non-committed to 
their children’s education, and learners lacked a culture of learning. White and Indian 
learners were attributed to possessing a culture of learning and given leadership roles 
in the classroom. This showed teacher bias towards learners based on both race and 
culture. For Hooks (2003) the estrangement that some students feel, results in them 
changing their patterns of speech, points of reference and dropping all mannerisms 
and habits that indicate that they are not from a privileged background. 
This paper asserts that teachers are uniquely positioned to use their knowledge and 
experience in the South African historical context to act as possible agents of social 
justice and transformation. Teachers who emanate from similar narratives of ethnic 
exclusion, language exclusion or working-class backgrounds become empowered 
when they recognise their own agency at being active participants in the pedagogical 
process of challenging class antagonism which prevents learners from gaining the 
knowledge and skills needed to live whole, fulfilling lives actively participating 
in society (Hooks, 2003). Active participation of citizenship can be encouraged by 
challenging the existing structure of class and cultural antagonism that prevents 
students from gaining knowledge and using it constructively to break down the 
idea that students from working class or ethnic backgrounds need to conform, to 
be accepted (Hooks, 2003). Teachers should create classroom environments that 
challenge and address negative tensions, developing learning communities where 
everyone can be heard, their presence recognised, and their contribution valued 
(Hooks, 2003). According to Giroux (2010) personal experience can become valuable 
resources that give students opportunities to relate their narratives, social relations, 
and histories to what they are being taught. Confronting issues of class tensions, 
however, is not, according to Hooks (2003) only the task of those who come from 
working class or ethnic backgrounds but of all teachers who should engage with 
pedagogy that recognizes the importance of constructively confronting the issues of 
class. Schools should provide learners with the skills to think critically to participate 
and contribute to the policy decisions that govern their lives and should strive for 
democratic social relations where there is equal treatment and opportunities for all 
who reside within that society (Giroux, 2003). Pedagogy, then, is a central element 
in influencing a culture that creates a critical consciousness in individuals to act as 
agents of social change (Giroux, 2010). 
Education has the potential to play a key role in addressing some of the injustices 
that are still prevalent in society and specifically in the education system. Schools, as 
a microcosm of society, are challenged to be centres that endeavour to enhance the 
transformation of society. Thus, schools should, through their practices transcend 
overt and institutionalized racism and classicism (Vandeyar & Killen, 2006; Kajee, 
2018; 2020). The South African education system still features poor quality public 
education, high inequality and deep segregation which further delays development, 
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hampers the distribution of resources, and hinders the effective participation in 
democratic governance (De Kadt, 2009). This study, designed as it is to examine teacher 
experiences in shaping their views of social (in)justice and learner disadvantage, 
posits the need for social justice education as a means of addressing some of the 
injustices that are still experienced in schools as well as society at large, with teachers 
playing a significant role as agents of change. 
Social justice as defined by Bell (1997) is a goal towards full and equal participation 
of all groups within society, equitable distribution of resources and a vision of society 
where all members are physically and psychologically safe and secure. Bell (1997) 
defines the goal of social justice education to equip people with critical analytical tools 
to understand oppression as well as their roles in oppressive systems and to further 
develop the agency to counter and interrupt oppressive patterns and behaviours 
within themselves, the institutions they are a part of and the communities in which 
they belong.  According to Hackman (2005, p.103) equity and social justice need to 
move beyond what she terms ‘buzzwords’ and need to become practical enactments 
within the classroom. Education is a major source of social transformation and should 
provide learners with tools necessary for a critical and reflective consciousness that 
will allow them to participate in the creation of a more improved form of social 
life than that which they are currently experiencing (Walker, 2003). Social justice 
education in conjunction with other educational theory bases, encourages students 
to take up a more active role in their education and supports teachers in the creation 
of democratic, critical, and empowering educational environments (Hackman, 2005).  
South Africa as a post conflict society and relatively young democracy still carries 
with it the burden of its oppressive past, which in some instances is still reproduced in 
current society. According to Bell (1997) oppression needs to be defined and analysed 
to understand how it operates on different individual, cultural and institutional levels 
both historically as well as at present. 
For Bell (1997) understanding the defining features of oppression on different levels 
including individual, cultural, gender, racial, institutional, and historical features 
is an essential starting point. Oppression is pervasive, restrictive, hierarchical, has 
complex cross-cutting relationships sharing distinctive characteristics and not only 
resides within social institutions and norms but is also deeply lodged within the 
human psyche (Bell, 2007). Historical knowledge enables us to trace the patterns of 
injustice and oppression that have been faced by members within our communities 
and offers hope and evidence that oppressive circumstances can change through the 
efforts and actions of human agents working toward a fairer and just society (Bell, 
1997). Teachers are well placed to endeavour toward this. The history of South Africa 
is quite evident of how this can be achieved through efforts and actions of liberation 
movements and how society can be transformed into a more improved socially just 
version than that which existed. 

