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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to analyse the use of different community-based 

learning spaces and environments as a pedagogical resource for student 

learning through university community engagement. It draws on the findings 

from a recently completed community engagement and service learning 

action research project, where students responded to NGO community 

requests for assistance to work in small teams with grass roots communities. 

The methodology included initial consultations between NGO communities 

and the participating students, with follow-up observations and interviews 

with students, the NGOs and, where possible, their grass roots community 

participants. This paper reports on three case studies of the action research 

project and compares the student, NGO and community reflections of the 

community engagement experience. The findings suggest that the learning 

spaces and environments enabled students and community members to 

engage in mutual learning, through a dialogic and reflective process that 

enabled application of discipline-based theory, as well as broader learning, 

related to power dynamics and sharing of knowledge between community 

members and students. However, the engagement initiatives require 

considerable preparatory discussions and ongoing dialogue between the 

different agencies.  

 

Keywords: community engagement, community learning spaces, service 

learning, community learning environments 
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Introduction 
Space does not permit a lengthy exposition of the evolving concept of 

university community engagement (CE) and its relationship to service 

learning (SL), which has been discussed at length elsewhere (see for example 

Preece et al. 2012), but a brief explanation follows. Universities have 

traditionally espoused community service as a third, ‘public good’ mission 

that complements their core functions of teaching and research. In an effort to 

move away from the philanthropic connotation of ‘service’, the concept of 

‘engagement’ gained popularity during the 1990s, when it was increasingly 

used to reflect a more collaborative and mutual learning relationship between 

community and university. The debate about CE led to discussions of how 

knowledge can be co-created as a non-discipline based form of knowledge 

that emerges from practice, coined by Gibbons (2006) as ‘Mode 2’, or 

‘socially robust’ knowledge. SL has been a feature of CE in the United States 

for some 20 years. It is an experiential pedagogical approach, whereby 

students contribute to community needs and reflect on their practice as part of 

their assessed course work (Bringle & Hatcher 1995).  

 In the South African context, SL was introduced in response to the 

post-apartheid policy agenda for higher education. The policy purpose was 

twofold. On the one hand, the aim was to engender a sense of community 

responsibility amongst the relatively privileged population of higher 

education students. On the other hand, it aimed to enhance the notion of 

higher education as a public good, and to contribute towards the redress of 

the inequities of the apartheid regime (Kotecha 2011). Since then, the notion 

of SL has evolved as a pedagogical strategy in its own right, along the lines 

of the aforementioned American model. The focus of this pedagogical 

approach has been placed upon enabling students to develop a critical, 

reflective stance that explores the application of academic theory to practice 

in real life settings. The emphasis, therefore, is placed on how and what 

students learn (Hatcher & Erasmus 2008). 

 
 

Problem Statement 
The South African context has inevitably influenced the way in which SL is 

practiced in this country, and writers such as Erasmus (2011) have argued for 

more culturally sensitive and pedagogically embedded SL curricula, which 

contribute to community empowerment and co-creation of knowledge. Others 
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such as Le Grange (2007), Kruss (2012) and O’Brien (2010) have explored 

different models of SL as a process and resource for knowledge creation. 

There has been a shift in emphasis, from simply focusing on learning gains 

for students, to embedding SL within CE philosophy, which argues for a 

community-led approach to engagement and a focus on mutual benefits from 

the engagement relationship (Preece 2013). Less attention, however, has been 

paid to exploring the way in which the community learning spaces 

themselves have contributed to a community-student learning relationship, 

and in what way those community learning spaces and their environments 

contribute to the co-creation of knowledge, or to the idea of knowledge in 

terms of knowledge of the self or enhanced understanding of others. 

Knowledge in CE contexts is interpreted more broadly than discipline-

specific knowledge, as referred to by Gibbons (2006).  

 This paper draws on empirical findings from three recently 

completed SL case studies, in which students interacted with non-

governmental organisation (NGO) organisers and grass-roots community 

members in urban and rural settings. It will first outline the policy context for 

SL and CE in South Africa, and the University of KwaZulu-Natal, followed 

by a discussion of selected literature that addresses learning spaces and 

environments as pedagogical resources and the notion of SL. This will be 

followed by the research methodology. The final sections present the findings 

from student and community perspectives, which are discussed thematically, 

with attention to power dynamics and the contribution of community learning 

spaces to the co-creation or sharing of knowledge, and also some of the 

logistical challenges of managing this form of CE. 

 
 

Literature Review 

Policy Context 
The ideologies of CE and SL are not without their critics (see for example 

Butin 2010; and Higgs 2002). Nevertheless, in South Africa, there exists an 

enabling institutional and policy environment for CE and SL. Several 

national policy documents have been produced to promote these endeavours 

in higher education institutions. The White Paper on the Transformation of 

Higher Education (Department of Education 1997:11) provided institutions of 

higher education with a policy mandate to ‘demonstrate social responsibility 

[…] and their commitment to the common good by making available 
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expertise and infrastructure for community service programmes’. It further 

states that one of the goals of higher education institutions is to ‘promote and 

develop social responsibility and awareness among students of the role of 

higher education in social and economic development through community 

service programmes’ (ibid.:10). This was followed by the National Plan for 

Higher Education (Department of Education 2001), which pointed to the need 

for higher education to enhance their responsiveness to national needs 

through academic programmes, research and community service. The Higher 

Education Qualification Committee (HEQC) also identified knowledge-based 

community service as one of the three areas (together with teaching and 

learning and research) for quality assurance at higher education (HEQC 

2006). The HEQC includes, in its publication on Institutional Audits, criteria 

on both SL and CE (HEQC 2004). These sentiments are reinforced in the 

recent White Paper on Post School Education and Training (DoHET 2013). 

CE remains, however, an ‘unfunded policy mandate’ (ibid.: 39). 

