
 

 

Alternation 28,2: 150 - 184 (2021)                                     150  
Print ISSN 1023-1757; Electronic ISSN: 2519-5476; DOI https://doi.org/10.29086/2519-5476/2021/v28n2a7  

 

 

Transcending Paradigmatic Fractures: 

Reflections on a Critically Conscious 

Academic Identity through a Decolonial Lens 
 

 

Ronicka Mudaly 

ORCID iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7347-2098  
 

Vimolan Mudaly 

ORCID iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3570-1256  
 

Nonhlanhla Mthiyane  

ORCID iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0547-3221  
 

Doras Sibanda 

ORCID iD: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9328-3473  

 

 

Abstract 
For several years we, a group of mid-to-late-career academics in science and 

mathematics education, experienced increasing discomfort in our 

classrooms. Our professional anxiety intensified as we found ourselves 

trapped in the liminal space between the demands of the academic 

institutions, and the call of students to decolonise the curriculum. This was 

inextricably linked to our complicity in perpetuating the tradition of 

importing ‘good’ science and mathematics, grounded in Euro-western 

paradigms, and transplanting it into African classrooms, with its practices of 

epistemological exclusion. We were, and still are, uneasy about continuing 

to use science and mathematics education, which is informed by a monolithic 

canon, as a vehicle of fragmentation and conquest instead of leading towards 

social cohesion. Within this complex space we adopted narrative inquiry to 

become more thoughtful, retrospective, and introspective of our practice. We 

reflected on our past and present identities and our active agency in becoming 
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more inclusive in the future. Using storyboarding and reflections we 

examined the activities we engaged in and people with whom we interacted, 

in order to develop our capacity to transcend that paradigmatic fracture 

between higher education and our community, by attempting to make science 

and mathematics education inclusive of African paradigms. The narrative arc 

of meaning within this temporal space in higher education suffused our 

academic selves with a critical consciousness, as we prepared to connect our 

students with their own knowledge and history. 

 

Keywords: academic identity, cohesion, decolonisation, indigenous 

knowledge, narrative inquiry, transformation 

 

 
 

1 A Snapshot of the Higher Education Landscape in South 

Africa  
Although numerous policies have been implemented to promote inclusivity 

in higher education in South Africa after the first democratic elections, there 

remains a ‘disjuncture’ between what policies espouse and the experiences 

of students and staff in this sector (Bozalek & Boughey 2012:688). This is 

more so for students and staff at historically black universities, which were 

governed differently and received significantly less funding than historically 

white universities. Poor funding had a negative impact on the availability of 

resources, the ability of historically black institutions to attract high-calibre 

academics, and the quality of education offered. In a bid to redress 

historically legislated discrimination, the South African Bill of Rights, which 

included the principle of equal access to education, was promulgated (Hall 

2015). Among the ways in which this principle was enacted was the 

mandatory merger of several universities, Technikons and colleges of 

education, making up the current 26 higher education institutions (HEIs) in 

the country. However, divisions along the lines of race, type of institution, 

location and languages of instruction continue to stratify the higher education 

sector, reflecting the legacy of advantage and disadvantage and the hierarchy 

of status that were characteristic of the apartheid era (De Kadt 2020).  

Like the rest of the world, South Africa has seen a massive growth 

in higher education, fuelled by the ‘knowledge economy’ discourse and 

demands for economic growth (Cloete, Mouton & Sheppard 2015). With the 
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advent of the era of access to higher education by all students, regardless of 

race, historically white universities have been flooded with black/African 

students, many of whom come from families from low socio-economic 

settings (Cloete et al. 2015). During the two decades after 1996, attendance 

in post-school education increased by 22.5% annually, driven by greater 

access for black/African students (Statistics South Africa 2017).  At the same 

time, higher education funding has decreased in recent years, reflected in 

budget cuts and decreased per capita spending, leading to cash-strapped 

universities across the country resorting to large fee increases (Sayed 2017; 

De Kadt 2020). These budget cuts disproportionately affect historically black 

institutions, through rewarding research more than teaching in funding 

formulas. This is within a context where historically white institutions have 

enjoyed a long history of research and attracted and continue to attract 

students with excellent academic profiles, prolific researchers and published 

authors from high socio-economic groups (Bozalek & Boughey 2012).  

Any attempt to understand South Africa’s higher education land-

scape therefore needs to consider the diversity of students’ and staff expe-

riences, and how institutional context shapes such experiences. While South 

Africa can be argued to have achieved access to higher education for the 

majority of students, there is a need to adopt a social justice lens in addressing 

the more fundamental student and staff challenges that impede real transfor-

mation of this sector. This is because the ‘opening’ of higher education has 

not responded to the ways in which racism and white supremacy are 

embedded in the very structure of education, such as funding, hiring and fees. 