3.  Research design

Using an interpretive paradigm which allows researchers to view the world through 
the experiences and perceptions of their participants (Thanh & Thanh, 2015), this 
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paper adopts a qualitative case study as an approach to examine teachers’ narratives 
of their experiences of social justice/injustice and how these have motivated them to 
engage with learners. Qualitative methods of research are useful for describing the 
perspectives of a particular group of people toward events that have occurred as well 
as their beliefs or practices (Morrell & Carroll, 2010). 
Purposive sampling was used to select 8 teachers from two public secondary schools 
in Lenasia, Johannesburg. Lenasia is a middle-class suburb, originally inhabited by the 
Indian population during apartheid. Since democracy, the schools play host to Indian 
and Black learners and teachers. Most Black learners live in neighbouring townships. 
This non probable, purposive sampling of teachers is in line with qualitative research 
aims of being systematic and principled in attempting to best select teachers who will 
provide data that will be valid and best provide answers to the research questions.
Teacher narratives were used to elicit data from the participants. According to 
Etherington (2000) narrative knowing allows us to gain interesting knowledge that 
brings together understandings about an individual, their culture and how they 
have created change. This method was chosen because the shape of story helps to 
organise how people have interpreted events in their lives, their values, beliefs, and 
experiences that have guided those interpretations and their hopes, intentions and 
future plans resulting from those interpretations (Etherington, 2000). 
Data was analysed by deriving common codes and categories from teachers’ 
narratives and linked to theoretical propositions. The trustworthiness of the data were 
verified using multiple sources of evidence in a manner that encourages convergent 
lines of enquiry relevant during data collection (Yin, 2003), and member checking. 
The use of multiple participants allows for triangulation to aid in the validity and 
trustworthiness of the data collected. 
Ethical considerations were made prior conducting the research and gathering data. 
These include written requests for permission from the School Governing Body and 
the principal to use the school as a site to conduct research. Written consent was also 
requested from the teachers sampled to participate in this study. The information 
presented to the School Governing Body, principal and teachers sampled included: 
the purpose of the study, how and what length of time the sampled teachers were 
expected to participate, the risks and benefits associated with participation in the 
study, and how confidentiality was assured (such as the use of pseudonyms, the 
researchers’ contact information, assurance of voluntary participation). 

4. Data description and analysis

To establish teachers’ early experiences of social justice/ injustice and how these may 
have enabled them to understand learner diversity and disadvantage, we coded and 
categorised their narratives into themes: recognition of learner disadvantage, and 
teacher perceptions of social justice.  