 It is within this national policy context that the University of 

KwaZulu Natal has identified Responsible Community Engagement (RCE) as 

one of its seven strategic goals. Accordingly, RCE seeks to ‘contribute 

through knowledge to the prosperity and sustainability of our province […] 

committing ourselves to the communities we serve in a manner that adds 

value’ (UKZN 2012:11). More specifically, the goal points to strategies that 

will be employed to operationalise these commitments: 

 

2.1. To ‘recognise, promote and reward RCE that adds value’ 

through activities such as ‘community human capital development’; 

to ‘educate and train UKZN students outside the university’; to 

conduct ‘research and development’; and to undertake research that 

‘solves community issues and societal problems’.  

2.2. ‘Develop formal training for human capital development outside 

UKZN’.  

2.3. ‘Promote and expand training activities’ for students outside 

UKZN.  

2.4. ‘Give effect to strategic partnerships that enhance the relevance’ 

of university activities  

(UKZN 2012:11-12). 

 

CE is also a key element of the academic’s job profile. The approved ratio of  
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the average time that academics are supposed to spend on RCE is ten percent. 

As yet, however, there is no official university policy on RCE. Research and 

scholarship around CE within the university is supposed to contribute to RCE 

policy. However, there are several typical barriers to policy implementation 

or the operationalisation of organisational goals. Some of these relate to 

funding limitations, weak management structures, or network coordination 

capacity, poor implementer incentives and weak political support (Wu et al. 

2010). A further operational challenge for academics is how to oversee 

community learning spaces, including how to ensure those spaces are 

beneficial for all participants. 

 
 

Learning Spaces and Environments as a Pedagogical Resource 
The literature on learning spaces usually refers to the way in which the 

classroom is organised as a learning space. In this respect, there is currently a 

focus on making learning interactive, whereby students ‘discover knowledge 

rather than simply be told’ (International Council of Societies of Industrial 

Design 2013:1). A ‘rich’ learning environment is understood concomitantly 

as a space where learners and their facilitators ‘share meaningful experiences 

that go beyond the one way information flow’ (Bickford & Wright 2006:4.3) 

that is normally associated with formal teaching situations. The rationale for a 

more engaged learning experience is that learning environments affect all the 

senses of a learner, impacting on their emotions and in turn on cognitive 

functioning and behaviour (Graetz 2006). In other words, the person and their 

environment impact one another. The South African policy context, which 

advocated for CE as a student experience, implicitly fosters the opportunity 

for community spaces to impact on student sensibilities. However, this is 

seldom acknowledged from a pedagocial perspective, where the learning 

emphasis is traditionally placed on discipline-based knowledge (Graetz 

2006). 

 One of the most popular pedagogical responses to creating interactive 

learning spaces draws on the philosophy of experiential education that was 

initially promoted by Dewey, and which has been subsequently elaborated on 

by Lewin and others (see for example Hatcher & Erasmus 2008), building on 

the constructivist theory of learning, which asserts that our learning evolves 

schematically, by building on our previous experiences (Kolb & Kolb 2005). 

David Kolb in particular (1984) introduced a cyclical model of action 
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learning whereby learning and understanding is transformed through a 

facilitated process of ‘concrete experience’, ‘abstract conceptualisation’, 

‘reflective observation’ and ‘active experimentation’ (Kolb & Kolb 

2005:194). Kolb and Kolb argue here that individuals need to experience 

different learning spaces so that they have the opportunity to employ each of 

the four processes in order to develop the capacity for learning. It is this 

interplay between action, reflection and reconceptualisation that has captured 

the pedagogical goals of proponents of CE through SL in higher education 

(Ash & Clayton 2004; Bender 2008; Erasmus 2005, 2011; Berman & Allen 

2012; Maistry & Thakrar 2012; Petersen & Osman 2013, to name but a few). 

The essence of this approach is that real life experiences contribute to new 

learning and knowledge production in its broadest sense.  

 In the context of SL, it can therefore be argued that community 

members have an opportunity to enhance their own learning through 

interaction with students, by schematically building on community-based 

knowledge, while the students can, in turn, build on their own knowledge 

through interaction with the community. CE through SL traditionally focuses 

on the student experience of a community-based environment, and the 

student’s critical reflection of their learning from that experience. Less 

attention is paid to the nature of critical reflection and learning for 

community participants, or the power dynamics of such learning interactions 

(see for example, Mahlomaholo & Matobako 2006; Preece 2013). 

 
 

Service Learning  
Much has been written about SL, particularly in the South African context. 

The focus of this paper is on literature that specifically addresses the role of 

SL as a learning space, and its contribution to knowledge production as a 

holistic experience. Some of the key characteristics of SL in university 

contexts are that it is a collaborative, mutual learning relationship between 

students, academics and community members. Community members may be 

practitioners from a variety of community development contexts, ranging 

from NGOs who adopt a particular social focus, such as providing an 

advocacy service to people with disabilities, or facilitating national literacy 

initiatives to grass-roots activities, whereby unemployed residents in a 

particular location are given skills and training to run locally-managed child 

care facilities. Many more examples could be cited. Ideally, the SL 
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relationship is developed over time, where students negotiate with 

community members an identified need that can be addressed during a 

specified timeframe, committing themselves to achieving an agreed upon 

outcome or contribution, after which they are required to reflect on their 

learning experience in relation to theory, and are assessed on that learning as 

part of their degree (Howard 2001). Bringle and Hatcher’s (1995) definition 

of SL still forms the basis for many working definitions in South Africa: 

 

A course-based, credit-bearing educational experience in which 

students (a) participate in an organised service activity that meets 

identified community needs and (b) reflect on the service activity in 

such a way as to gain further understanding of course content, a 

broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of 

personal values and civic responsibility (Bringle & Hatcher 1995:1). 

 

The distinctive feature of SL as a pedagogical tool is that it requires a 

facilitated process of reflection on the CE activity by the student, in order to 

achieve the learning transformation advocated for by Kolb and others. In 

other words, the CE experience itself does not necessarily lead to new 

learning, unless there is a period of facilitated reflection, which enables the 

constructivist process of transformation to take place (Berman & Allen 

2012), particularly in a way that challenges stereotyping attitudes (Ash & 

Clayton 2004). The experiential learning pedagogy is structured in such a 

way as to create an enabling environment for this to happen (Erasmus 2005). 