Equality of access to higher education has not translated into access to 

knowledge or access with academic success (Leibowitz & Bozalek 2014).  

 

 

2   Decolonising the Curriculum 
The lack of real transformation in higher education emanating from the 

structural inequalities that continue to characterise South African society as 

a whole, including education, culminated in calls by students to decolonise 

the curriculum (Heleta 2016). This resulted in the 2015/16 #FeesMustFall 

student protests across South African HEIs. Heated debates in the academic 

sphere regarding the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of decolonisation have ensued. Badat 

(2017) posits that the 2015 student unrests led to a ‘decolonial turn’, which 

demanded a focus on decolonisation as a means to achieve the much-needed 
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curriculum transformation. In contrast, Jansen (2017) uses the notion of 

‘curriculum as a flag’ to argue that the call for decolonisation of the 

curriculum was symbolic on the part of students. He posits that although 

there is a need to transform the curriculum, the real student issues fuelling 

the #FeesMustFall protest were materialistic by nature, including high 

university fees and the outsourcing of university workers. He does, however, 

allude to a need to fortify curricula with a plurality of knowledges from 

Africa, Asia and Latin America (Van Heerden 2017).   

In arguing for a need to pay more attention to issues of transfor-

mation of the curriculum, Lange (2017) maintains that curriculum reforms 

changed only the ‘exoskeleton’ and left untouched the curriculum’s ‘endo-

skeleton’, which addressed the ‘content and quality’ of what is taught. What 

is clear from all these accounts is that issues of curriculum transformation in 

South African higher education have not received enough attention. This pa-

per presents four teacher educators’ reflections on how their participation in 

a decolonisation project shape their academic identities, within a higher edu-

cation landscape where views about coloniality and transformation abound.  

 
 

3   Setting the Scene  
We are a group of four academics, comprising three women, Doras, 

Nonhlanhla and Ronicka in science education and Vimolan, the only male 

member of the group, from mathematics education. A funded project titled 

‘Exploring possibilities for decolonising the science and mathematics 

education curriculum’, on which we serve as core researchers, is a 

collaborative endeavour which brings us together. Each of us works in 

different research fields and has at least 12 years’ experience in the academy. 

In this article, we transcend the ‘psychological exclusiveness’ that confines 

us to dominant ‘definitions, theories and methods’ that underpin our 

disciplines (D’Angelo 2002:872). We reflect on our epistemic choices, while 

cognizant of our location within masculinist, positivist disciplines of science 

and mathematics. Within these strong disciplinary boundaries, we question 

our complicity in the invisibilisation of ‘genealogies of knowledge’ 

(Iveković 2019:762) and tap into our agency to transcend racialised, 

ethnicised subjectivation, by imagining possibilities towards ‘pluriversum’ 

(Iveković 2019:764) in our practice. 

Vimolan, Doras and Ronicka are located at a traditional research  
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university that resulted from a merger between a previously white university, 

a previously Indian university and a previously white college of education. 

Nonhlanhla is located at a university of technology that resulted from a 

merger between a previously white Technikon, a previously Indian Techni-

kon and a previously black College of Education. We share parts of our 

career trajectories, beginning as early career academics and transitioning into 

mid-to-late-career academics.       

We use narrative inquiry to examine the shapers and re-shapers of 

our professional identities in the past, when we were novice academics at the 

beginning of our academic journeys, and in our present positions as mid-

career academics. We introspect to understand how our professional iden-

tities influence our actions and are influenced by them, and our agency in 

this process. Our discomfort in the roles we play in perpetuating the western 

ways of doing science and mathematics as the only legitimate knowledge 

force us to reflect on alternative strategies for teaching the subjects. As we 

examine our microworlds, each of us is simultaneously a researcher and 

participant, and our researcher-constructed narratives are the same as 

participant narratives. The central question in our research is ‘How do our 

reflections, both individual and collective, within a project on decolonising 

the curriculum, shape our academic identities?’ 

We borrow conceptual ideas of generativity from Erikson (1963), 

McAdams and  De St. Aubin (1992) and Hofer et al. (2008) to make meaning 

of our identities. We begin by describing the dynamic context in higher 

education, which has reverberated with calls to decolonise the curriculum 

since 2015, and then we discuss the conceptualisation of academic identity. 

Next, we provide our understanding of storyboards as a ‘visual, participatory 

research method’ (Van Laren et al. 2013:2) and how we used it in our work. 