4.1 Class antagonism and privilege: Teacher recognition of learner disadvantage
Thando, a forty-six-year-old English teacher and Head of Department, was able 
to recognise the disadvantages faced by learners who came from underprivileged 
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homes and who underperform at school.  She highlights the unfair challenges these 
learners experience in public education in her narrative:
In an ordinary classroom setting, learners who are from poor backgrounds and disadvantaged 
homes are expected to compete at the same level as a student who originates from a home where 
the parents had the advantage of going to university and earn enough income to take their 
children to tuition in order for them to perform better … School systems have the tendency 
to judge the learner’s ability to be successful in the near future or to excel, based on their 
academic abilities, whilst not every child’s talents and passions lie within the academic realm. 
It then becomes unfair to deem certain students as low performing students on the basis 
that they aren’t exceling at the level prescribed for everyone which tends to be generic and 
academically orientated. (Thando’s Narrative, March 2020)
Learners from underprivileged homes do not have the academic support of educated 
parents or being sent to private tuition classes for academic support and improvement. 
Thando feels that the curriculum does not cater for those who are not academically 
inclined and not all learners can succeed in academics. For Thando, learners whose 
parents have attended university and are economically privileged have an advantage 
in terms of the support they are afforded from home to school. Apart from the socio-
economic factors that Thando mentions, some learners who struggle academically 
may do so due to a lack of proficiency in the English dominant classroom environment. 
Public schooling systems that have prescriptive curricula and are dominated by 
pedagogies that favour memorisation, conformity and standardized testing do 
not encourage and stimulate intellectual development and do not harness values 
that expand the imagination of students (Giroux, 2010). Giroux (2003) encourages 
teachers to oppose prescriptive generic curricula that reduce the role of teachers to 
technicians. The current national curriculum used in South Africa, the Curriculum 
ad Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), is prescriptive and heavily laden with 
concepts that students are expected to learn and apply in external examinations. 
Thando also feels that not all learners are equal when it comes to academic pursuits 
and achievement especially when looking at the disparities between the public and 
private schooling sectors. Bartolomé (2004) advocates for critical engagement with 
the curriculum, as well as considering learners’ lived experiences. Thando feels that 
the public education caters for learners who can grasp concepts easily and who do 
not encounter any barriers to learning. Teachers in public schools appear to use 
singular and generic teaching styles and do not consider alternative pedagogies that 
are more effective for multicultural, multilingual learners. This can possibly result 
in the reproduction of injustice and perpetuate the continuance of dominant group 
dynamics in the classroom. 
Asma, a twenty-eight-year-old teacher in this study, comments on the fact that her 
life was relatively fair as she had a strong familial support structure and only felt 
marginalised at university when she noted the difference in her accent and use of 
language with those of her peers. She displays an awareness of injustices that are 
prevalent around her and feels that people should learn from them. Asma describes 
how certain ethnic groups in the classroom tend to dominate, while others are 
marginalised due to class, race or dialect. 
Life had many injustices but what I have learnt through them is that it is essentially what 
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you take from it. Personally, my childhood was fair as my parents and siblings did their 
best to ensure I had everything to receive the best education possible. I believe status and 
exposure to different scenarios caused me to be weary once I began university. It caused me 
to be anxious as my dialect, accent and language was different to others I met at university. I 
now notice the exact same when I interact with learners. They are afraid due to race, accent, 
and dialect…. Similarly, I have noticed that status is becoming an increasingly popular trend 
as wealthier learners refuse to assist or associate with poorer learners. Another emerging 
injustice would be tribalism.  Zulu kids have a sense of superiority over other tribes regardless 
of their efficiency in the English language. This automatically poses a strain on other learners 
with regard to orals or class discussions. These factors impact discussions in class, learners 
understanding of knowledge and emotional state. (Asma’s narrative, July 2020)
Asma describes her weariness and anxiety as a university student due to the 
differences she observed between her dialect and accent to that of other students. She 
relates her experiences to those of her learners who may also be self-conscious of their 
accent and dialect. For Asma, minority linguistic and status groups, feel less confident 
especially in speaking tasks and assessments. She feels that it impacts negatively on 
learning, confidence, and emotional state of these marginalised learners. Teachers 
should create classroom environments that challenge and address these negative 
tensions and develop learning communities where everyone can be heard, recognised 
and their contribution valued (Hooks, 2003).
Faeeza, a twenty-three-year-old first year teacher, describes the injustices she 
experienced as a learner who moved from a public primary school to a private Islamic 
sectarian school when she started high school. She describes the discrimination she 
experienced having a darker skin tone and was marginalised based on not having 
a private school education from grade one. The teachers at the private school she 
attended attributed public education as being of a lower academic standard and did 
not support Faeeza in assimilating into the school.  Faeeza claims that learners who 
were from wealthy families or in some manner related to stakeholders at the school 
appeared to be favoured. Faeeza recalls an incident that affected her greatly when a 
male teacher displayed a negative, dehumanising attitude towards her. 
Teachers always would outright tell me I’m dumb, incapable and even question my admission 
into the school because I was in a public primary school. I had a teacher in grade 8 who even 
went as far as commenting on my complexion being darker than the rest of the girls in class. 
He made me sit right at the back because he wasn’t interested in teaching someone who he knew 