However, the capturing or facilitating of this period of reflection is rarely 

extended to community members themselves, in spite of their status as 

partners (Bender 2008). There is an assumption, therefore, that community 

members actively contribute to the creation of new knowledge, but that often, 

the community voice is missing from this loop (Alperstein 2007, Du Plessis 

& Van Dyk 2013). Also, seldom the practical challenges of creating the SL 

space seldom receive discussion (Bringle, Clayton & Price 2009; O’brien 

2009; Jordaan 2012). 

 
 

The Service Learning Space 
While some writers have discussed different theoretical approaches to the SL 

pedagogy (for example Hlengwa 2010 in relation to Bernstein’s discussion of 
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vertical and horizontal discourses), others have referred to the SL or the CE 

environment as a particular kind of learning ‘space’ (Maistry & Thakrar 

2012; Albertyn & Daniels 2009; Gibbons 2006; Erasmus 2007; 2011). Many 

of these writers refer to Gibbons’ (2006:19-29) notion of the ‘agora’ as a 

‘public space’ wherein a new form of ‘socially robust’ knowledge is co-

constructed through real life interaction. This kind of knowledge, known as 

‘Mode 2’ knowledge, crosses disciplinary boundaries and is embedded in a 

social context where the environment becomes a ‘trading zone’ for debate, 

dialogue, experimentation and construction of new meanings and 

understandings through transactions between multiple actors. Herein lies the 

pedagogical resource for academics, students and community alike, namely 

the environment itself and the social interaction that this entails. This more 

complex environment is said to reflect the ‘super-complexity’ realities of our 

knowledge economy, whereby universities are no longer the sole producers 

of knowledge (Barnett 2004). Such arguments can be evidenced more easily 

in large-scale partnership projects, which engage with industry, but it is not 

so easy to detect their value in small-scale SL projects. Equally, the power 

differentials between grass roots community members and university 

members challenge the extent to which knowledge is genuinely co-

constructed (Albertyn & Daniels 2009; Bringle et al. 2009). Keeping the 

balance between community and student learning needs is a challenge. Hill et 

al. (2008), in the context of South Africa, and Stewart-Sicking et al. 

(2013:54) in the context of the United States, argue that the students 

themselves can often be overwhelmed by community environments, 

proposing that their ‘real-life’ experiences also need to be carefully managed. 

Ringstad et al. (2012:268) in a Californian context, emphasise the need for 

vigilance in relation to avoiding ‘excessive emphasis on student-centred 

pedagogical innovation over that of community transformation’. They 

advocate for models of SL that ‘directly engage community members’ 

(ibid.:271), in order to ensure that community solutions to problems are 

sufficiently valued. Erasmus (2007, 2011), in the context of the University of 

the Free State in South Africa, discusses the need for sustained CE placement 

sites, whereby communities can benefit from sustained interventions that, 

over time, contribute to empowerment of the community voice in 

contributing to knowledge production. She highlights how, in the 

impoverished community contexts of a country like South Africa, there is 

often the need for a triad relationship, whereby NGOs act as mediating 
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agencies between the community and the university (see also Kaars & Kaars 

2014). The SL experience then becomes a shared ‘developmental space’ 

(2007:35), which addresses social concerns of empathy and understanding in 

the co-construction of knowledge. This argument is supported by Kruss 

(2012), among others, although she highlights that the quality of SL in 

practice is uneven. 

 There are now an increasing number of studies which privilege the 

community voice in CE and service. A rare example on the African continent 

outside of South Africa is a study on the nature of SL partnerships in Egypt, 

which focused on community-voiced evidence of learning (Shalabi 2013). 

However, an empirical discussion of the relationship between power 

dynamics, co-creation of knowledge and the opportunity for community 

reflection in small scale community projects is still relatively rare. The 

project discussed in this paper provides an analysis of how students and 

communities shared the community learning spaces and environments 

through an action research process, which included a community feedback 

loop that demonstrated both the potential and challenges of community 

learning spaces and environments as pedagogical resources. 

 

 

Research Design and Methodology 

The Project Design 
The project, conducted in 2013, was the second phase of an action research 

project that started in 2012. The aim of the first action research project was to 

explore how community members and students felt about the process of 

establishing SL projects, and what benefits or challenges they experienced. 

One of the key highlighted challenges was that not all participants felt 

ownership over the planning process (Preece 2013). From these findings the 

theoretical concept of adaptive leadership emerged (Heifetz 1994), which had 

been discussed by Stephenson (2011) in the context of CE in the United 

States. The research design for the second phase applied the concept of 

adaptive leadership, which emphasises the need to ensure clarification of 

competing goals and values amongst all layers of an organisation when there 

is a process of intervention for change. The adaptive leadership process 

encourages attention to power differentials, and the nurturing of trust and 

respect, as features of engaging with multiple stakeholders. Adaptive 
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leadership is therefore an intervention strategy to motivate for change, based 

on consultation and dialogue and respect for a diversity of views. The 

facilitative leadership process of clarification and dialogue aims to foster 

shared ownership over decision making, particularly if the focus is on 

change. In the context of this second phase of the action research project as 

the focus of this paper, change would be a long-term aspiration that might not 

take place until after the SL experience, but might be reflected as changed 

attitudes or perspectives. The planning process for the SL projects, however, 

required consultative preparation between the NGOs, their community 

members, and the student participants, in order to ensure a better 

understanding of either shared or conflicting expectations for the projects and 

their outcomes. 

 The research objective of the second phase was to explore the extent 

to which those competing goals and values were integrated as a shared 

endeavour. The issue of the pedagogical contribution of learning spaces 

emerged as an unplanned outcome of the findings and it is this aspect on 

which this paper focuses. 

 This second phase was a partnership between the University of the 

Free State and University of KwaZulu-Natal. It was funded by the National 

Research Foundation, with additional funding support from each university. 

A total of 12 case studies of small scale CE projects across the two 

universities, involving 78 students and nine organisations, were undertaken. 

The University of KwaZulu-Natal undertook eight case studies, shared 

between the School of Social Sciences and School of Education, where 40 

students, five courses and six NGOs were involved.  