We present one storyboard created by the science academics and another 

created by the mathematics academic, as well as reflections from our diaries. 

The reason for generating two storyboards was that several areas of 

commonality emerged in the science members’ accounts of the evolution of 

their academic identities, and these were markedly different from that of the 

mathematics member.  

 

 

4   Conceptual Framework 
We use Kogan’s (2000) concept of academic identity as our framework to  
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analyse our reflections of our journeys as academics. Academic identity 

embodies the distinctive individual, the embedded individual, and pro-

fessional identity (Kogan 2000:210). The distinctive individual is the aca-

demic who ‘has a unique history, who is located in a chosen moral and 

conceptual framework …’ (Kogan 2000:210). The academic is also an 

embedded individual, being located within a particular institution which has 

its ‘own languages, conceptual structures, histories, traditions, myths, values, 

practices and achieved goals’ (Kogan 2000:210). The professional identity 

develops at the intersection of the individual and the social, that is, between 

the individual and other people and institutional structures at the HEI. 

In adopting a narrative stance to explore our shifting academic 

identities, we lean on Lawler (2009), who explains that identity is made up 

of a series of narratives that are influenced by an individual’s background 

and culture. This articulates with Kogan’s (2000:210) conceptualisation of 

‘distinctive individual’.  We also find Hyland’s (2018:1) view of identity 

relevant as an idea that can ‘be explored through the stories we tell about 

ourselves, tapping into the accounts that individuals select, structure and 

relate at appropriate moments’. Hyland (2018:4) adds that identity is the 

‘product of the interaction of individuals and is created within social 

relations’ and this corresponds with Kogan’s (2000:210) description of 

‘professional identity’. The underlying emphasis of identity is on reflexivity 

and the belief that storytelling is an active process where authors re-present 

a particular aspect of their lives. These stories are usually created within a 

social context (Hyland 2018). In our group, we capture our individual stories 

by using different data sources such as storyboards and diaries. We analyse 

ideological assumptions which underpin our ‘academic pedagogy and 

practice’ (Mudaly 2012:38). In doing this we do not weave our stories into 

the fabric of academic life using a discourse based on deficiency and 

victimhood (Mudaly 2012); instead, we provide insight into how we created 

opportunities for learning to underpin our thinking and practice within a 

social justice ideology. 

 
 

5   How We Storied our Stories 
We adopted a qualitative narrative approach to explore our lived experiences 

of social cohesion, and how these experiences shape our academic identities 

in our endeavour to decolonise the curriculum. We do not use the words 
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‘decolonial’ and ‘decolonise’ without trepidation. Many experiences helped 

us to conceptualise decoloniality. For example, we had attended Decolo-

niality Summer Schools from 2019 to 2020, and similar programmes where 

domination, exploitation and other principles of coloniality were debated. 

Hegemonic principles that underpin the normative understanding of know-

ledge, within broader inquiries of what is progress, modernity and develop-

ment, and for whom these are intended, led to introspection and debates 

among ourselves and our colleagues. Spurred on by the #FeesMustFall 

protests, which were rooted in multiple forms of disenfranchisement, we 

committed ourselves to examine our work through a decolonial lens. Our 

epistemological roots are embedded in Euro-western traditions. Yet we look 

beyond our familiar interpretive horizons, as we reconceptualise who we are 

and how we work in a higher education landscape that reverberates with calls 

for transformation. In engaging with decolonisation, we reflect on 

epistemological alienation, the cry for decolonising the curriculum, and 

knowledge and power, and how we demonstrate our agency within this 

socio-cultural context. 

Our understanding of ‘decolonial’ was shaped by our experiences of 

oppression during the apartheid era, our marginalisation and that of our 

students, rooted in the legacy of socio-political discrimination, our reading 

and discussion of these terms from works by Nelson Maldonado-Torres, 

Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Lesley le Grange, Fanon and Paulo Friere, among 

others. The abyssal margin of separation of people into zones of being and 

non-being, the need for culturally responsive pedagogy and what mitigates 

against this – especially deliberate epistemic blindness which upholds the 

existing hegemonic order – shaped our decolonial lens. Blackness is 

associated with those who lie below the human colour line, and is a subaltern 

space characterised by violence, dispossession and poverty. People within 

this space are classified as not fully human, and the abyssal line demarcates 

‘us’ from ‘them’ (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2018). We also understood gender as a 

colonial category and reflected on the ‘subaltern female subject’ 

(Radlwimmer 2017:16) especially in academia. Each member of our group, 

by virtue of our race, class and, in the case of the female members, gender 

disadvantage, experienced ‘othering’, borne out of our location in the zone 

of non-being. We believed that a decolonial lens can provide insights into 

reclaiming human identity, and sought avenues for denormalising epistemic 

hegemonic narratives (Prinsloo 2020). We wanted to reclaim a fully human 
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identity for ourselves and our students, and sought to do this through our 

work in higher education. These ideologies, which informed our human and 

academic identities, motivated us to step into the murky conceptual 

landscape of decolonisation.  