would not go far.  He wasn’t interested in teaching someone who he knew would not go far. I 
obviously struggled to make friends because of this and eventually, the friend I made, passed 
away because of Lymphatic cancer. Now, our 2nd break would be Dhuhr salah (Muslim 
midday prayer). After my friend passed away, no other girl wanted to pray next to me and 
teachers saw this and did nothing about it…...During my (matric) trial examinations, I had 
my period. It was the last half an hour and a moulana (Muslim male religious teacher), 
was invigilating. I desperately needed to change my pad, he refused to let me go despite me 
explicitly saying my reason for wanting to leave. I eventually bled through my uniform and 
it was so embarrassing especially considering the stigma around menstruation in the Indian 
community. And, lastly, when I went back to collect my matric certificate, a teacher asked if I 
was happy because I could finally be a housewife. (Faeeza’s narrative, July 2020)
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The toxicity of the school environment Faeeza describes, and its teachers who 
obviously do not uphold values of fairness, equity, and democracy, is quite a hostile 
environment. School environments should cater for the learning needs of all learners 
and maintain the aim of learner development. For education to be viewed through 
a lens of social justice, we need to consider how all children can thrive in obtaining 
valuable knowledge, skills, and attitudes in the education system (Nussbaum, 2000). 
This was clearly not the case at Faeeza’s school given the dehumanising experiences 
she encountered. Faeeza’s experiences of racism, marginalisation and exclusion 
has shaped the type of teacher she is. She relates to learners to whom she refers as 
“mediocre” and “weak (er)” and tries to create a welcoming inclusive environment 
for all. Her learners respond positively to her approach and this has encouraged her 
to continue as she has perceived similar negative responses and attitudes towards 
learners by her colleagues. 
I guess, I’ll always, because of this, have a knack for the ‘mediocre’ and weaker learners. I always 
try making them as comfortable as I can. I always try giving them a sense of belonging because 
I know most of the teachers around me tend to engage in othering. I’ve had learners come to me 
with cries for help regarding their drug habits, home instabilities and so many more things. It 
motivates me to continue sort of being there for them, both socially and academically because 
they’re somewhat intertwined. I don’t deprive them of my whatsapp (mobile app) number 
because sometimes, at random, they may just need some type of guidance regarding decisions 
that would determine a whole lot. I also try being accommodating to LGBTQ+ learners and 
learners who have identities that may render them somewhat marginalized. Like, learners 
know, discrimination isn’t tolerated in my class because it isn’t conducive to our learning 
space and to our relationships with each other. (Faeeza’s narrative, July 2020)
Active participation of citizenship can be encouraged by challenging the class and 
cultural antagonisms that prevent students from gaining knowledge (Hooks, 2003). 
Teachers need to break down the idea that learners from working class or ethnic 
backgrounds need to conform to the dominant class or cultural group (Hooks, 
2003). Faeeza has recognised her own agency in her role as a teacher to recognise 
injustice and promote fairness and equity to discourage the type of experience she 
had as a learner at school. She is aware of the injustices experienced by marginalised 
groups and uses communication channels to engage in dialogue with her learners 
to create a safe space for them in her classroom, demonstrating her awareness of 
diverse identity dynamics within their classroom, and recognition of the imbalances 
of power and privilege. Teachers also need to create classroom environments where 
class antagonisms are challenged in order to provide all learners the opportunity to 
gain knowledge and skills needed to live fulfilling lives and actively participate in 
society. 
Thembi empathises with learners who are disadvantaged in the classroom due to 
lack of English proficiency and she attempts to address their needs using a bilingual 
approach in her lessons. 
As an English Home Language teacher, I have experienced that some of the learners are 
privileged because English is their mother tongue, but some of them are disadvantaged. What 
I am trying to say is that some of the learners come from a background where they only 
speak their mother tongue at home and they only speak English in the classroom. This reflects 
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social injustice and has an impact on learner’s performance in the English Home Language 
classroom. I have realised that speaking English only in the classroom is unfair for other 
learners, so to be fair, I have to use code switching by translating my explanation in Zulu 
so that those who are left behind can be able to understand what I am teaching. (Thembi’s 
narrative, July 2020)
Thembi displays an awareness of the learner dynamics in her class related to those 
who are privileged and those who are disadvantaged and is reflective of the specific 
challenges that her learners face. She addresses the needs of those whom she views as 
disadvantaged due to the linguistic barriers they face as second additional language 
learners and adopts a bilingual pedagogy, ‘code switching’ that she feels may 
support them. Thembi’s awareness of the dynamics in her classroom, reflection on 
learner diversity, and action towards supporting her learners, models Hackman’s 
essential components of social justice education. For Hackman (2005) teachers 
need to constantly reflect on how power and dominant group privileges connects 
to learners’ social identities. This is important because social identity can contribute 
to the reproduction of marginalisation of some groups and the reproduction of the 
oppressive structures of dominant groups (Hackman, 2005). Teachers need to consider 
the composition of the classroom when analysing the issues of privilege and address 
the needs of all learners (Hackman, 2005). Thembi recognises that monolingualism 
(English only) is a disadvantage to those who are not home language speakers and 
uses strategies to support them. 
All the participants in this study have either been shaped as teachers by their 
own personal experiences of injustice or marginalisation or by observing others’ 
experiences of injustice. For some these experiences have highlighted the key role 
that teachers play in the lives and futures of the learners they teach. They have an 
acute awareness of what they hope to achieve and what they expect their learners to 
benefit from them as teachers. 