 This paper focuses on three case studies and eight students. Codes for 

the case studies and the interviewed respondents are provided as follows.  

 Case Study One (CS1) was an NGO working on a film to assess 

hunger needs in Pietermaritzburg, with a view to changing perceptions of the 

wider populace about the hunger conditions of urban residents. The NGO 

recruited two SL students (S1 and S2) from a Politics and Policy Studies 

course. The learning environment was an urban township, and the community 

spaces included people’s homes as well as the NGO offices based in 

Pietermaritzburg.  

 Case Study Two (CS2) involved the non-formal learning spaces of 

family houses or community buildings with basic amenities in a rural 

location, approximately an hour’s drive from the university in 



The Pedagogic Contribution of Community Spaces and Environments  
 

 

 

125 

 
 

Pietermaritzburg. The family houses served as locations for rural reading 

clubs. An NGO requiring assistance with monitoring and evaluating five 

reading clubs involved two students from a Policy Development Master’s 

course (S3 and S4) working with one SL student (S5) and one Master’s 

student (S6) from an Education and Development programme. The ultimate 

aim for change would be to improve the quality of the reading clubs.  

 Finally, Case Study Three (CS3) was a learning space in a resident’s 

garden in a peri-urban township. Two SL students (S7 and S8) from the same 

Education and Development programme responded to an NGO’s request for 

assistance with facilitating a community based early childhood development 

programme for pre-school age children, who were too poor to attend the 

formal nursery. The aim was for both students and community facilitators to 

learn from each other, with a view to improving the crèche activities, and 

ultimately encouraging participation by parents.  

 In each case, the NGOs acted as mediating agencies in the form of a 

triad relationship, as advocated by Erasmus (2011). Both the reading clubs 

and the early childhood development project employed community-based 

volunteers (Reading Club Facilitators (RCFs) and Early Childhood 

Development Facilitators (ECDFs), respectively). The students working with 

the film project staff (FP1 and FP2) interviewed isiZulu-speaking residents 

concerning their experiences of poverty and hunger. All the students were 

therefore obliged to interact with NGO organisers as well as residents in 

impoverished communities. The practice-based learning environments and 

spaces were informal, and located on the ‘home turf’ of isiZulu-speaking 

residents, most of whom had received limited formal education. 

 The students undertook their SL placements by negotiation with the 

organisers for a few hours once or twice a week over a period of between six 

and eight weeks. Initial negotiations with NGOs took place through two 

members of staff from the Schools of Education and Social Sciences. In the 

case of the reading clubs and early childhood development programme, this 

was followed up by student meetings with the NGOs and community 

participants in order to clarify competing expectations (goals and values). 

The students participating in the film project met with the NGO and film 

organisers and students subsequently took responsibility for contacting and 

interacting with community interviewees. Because the reading clubs and 

early childhood development projects were a substantial distance from the 

university campus, transport was provided for the students, funded in one 
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case by the NGO and in the second case by the study’s own research funds. 

Students working on the film project organised their own local transport to a 

central office, but travelled with the film crew for the interviews.  

 

 

Research Approach 
The study took a case study approach within an action research framework. 

Day Ashley (2012), among others, explains that case studies provide an 

opportunity to explore and describe a phenomenon in a bounded way, 

whereby the parameters of the phenomenon are clearly defined in a particular 

context. Case studies can be used, amongst other reasons, for the purpose of 

testing theory. Yin (2009:52) calls this a ‘critical’ case. In this study, each 

case was a small-scale CE activity involving SL students and designed to test 

the theory of adaptive leadership. Although findings of cases may not be 

representative, they do provide opportunities for replicability, particularly 

where multiple cases allow for ‘cross-case comparison’ (Day Ashley 

2012:103). This paper analyses the responses of the students and community 

members across three of the case studies. 

 The very nature of a practice-based activity such as SL requires a 

research methodology that can capture experiential learning and reflective 

enquiry-based process of the Kolb learning cycle. Moreover, the SL and CE 

process requires a research strategy that enables a triangulation of 

perspectives and a shared ownership of the findings. The characteristics of 

action research lend themselves to this process of inquiry. Although there are 

various orientations and methodologies associated with action research 

(Zeelen et al. 2008), it generally functions as a partnership between the main 

actors, and follows a cyclical process of action, reflection, analysis and 

feedback, with a focus on ‘dialogue’ and ‘social learning’ (ibid.:3). Action 

research tends to be participatory in that the researchers and participants 

reflect together on the practice and its outcomes. Equally, there is a strong 

focus on ensuring that community voices are heard (Van der Linden & 

Zeelen 2008). These elements were present in our research approach, where 

there were two research cycles, and each phase involved open dialogue at the 

beginning and end of the cycle with research participants (students, 

academics and community members); action was taken to address the 

challenges of participatory planning raised in the first phase and, within the 
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limitations of access and time, voices from the various community layers 

(NGO, grass roots) were included in the findings (Stringer 2004). In addition, 

students from the SL courses presented their personal reflections on their 

learning process in class as part of their academic assessment. The more 

formal data collection process for the above case studies involved recording 

initial preparation interviews between students and community members, 

interim observation notes by a visiting research assistant, and follow-up 

interviews with key participants on completion of the case study. Interviews 

with community members were conducted in their first language (usually 

isiZulu) and translated into English by the research assistant, who had 

received training in interview methods. The interview questions were 

concerned with how people felt they had participated in the preparation 

process, what they felt they had learned or gained from the engagement 

relationship, and what challenges the engagement projects had raised. 

 The project proposal received ethical clearance from the University 

of KwaZulu-Natal prior to commencement, and all participants signed letters 

of consent that confirmed their anonymity and confidentiality. 

 The recordings were transcribed verbatim and read several times. 

They were then thematically coded and analysed for content and patterns of 

responses (Chilisa & Preece 2005; Arthur et al. 2012). This was initially an 

inductive process, whereby themes emerged from several readings of the 

data. The deductive phase of applying the adaptive leadership theory as a lens 

for explaining the responses contributed to the final themes, which are 

discussed below. The findings that will be discussed here are drawn primarily 

from the formal interviews and categorised under the headings: learning 

spaces, knowledge sharing, power differentials and challenges of using 

community learning spaces. 