A qualitative approach was suitable in our study because it enabled 

exploration of ‘experience, meaning and perspective, most often from the 

standpoint of the participant’ (Hammarberg, Kirkman & De Lacey 

2016:498). We leveraged conceptual and methodological tools from 

narrative inquiry to inform our meaning-making journey.  The narrative 

approach is appropriate for this study because it links with our concept of 

academic identity, as shaped by our academic experiences, histories and 

stories. 

Narrative inquiry embraces a variety of approaches, such as 

biography, autobiography, life story and life course research. It can also 

focus on studying people’s experiences written as stories (Elçi & Devran 

2014; Clandinin, Pushor & Orr 2007), and this understanding is buttressed 

by Savin-Baden and Van Niekerk (2007). Narrative inquiry provides a 

person with a platform to construct a story about his/her life. The story 

usually has a beginning, a middle and an end (McAlpine 2016). These stories 

usually focus on different issues, such as inequality, oppression, exploitation, 

subordination, lack of understanding or acceptance.  The researchers 

sometimes retell these stories in a narrative chronology (Creswell & Creswell 

2018). Narrative inquiry ‘involves telling stories, recounting – accounting 

for – how individuals make sense of events and actions in their lives with 

themselves as the agents of their lives’ (McAlpine 2016:34). In this narrative 

inquiry we refer to lived stories about our academic lives that are shaped by 

our histories, cultures and experiences.  

In our study we adopt a shared socio-cultural approach. We present 

rich descriptions of our stories, based on how we exercised our agency during 

our experiences of a complicating event – decolonisation.  Narrative inquiry, 

then, is useful in our search for meaning and making sense of our academic 

selves. In looking back and then to the present and future, we recalled our 

memories and expressed feelings that these evoked, using diaries and 

storyboards as research instruments. These were developed during a period 

of one year, when other activities, including seminars and participation in 

reading circles, occurred. We discuss these approaches before moving on to 

our analyses. 
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5.1   Diaries 
Sheble and Wildemuth (2009:1) explain that diaries are useful instruments 

in qualitative research, because they are ‘distinct in that time structures their 

creation, layering text and objects into a chronological composite of 

snapshots and reflections …’. We created semi-structured diaries, and used 

a decolonial lens to reflect on the following: (1) the ideology which 

underpinned our practice in the past and how this shaped our academic 

identities; (2) events or moments which raised our critical consciousness as 

academics; and (3) how our academic identities, which were suffused with 

heightened critical consciousness, will influence our future thinking and 

doing. Each diary captured a narrative account of personal, lived academic 

experiences.  

 
 

5.2   Storyboarding 
Storyboarding occurs during the planning process for making a film or video, 

and is touted as a powerful visual research method (Mitchell & De Lange 

2011). A storyboard maps out a series of scenes that are used to develop a 

story in a film or video. In this paper, storyboards were used to capture the 

essence/key events of our careers, which dictated the trajectory of our 

academic identities as we engage with the concept of decolonisation.  

Storyboarding is an arts based, participatory, visual method. It is 

particularly useful in research which is underpinned by a social justice 

imperative. For example, Greene contends that arts-based methodologies 

enable ‘a centrality of imagination because of its power to enable persons to 

reach toward alternatives, to reach beyond ... [to] open windows in 

experience, provide moments of freedom and presence, [and] enable us to 

break with terrible moments of apathy and numbness’ (Greene 2007:2). 

Researchers who have leveraged affordances of arts-based methodologies 

towards a social justice aim, and who adopted a decolonial lens, as we did, 

include Osei-Kofi, Shahjahan and Patton (2010). Storyboarding was useful 

in our study because, borrowing from these researchers, it offered the 

‘possibility of different, non-linear forms of discovery, knowing, and 

interpretation’ (Osei-Kofi 2013:140). It also provided a platform for us to 

engage in ‘living inquiry’ (Osei-Kofi  2013:146) of our academic journeys 

and how these shaped our identities. We borrow the definition of a 

storyboard from Van Laren et al. (2013:4), which is ‘a structured and pre-
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planned visual outline or skeleton that comprises a series of drawings, 

sketches or explanations representing each scene or camera shot required to 

produce a video’. The process of generating our storyboards served as an 

intervention and a space for transformation, both of our professional 

identities and of our practice (Mitchell 2008).   