4.2 Teachers’ perceptions of social justice: Redressing inequalities and bridging 
gaps
4.2.1 Redressing inequalities
Matters of justice should always take priority in our reflections on society (Nussbaum, 
2000). The Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) specifies teaching for 
social justice and equity. Teachers in this study responded to what they understood 
by teaching for social justice and equity. Making connections to apartheid is still 
intrinsic to the South African experience. This was highlighted by Sami whose views 
of social justice are drawn from the effects of apartheid. 
Teaching in a country which was previously affected by social injustice which gave rise to 
various inequalities among our people, it is my duty as an educator to incorporate and foster 
attributes of social justice and equity in my teaching style and lesson preparation. I have to treat 
all my learners fairly and show them that we have to learn from our past and move forward. 
In my lessons we sometimes come across issues of unfairness and different circumstances that 
people face. We discuss these and make assessments of what was fair or unfair and how things 
or situations should be for injustice not to happen. (Interview with Sami, July 2020)
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Sami feels that it is his duty as a teacher to include attributes of social justice and 
equity in his teaching style. For him this includes treating his learners fairly and 
highlighting the need to learn from the injustices experienced in our past as a country. 
This could possibly mean that Sami equates social justice with the practical aspect of 
treating all individuals fairly. He discusses situations of unfairness with his learners 
and possibly finding solutions to those injustices. Social justice education entails 
much more than this. According to Bell (1997) the goal of social justice education 
is to equip learners with critical analytical tools to understand oppression and their 
roles in oppressive systems and further develop the agency to counter and interrupt 
oppressive patterns and behaviour within themselves and the communities that they 
inhabit. Sami only hints at analysing issues of unfairness and discussing the nature of 
those injustices. Deep knowledge of education for social justice and critical theory is 
needed for learners to actively take up positions of agency. 
Faeeza identifies redressing the inequalities that remained after apartheid in 
describing her understanding of what it means to teach for social justice.
This means that there is a need to redress the inequalities of the impact of Apartheid education. 
This suggests the need to teach at different cognitive levels from time to time to appeal to 
learners on different levels and ignite their critical thinking skills. In any case, CAPS as a 
policy favours middle- and higher-class learners…..The struggle to achieve the aim of critical 
thinking as learners are used to rote learning. Also, they do not come to secondary school with 
a culture of reading. Perhaps if certain outcomes could be more focused on as opposed to the 
over-achieving nature of CAPS, that would help, and maybe smaller classes too. Coaching 
teachers to demonstrate pedagogical practices that maximise epistemological access would 
assist too. The school system is structured to reinforce present hegemony. Social justice 
and active citizenship are often overlooked in education because of the pressure of admin, 
curriculum coverage and poor working conditions of teachers. Many teachers overlook this 
and are ignorant to its effects on learners and society at large. (Interview with Faeeza, July 
2020)
Like Sami, Faeeza also associates social justice with redressing the inequalities of 
the past. She believes that this entails using pedagogy that caters to a variety of 
cognitive abilities and identifies the igniting of critical thinking skills among her 
learners. Faeeza does not initially expand on the goals or outcomes related to her 
learners being able to think critically but also highlights the idea that learners have 
been exposed to pedagogy that favours rote learning for too long making it difficult 
for them to think critically. This is indicative of learners commonly receiving learning 
instruction along the lines of Freire’s “banking concept of education” (Freire, 1970, 