 

 
Findings and Analysis 

Learning Spaces 
The contribution of the learning spaces and environments to shared learning 

and knowledge creation was gleaned primarily from the participants’ 

reflections on how they interacted with each other in these community 

spaces.  
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 The nature of the spaces was discussed only briefly, since this had 

not been the original focus of the study, but unsolicited comments by students 

and community members, in relation to the challenges faced, gave an 

indication of their under-resourced nature. For instance, the reading club site 

manager asked for assistance with toys and books (‘we are lacking in 

materials’ [sic]) and a reading club facilitator asked for assistance with 

providing a proper educational venue ‘because we are using my home for 

gatherings’ (for the children’s reading activities). Similarly, the parents of the 

early child development project asked for additional resources: ‘if you could 

add more toys for us’; supported by requests from the SL students 

themselves: 

 

Try to get many more resources because they don’t have enough 

resources like paint brushes, paint [...] they do the same thing all the 

time [...]; transport as well (CS3, S7). 

 

The film project also revealed the impoverished nature of the environment in 

which the students were working:  

 

It hit me hard emotionally, I think that I put my heart too much into 

it. I learnt that it could be visible to society that a certain household is 

coping [...] but in that household, things are going wrong that nobody 

can see. People go days without eating, and yet they still work (CS1, 

S1). 

 

These were the environmental spaces, then, in which the student and 

community members learned from and with each other, reflectively 

analysing, amongst other things, the use and acquisition of new knowledge, 

the power relationship between university and community, and ways in 

which they communicated within those relationships. 

 

 

Knowledge Sharing and Co-creation 
Both students and community members highlighted examples of learning 

from each other. The community participants, for instance, illustrated the way 

in which they both contributed and applied new knowledge in ways that  
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would not have been possible in a classroom interaction space:  

 

If they have an opinion, they would share and I would also do the 

same when I had an opinion about the children [...] see they 

[students] are also educated – they came with the shapes and the 

robots [traffic light colours] [...] but this, one day they finished with 

shapes, and [I] proposed to teach them about robots. We told them 

‘no, they shouldn’t – these children are still young, they shouldn’t 

learn everything at once in a day’ [...] we also learned that whenever 

you give a child paper, they should write their name and surname on 

top of the page (CS3, ECDF). 

 

The students confirmed the benefits of learning ‘in situ’ where they could see 

that knowledge can also be context specific, and learned through experience. 

Expertise does not rest in one domain: 

 

The experts are the people themselves ...as much as I might sit here at 

UKZN and learn about early childhood development and community 

work [...] whatever I have learned at [the community location] for 

example, it is not the same. The real experts of that area, of that 

programme, are the people that are going through that experience, so 

[...] whatever I have learned on paper [...] we could say we are the 

real experts, whereas we get there and introduce something that we 

think they need, [but] they might probably think that ‘no this is not 

for us’ ... (CS3, S1); 

 

I gained an understanding that children don’t learn in the same way 

as adults and that children learn in [sic] a slow pace and that you 

need to be patient [...] also kids learn things better if its visual [...] 

and it must be [...] colourful and bright (CS3, S2). 

 

These sentiments of mutual exchange were echoed across the three projects: 

 

They [reading club facilitators] also picked up a few lessons from the 

students [...] working with other people is nice, sharing ideas, you 

here interacting with us, asking us questions. We love things like this, 

to be able to learn how we can improve our work (CS2, RCF1). 
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Even at NGO level, where project ownership was strongest, there were 

unexpected opportunities for co-learning:  

 

The students themselves, because they sometimes suffer the same 

issues [...] they helped to bring also another dimension of 

understanding of food insecurity [...] they also took part in the 

discussion, they also said things which was quite interesting [...] and 

how there is hunger in the [university] hostels [...] it enriched the 

script, because originally, we weren’t going to think about 

universities (CS1, FP1). 

 

Although not all the research project’s eight case studies produced such 

positive outcomes (Preece et al. 2014), there was a sense that the grass roots 

nature of these three learning spaces created new insights and opportunities. 

Some of these insights were revealed most poignantly in the context of how 

the power differential between university and community could be utilised as 

a learning curve for the students, but also as a motivating resource for the 

community members. 

 

 

Reflecting on Power Differentials 
In the case of both the reading club and early child development facilitators, 

grass-roots community workers highlighted that the very presence of the 

university created a sense of pride in the projects and legitimated their work 

as worthwhile, which in turn stimulated changes in attitude: 

 

The reading clubs that have been visited have become more alert and 

motivated compared to those that the students have not visited [...] 

also [...] the attendance of the clubs has increased because they know 

students from the varsity will arrive [...] even the children have 

changed (CS2, RC Manager); 

 

I also saw that I am also important [...] the children and parents saw 

this as a legitimate thing [...] we wish that you people could come 

back again, because your presence has been noted by the parents [...] 
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because some parents thought this was just a game [sic]. Some even 

refused to allow their children to come [...] now they saw that this 

thing of teaching from home is serious [sic] (CS3, ECDF). 

 

But the positive impact of this partnership required sensitive management of 

differentials in status and a recognition that the students’ participation had to 

be on the community’s terms. This was their terrain, and it was important that 

this sense of ownership was not undermined: 

 

What I learned was the facilitators they take this job very seriously, it 

is kinda [sic] like it’s their baby and if someone else from the outside 

tries to intrude somewhere [...] you are attacking [sic] them 

personally so [...] if you want to intervene [...] do it in a way that [...] 

does not seem as if you are attacking them: in a way that we are here 

to learn (CS3, S2); 

 

When they [the students] arrived here they showed us love. They 

didn’t have that attitude of treating us like strangers [...] they showed 

us love and we united (CS2 RCF2). 

 

Even among the positive element of these projects, there were challenges, 

however, which reflected the more fluid environmental boundaries of real life 

terrains, where student-teacher differentials and learning spaces are not 

clearly drawn. On some occasions, for instance, the early child development 

students felt uncertain about how best to engage with this new environment: 

 

We didn’t know how to do certain things with her: how do we 

engage with her in doing something? Because [...] we took the 

plastics to her and said ‘here are the plastics, what should we do?’ 

[sic] [...] and she was like ‘eish, I don’t know as well’ [sic] (CS3, 

S1). 

 

The solution to this dilemma was articulated concisely by the community 

coordinator of this project: 

 

I learned that if you are teaching each other, we have to listen to each 

other, and accept each other [...] the main thing is to work together 
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equally and in harmony [...] we worked well together, it was nice 

(CS3, ECD coordinator). 

 

These community learning environments had to be approached flexibly and 

with tolerance for different and competing agendas: 

 

We were able to compromise with what we were given by the film 

makers [...] and actually attend when they wanted us to be there and 

when we were working together we knew: when it was your turn, 

you’re the one who’s calling; now I’m gonna [sic] email… so 

everything just balanced (CS1, S2). 

 

Perhaps the most insightful observation about the learning environment and 

the spaces in which community members were working came from one of the 

students in the early child development project: 

 

The role they [community facilitators] play is [...] a very empowering 

role [...] even though they know that they have nothing at all in life, 

but [sic] they see that they can do something with their lives [...] the 

parents of the children they are teaching trust them [...] even though 

they know that they are not qualified teachers (CS3, S1). 

 

This latter comment resonates with the analysis of Bickford and Wright 

(2006), cited at the beginning of this paper, where a ‘rich’ learning 

environment is described as a space for exchange of meaningful experiences, 

and a place which impacts on all senses, not just cognitive or behavioural. 

The above findings illustrated that the participants’ experiences developed 

knowledge and understanding. There are, however, many challenges in 

relation to the logistics of planning and maintaining such learning spaces. 

 

 

Challenges of Using Community Spaces and Environments 
The process of negotiating participation by the six NGOs, and placing the 40 

participating students across eight case studies, was coordinated by the two 

research project academic staff members. These negotiations took place over 

a period of four months prior to the student placements. They entailed efforts 



The Pedagogic Contribution of Community Spaces and Environments  
 

 

 

133 

 
 

to deal with the competing goals and purposes of the different players over 

such things as academic coursework requirements, university timetables, the 

NGO management goals, and community expectations. With the exception of 

one case study, where the class lecturer took responsibility for preparatory 

negotiations, each case study required several visits to and from the 

organisation, involving one or both of the research project academics and 

NGO staff. Although student research assistants were employed to collect 

data, the responsibility for addressing any subsequent communication and 

timetable crises rested with the academics and their NGO contacts. While the 

three case studies discussed in this paper recorded positive experiences, there 

were occasional transport challenges and problems with trying to 

communicate at a distance through unreliable cellphone networks. 

Furthermore, not all the student learning spaces were seen in advance by the 

academics.  

 There were thus risks in placing students into spaces which had fluid 

boundaries, and which involved unstructured interactions with a wide range 

of actors. The coordination process was time consuming. In particular, 

communications which crossed several layers of participation often widened 

opportunities for miscommunication, and placed a heavy reliance on students 

to take responsibility for their own time management. This emphasis on 

student responsibility could sometimes be beneficial for personal growth. As 

one student from one of the other case studies said: ‘if I’m late, for myself 

[its] OK; but then if I’m late and someone else is waiting for me it’s a ‘big 

deal’ [sic] and it’s not okay’. However, some expressed concern that there 

had been insufficient opportunity for feedback, noting ‘we are not a hundred 

percent sure about how you viewed our work and we would like feedback on 

the work we do’ (CS2 RCF3). In some of the case studies not discussed in 

this paper, there was also evidence that interim, formalised feedback sessions 

between the different members may have helped to avoid misunderstandings 

or to re-clarify competing goals and purposes (Preece et al. 2014).  

 Finally, the time-limited nature of the service-learning approach to 

CE posed sustainability issues. A number of people reflected that there was 

insufficient time for the community to benefit substantially from the 

relationship: 

 

The sad part is that this programme is for six weeks only [...] I see it 

as something that I wish to be constantly there. If a certain 
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programme starts, the university must be available (CS2 RC 

Manager).  

 

It was a nice experience. It’s just that it ended very quick [sic] when 

we still had a lot of ideas (CS3 S1). 

 

 

Conclusions  
There are three main issues that pertain to the pedgagogical contribution of 

community spaces and environments. Firstly, the impoverished nature of the 

learning spaces created a need to focus on human relationships as a learning 

resource. Secondly, the environments became the pedagogical spaces for 

different forms of learning, which relied on the adaptive leadership principles 

of respect and dialogue. Thirdly, the knowledge acquired was not simply new 

skills or information, but included knowledge about relationships, and the 

enhancement of self-awareness. There was a realisation among both 

community and student participants that each had something to both 

contribute, as well as to learn from working together. Both community 

members and students – but especially community members – highlighted the 

contribution of dialogue as a learning resource within their community 

spaces, thus providing community members in particular with a means of 

being heard.  

 There were also indications that this community-based pedagogical 

relationship did engender change in terms of new attitudes (for example 

through parents’ enhanced attitudes towards the reading clubs and crèche 

activities), but also among the students in terms of recognising that 

knowledge is not exclusively embedded in the academic environment.  

 This study therefore demonstrated that structured CE in community 

spaces as an ‘agora’ can provide opportunities for mutual learning that 

contributed to the co-construction of ‘socially robust knowledge’ (Gibbons 

2006). This form of knowledge construction engages many learning senses. 

However, although the SL programme requires a formal process of student 

reflection, in order to maximise the mutual benefits of such learning 

environments, there is a necessity for a built-in feedback loop, whereby all 

the participating layers (academic, NGO, grass roots) are invited to reflect 

and comment. While the action research methodology facilitated such a 
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process for this study, it is not a standard feature of SL in the university. The 

larger study (Preece et al. 2014) revealed that communication between the 

different participants is necessary throughout the engagement process, and 

that without the follow up reflection process, misunderstandings can remain 

unresolved. 