p. 72) in which learners are passive recipients without being fully engaged. Later in 
the interview she mentions that social justice and active citizenship is overlooked 
because of bureaucracy and poor working conditions. 
Asma also perceived social justice as associated with apartheid redress. For 
Asma redressing the inequalities encountered by learners should provide better 
opportunities for all learners and she connects with her learners by being empathetic 
to their individual circumstances and attempts to advise and support them.
For me it means we have to address the inequalities that were left over by Apartheid so children 
can have better opportunities for future generations. I create a relationship with my learners 
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by showing them empathy to them and the different circumstances they all have and I try to 
advise and support them. (Interview with Asma, July 2020)
Asma mentions redressing the inequalities that resulted from the unequal laws and 
opportunities that people had to endure during and post-apartheid, but she does not 
appear to have a clear idea of what to do. Although her empathy for disadvantaged 
learners is noteworthy, her perceptions of social justice are very general, and she cannot 
describe concrete means of empowering learners to obtain the ‘better opportunities’ 
she describes for future generations. Freire (1970) believed that education for 
liberation consists of the act of cognition rather than depositing content (banking 
notion), and for acts of cognition to occur, teachers need to enact problem-posing for 
learners to critically engage upon the problems or obstacles they faced in the world. 
The problem-posing model entails that teachers and learners discuss and analyse 
their experiences, feelings, and knowledge of the world together through dialogical 
interactions (Freire, 1970). Teachers must engage in critical, liberating dialogue and 
reflection with their learners which is necessary before action toward liberation can 
take place (Freire 1970). Learners need to be active participants in their own struggle 
against those forces that dominates over them in pursuit of education. Freire (1970, 
p.54) explicates, “No pedagogy which is truly liberating can remain distant from the 
oppressed by treating them as unfortunates and by presenting for their emulation 
models from among the oppressors. The oppressed must be their own example in the 
struggle for their redemption.” 
4.2.2 Bridging the gaps: Equalising opportunities
The perceptions that some teachers had of what it meant for them to teach for social 
justice entailed equalising opportunities and bridging gaps between privileged and 
deprived learners. 
To me it means teaching learners in a manner that bridges the gaps and differences brought 
about through socio-economic factors. Learners need to be equipped with knowledge and a 
skill set far beyond what is tested in an exam so that they can thrive in the real world, more 
than merely surviving on the edge of the poverty line. I encourage my learners to engage in 
meaningful discussions, to question situations and to form their own opinions. English is a 
subject which allows for this to happen regularly, through set works and poems which bring 
an array of issues to light. (Interview with Jameela, May 2020)
Jameela believes that teaching for social justice involves equipping learners with the 
knowledge and skills necessary to succeed in what she calls the ‘real world’. The 
goal is for learners who are underprivileged to be able to improve their economic 
conditions, through education. Jameela believes that learners’ required knowledge 
and skills should surpass the assessment of curriculum content. She describes the aim 
of social justice as enabling learners to bridge the gaps created by their diverse socio-
economic circumstances. For her, teaching for social justice involves encouraging 
learners to participate in meaningful discussions, critically examining situations and 
make informed views and opinions on those. Jameela does not elaborate on how 
learners’ informed views post discussion influence their lives, or what action it is 
meant to lead to. Teachers need to enter dialogue with their learners, each questioning 
what s/he knows, and through these dialogical relations existing thoughts and beliefs 
may be altered by both learners and teacher (Freire, 1970). Freire (1970) believed 