 Although community spaces are a rich learning resource, therefore, 

such open learning environments necessitate careful management, and 

require the opportunity for structured feedback sessions, both during and after 

completion of the project placements. Also, for proper preparation of all 

participants, one of the pedagogic challenges for SL ought to be taking 

cognisance of the fact that the ownership of knowledge creation is not 

confined to academia, and opportunities must be built into the CE 

relationship for shared ownership over the learning that takes place in a 

public space. It was however evident that if power differentials between grass 

roots communities and university members are managed sensitively, this can 

be utilised in the learning space to motivate all participants and to lend 

credibility at grass roots level. The pedagogic challenge in this latter respect 

is to ensure that students respect the community space as a site for mutual 

forms of learning. 

 

Acknowledgement 

This work is based on the research supported by the University of KwaZulu-

Natal Teaching and Learning Fund and National Research Foundation of 

South Africa (grant number 82616). Any opinion, finding and conclusion or 

recommendation expressed in this material is that of the authors and the 

university and NRF do not accept any liability in this regard. 

 

 
References 
Albertyn, R. & P. Daniels 2009. Research within the Context of Community 

Engagement. In Bitzer, E. (ed.): Higher Education in South Africa. 

Stellenbosch: SunMedia.  

Alperstein, M. 2007. Getting Closer to the Community Voice in Curriculum 

Development: An Exploration of the Possibilities. Education as Change 

11,3:59-67. 

Arthur, J., M. Waring, R. Coe & L. Hedges 2012. Research Methods and  



Julia Preece & Desiree Manicom 
 

 

 

136 

Methodologies in Education. London: Sage. 

Ash, S.L. & P.H. Clayton 2004. The Articulated Learning: An Approach to 

Guided Reflection and Assessment. Innovative Higher Education 

29,2:137–154. 

Barnett, R. 2004. Learning for an Unknown Future. Higher Education 

Research and Development 23,3:247-260. 

Bender, C.J.G. 2008. Curriculum Enquiry about Community Engagement at a 

Research University. South African Journal of Higher Education 

22,6:1154–1171. 

Berman, K. & L. Allen 2012. Deepening Students' Understanding of 

Democratic Citizenship through Arts-based Approaches to Experiential 

Service Learning. South African Review of Sociology 43,2:76–88. 

Bickford, D.J. & D.J. Wright 2006. Community: The Hidden Context for 

Learning. In Oblinger, D.G. (ed.): Learning Spaces. Educause. Available 

at: http://www.educause.edu/research-and-publications/books/learning-

spaces/chapter-4-community-hidden-context-learning. (Accessed on 24 

April 2014.) 

Bringle, R.G. & J.A. Hatcher 1995. A Service Learning Curriculum for 

Faculty. The Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning 2:112–

22. 

Bringle, R.G., P.H. Clayton & M.F. Price 2009. Partnerships in Service 

Learning and Civic Engagement. Partnerships: A Journal of Service 

Learning & Civic Engagement 1,1:1-20. 

Chilisa, B. & J. Preece 2005. Research Methods for Adult Educators in 

Africa. Cape Town: Pearson Education. 

Day-Ashley, L. 2012. Case Study Research. In Arthur, J., M. Waring, R. Coe 

& L.V. Hedges (eds.): Research Methods and Methodologies in 

Education. London: Sage. 

Department of Education 1997. Education White Paper 3: A Programme for 

the Transformation of Higher Education. Pretoria: DoE. 

Department of Education 2001. National Plan for Higher Education. 

Pretoria: DoE. 

Department of Higher Education and Training 2013. White Paper for Post 

School Education and Training. Pretoria: DoHET. 

Du Plessis, C. & A. van Dyk 2013. Integrating the Community Voice into 

Service Learning: Engaging with Communities. In Osman, R. & N. 

Peterson (eds.): Service Learning in South Africa. Cape Town: OUP. 

http://www.educause.edu/research-and-publications/books/learning-spaces/chapter-4-community-hidden-context-learning
http://www.educause.edu/research-and-publications/books/learning-spaces/chapter-4-community-hidden-context-learning


The Pedagogic Contribution of Community Spaces and Environments  
 

 

 

137 

 
 

Erasmus, M.A. 2005. Introduction: Community Service Learning and the 

South African Research Agenda. Acta Academica Supplementum 3:1-23. 

Erasmus, M.A. 2007. Service Learning: Preparing a New Generation of 

Scientists for a Mode 2 Society. Journal for New Generation Sciences 

5,2:26-40. 

Erasmus, M.A. 2011. A South African Perspective on North American 

International Service Learning. In Bringle, R., J.A. Hatcher & S.G. Jones 

(eds.): International Service Learning: Conceptual Frameworks and 

Research. Sterling Virginia: Stylus.  

Gibbons, M. 2006. Engagement as a Core Value in a Mode 2 Society. Paper 

presented at the CHE-HEQC/JET-CHESP Conference on Community 

Engagement in Higher Education, Cape Town, 3-5 September. 

Graetz, K.A. 2006. The Psychology of Learning Environments. In Oblinger, 

D.G. (ed.): Learning Spaces. Educause. Available at 

http://www.educause. edu/research-and-publications/books/learning-

spaces/chapter-4-community-hidden-context-learning. (Accessed on 24 

April 2014.) 

Hatcher J.A. & M.A. Erasmus 2008. Service Learning in the United States 

and South Africa: A Comparative Analysis Informed by John Dewey and 

Julius Nyerere. Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning 

Fall:49-61. 

Heifetz, R.A. 1994. Leadership without Easy Answers. London: Harvard 

University Press. 

Higher Education Quality Committee 2006. A Good Practice Guide and Self-

evaluation Instruments for Managing the Quality of Service-learning. 

Pretoria: HEQC. 

Higher Education Quality Committee 2004. Criteria for Institutional Audits. 

Pretoria: Council on Higher Education. 

Hill, T.R., T. Birch-Thomsen, C.H. Traynor, A. de Neergaard & U. Bob 

2008. Problem-based, Interdisciplinary Field-based Courses: Reflections 

from South African Experiences. South African Geographical Journal 

90,2:122– 133. 