Vol. 5 No. 2
June, 2021

European Journal of Economics, Law and Social Sciences 
IIPCCL Publishing, Graz-Austria

ISSN 2519-1284
Acces online at www.iipccl.org

650

that both learners and teachers are responsible for their own growth, urging the 
unlearning of race, class and gender privileges and critically engaging in dialogue 
with those whose experiences differ from their own. Freire’s (1970, p.67) use of the 
term ‘conscientization’ to describe the process of developing critical awareness of 
one’s social reality through reflection and action toward changing that reality, is 
useful. Teachers need to play a role in creating spaces that supports critical thinking 
and challenges notions of disempowerment and complacency so that learners will 
embrace the rights that they must become active citizens who will challenge injustice 
(Hackman, 2005).
Similar ideas around passing matric (South African school leaving certificate) seems 
to represent a better life in this excerpt from the interview with Gita:
Researcher:  The Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement indicates that we need to 
teach for social justice and equity. What does this mean to you and for your learners? You 
may include examples.
Gita: To me it means educating my learners so that they are able to meet the requirements  
and obtain a certificate at the end of their schooling journey that will allow them to attain 
social equity in society.
Researcher:  Please tell me what do you mean by social equity? How does the matric certificate 
do  this?
Gita:  Fitting successfully into society and having equal opportunities of having to study  
further and find a job that can offer them financial security. A matric certificate is a ticket into 
tertiary education and finding a job. (Interview with Gita, July 2020)
Both Gita and Thando (earlier) appear to believe that secondary education should 
enable learners to access opportunities equally, be it for tertiary studies or entry 
into the working world and this would constitute social justice. There appears to 
be a disconnect between what teachers understand social justice to be and the part 
they play as teachers to teach for social justice as is described and envisioned in the 
national curriculum. Teachers believe that social justice will occur when learners 
have received an education, focussing on a result, and do not link this with pedagogy 
and practical enactments, or that they play a role in during the process of educating. 
Despite this, many teachers acknowledged the idea that as teachers they are agents of 
change and transformation in society.

5. Conclusions

Using thematic analysis to analyse the data obtained from teachers’ narratives 
and interviews, this paper engaged in a discussion of injustices that teachers have 
experienced or observed in their personal lives both in and out of the classroom. 
Teachers were shaped by these experiences that contributed to the ideas of what they 
perceive their roles to be in the classroom. There is a strong ethic of care, nurturing 
and humanisation that these teachers try to offer to their learners in the hope that 
it will nurture and guide them in making good choices for their lives. Teachers 
uphold and favour values of compassion, tolerance, equity, empathy, and democratic 
choice. There is a strong belief that quality education can uplift society and create 
positive change. The perceptions that teachers had of social justice were linked to 
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redressing apartheid inequalities and bridging the economic gap between learners 
who are privileged and those who are disadvantaged. Teachers had varying levels 
of understanding what it truly meant to be agents of social justice. They do however 
agree that the role of a teacher is to be an agent of change and transformation. 
• The authors are grateful for funding received from the NRF (Grant number 

HSD180420323064) towards this project.
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