Hlengwa, A. 2010. Infusing Service-learning in Curricula: A Theoretical 

Exploration of Infusion Possibilities. Journal of Education 48:1-14. 

Howard, J. (ed.) 2001. Principles of Good Practice for Service-Learning 

Pedagogy. Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning: Service-



Julia Preece & Desiree Manicom 
 

 

 

138 

Learning Course Design Workbook. University of Michigan: OCSL 

Press. 

International Council of Societies of Industrial Design 2013. How Does 

Learning Space Influence Learning? Available at http://www.icsid.org/ 

feature/current/articles1682.html. (Accessed on 25 April 2014.) 

Jordaan, M. 2012. Ensuring Sustainability in a Community-based Project 

Module. Acta Academica 44,1:224-246. 

Kaars, P. & B. Kaars 2014. Views from Inside a Non-profit Organisation: 

Facilitating Reciprocal Relations Based on a Shared Value System. In 

Erasmus, M. & R. Albertyn (eds.): Knowledge as Enablement. 

Engagement between Higher Education and the Third Sector in South 

Africa. Bloemfontein: SUN Press. 

Kolb, D.A. 1984. Experiential Learning: Experience as the Course of 

Learning and Development. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall. 

Kolb, A.Y. & D.A. Kolb 2005. Learning Styles and Learning Spaces: 

Enhancing Experiential Learning in Higher Education. Academy of 

Management Learning & Education 4,2:193–212. 

Kotecha, P. 2011. Engaging Universities in the Regional Integration Project 

in Southern Africa. Paper presented at the Southern African Conference 

on Volunteer Action for Development, 17-19 October 2011, 

Johannesburg, South Africa. 

Kruss, G. 2012. Reconceptualising Engagement: A Conceptual Framework 

for Analyzing University Interaction with External Social Partners. South 

African Review of Sociology 43,2:6-26. 

Le Grange, L. 2007. The ‘Theoretical Foundations’ of Community Service 

Learning: From Taproots to Rhizomes. Education as Change 11,3:3-13. 

Maistry, M. & J. Thakrar 2012. Educating Students for Effective Community 

Engagement: Student Perspectives on Curriculum Imperatives for 

Universities in South Africa. South African Review of Sociology 43,2:58-

75. 

Mahlomaholo, S. & T. Matobako 2006. Service Learning in South Africa 

Held Terminally Captive by Legacies of the Past. Alternation 31,1: 203-

217. 

O’Brien, F. 2009. In Pursuit of African Scholarship: Unpacking Engagement. 

Higher Education 58:29–39. 

O’Brien, F. 2010. Grounding Service Learning in South Africa: The 

Development of a Theoretical Framework. Unpublished Doctoral Thesis.  

http://www.icsid.org/%20feature/current/articles1682.html
http://www.icsid.org/%20feature/current/articles1682.html


The Pedagogic Contribution of Community Spaces and Environments  
 

 

 

139 

 
 

 Durban: University of KwaZulu-Natal. 

Petersen, N. & R. Osman 2013. An Introduction to Service Learning in South  

 Africa. In Osman, R. & N. Petersen (eds.): Service Learning in South 

Africa. Cape Town: Oxford University Press. 

Preece, J., P.G. Ntseane, O.M. Modise & M. Osborne 2012. Community 

Engagement in African Universities: Prospects and Challenges. 

Leicester: NIACE. 

Preece, J. 2013. Community Engagement and Service Learning in a South 

African University: The Challenges of Adaptive Leadership. South 

African Journal of Higher Education 27,4:986–1004. 

Preece, J., D. Manicom, C. Tsotetsi & D.J. Hlalele 2014. Adaptive 

Leadership for Multidisciplinary Community Engagement and Service 

Learning. Unpublished Research Report February 2014. Pietermaritz-

burg: University of KwaZulu-Natal. 

Ringstad, R., V.L. Leyva, J. Garcia & K. Jasek-Rysdahl 2012. Creating Space 

for Marginalized Voices: Re-focusing Service Learning on Community 

Change and Social Justice. Journal of Teaching in Social Work 32:268–

283. 

Shalabi, N. 2013. Exploring Community Partners’ Perspectives of the Nature 

of Service-learning Partnerships in Egypt. International Journal of 

Research on Service-Learning and Community Engagement 1,1:80-91.  

Stephenson Jr., M. 2011. Conceiving Land Grant University Community 

Engagement as Adaptive Leadership. Higher Education 61:95-108. 

Stewart-Sicking, J.A., J.L. Snodgrass, R. Pereira, W.W. Mutai & R. Crews 

2013. A Grounded Theory Investigation into the Process and Effects of 

Service-learning in Counselor Education. International Journal of 

Research on Service-Learning and Community Engagement 1,1:47-60.  

Stringer, E. 2004. Action Research in Education. Columbus Ohio: Pearson/ 

Merril Prentice Hall. 

University of KwaZulu-Natal 2012. Strategic Plan 2007-2016. Durban: 

University of Kwazulu-Natal. 

Wu, X., M. Ramesh, M. Howlett & S.A. Fritzen 2010. The Public Policy 

Primer: Managing the Policy Process. New York: Routledge. 

Van der Linden, J. & J. Zeelen 2012. Action Research in Africa: Challenges 

and Perspectives. In Boog, B., J. Preece, M. Slagter & J. Zeelen (eds.): 

Towards Quality Improvement of Action Research. Rotterdam: Sense 

Publishers. 



Julia Preece & Desiree Manicom 
 

 

 

140 

Zeelen, J., M. Slagter, B. Boog & J. Preece 2012. Introduction: Ethics and 

Standards in Action Research. In Boog, B., J. Preece, M. Slagter & J. 

Zeelen (eds.): Towards Quality Improvement of Action Research. 

Rotterdam: Sense Publishers. 

 

Julia Preece  

Adult Education  

University of KwaZulu Natal 

preecej@ukzn.ac.za 

 

Desiree Manicom 

Community Engagement in Sociology and  

Policy and Development Studies 

manicom@ukzn.ac.za 

 

mailto:krugerf@ufs.ac.za
mailto:Manicom@ukzn.ac.za