 
 

5.3   Working with Storyboarding and Diaries  
We first used semi-structured diaries, which we maintained over a year to 

reflect on the complexity of each of our experiences. Between 10 and 14 

reflections on past and present experiences were recorded. Based on the 

semi-structured diaries, we then developed storyboards, which created an 

‘imaginative, tangible, and reflexive space’ (Naicker, Pillay & Blose 

2020:128) for us to work within a narrative inquiry approach. Storyboarding 

was used as a participatory method to reflect and introspect on our 

professional identities before and during our engagement in the project. 

Three workshops were held, and at the first, two members of the project team 

presented their understanding of what a storyboard is. A colleague who is an 

expert in visual methodologies but was not a part of our project group also 

helped us to conceptualise storyboarding.  

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions, we were unable to meet 

in person to develop the storyboards. However, we used the three workshops, 

which were held via Zoom, and several emails and telecommunications to 

develop a common storyboard which captured the stories of the three science 

academics with a separate storyboard for the mathematics academic.  

Guided by the steps for the storyboarding and reflective process 

outlined in Van Laren et al. (2013), we began by holding a Zoom workshop 

to discuss key questions to guide our diary reflections. We also discussed our 

understanding of what storyboarding as a research method entails, using 

published articles and book chapters which focused on storyboarding. We 

shared more articles after the workshop to build our capacity to engage in the 

storyboarding process. A second Zoom workshop was held where we read 

accounts from our diaries aloud. Our reflections were different, but we 

distilled key issues which were important in the formation of our academic 

identities from the diaries. We discussed these key issues and decided that 

our academic journeys revealed that ‘social inclusion’ and ‘a decolonial lens’ 

were important and should be included in our storyboards. 
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We worked collaboratively in discipline-aligned groups and decided that we 

would have one storyboard for mathematics and one for science, because 

different rules and practices inform these two distinct disciplines. We 

planned that Vimolan would construct the mathematics storyboard, while 

Doras, Nonhlanhla and Ronicka would construct the science storyboard.  

 

The next step involved delving into one another’s reflections and recording 

our understanding of these in our diaries. We shared these interpretations at 

the third workshop. The purpose of this was to immerse ourselves in the 

hearts, minds and feelings of each other, in order to understand one another’s 

lived experiences. Based on these reflections, each of us in the science 

discipline constructed an individual storyboard, which we shared via email.  

 

All members then met, where reflections were re-read, and we studied the 

individual storyboards. The science members selected specific frames from 

the three storyboards to generate a single storyboard that resonated with each 

science member’s academic journey. The mathematics member was 

involved in all meetings, and our collective deliberations shaped our stories. 

This involved what Creswell and Creswell (2018) refer to as peer debriefing. 

Our retelling of the story using storyboards 1 and 2 was a ‘means of 

understanding experience as lived and told’ (Savin-Baden & Van Niekerk 

2007:459).  

 

In constructing the storyboards, we made our academic and pre-academic 

selves more visible. This was based on introspection on our workplace 

practices, and caused an unravelling of our own identities that were 

influenced long before we had become academics. In this highly perfor-

mative environment, academics are evaluated on community engagement, 

student performance, research outputs and curriculum completion. The con-

tent that the academic teaches is limited by the curriculum templates, which 

satisfy national norms, peer reviews and vocational expectations. Intrinsic 

rewards and satisfaction of engaging meaningfully with the content by adapt-

ing it to local needs must be scrutinised carefully and worked within the 

ambit of the curriculum templates. 
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McCune (2019:2) dichotomises the relationships between research 

and teaching as being, 

 

highly complex and cannot be simply represented as an obvious 

synergy or a straightforward relation of tension and competition 

between the two. Rather the relationships are enacted differently by 

diverse academics shaped by multiple discourses and complex 

interplay between beliefs about learning and teaching and under-

standings of the nature of knowledge.  

 

In trying to address the notions above, we chose to use McAdams 

and De St Aubin’s (1992) model of generativity (Figure 3), as adapted by 

Hofer et al. (2008:3). Hofer et al. (2008:1) cite Erikson (1963:276), who 

described the concept of generativity in his theory of psychosocial 

development as ‘the concern in establishing and guiding the next generation’. 

Stevens and Patel (2015:160) also recognise Erikson’s theory as the, 

  

interplay of an individual with the external social factors around 

them. During the stage of generativity, adults are faced with the 

struggle to give back to society and become something greater than 

themselves through their careers and/or families. 

 

The model by Hofer et al. (2008:3) includes six different features 

that are interconnected. The model recognises two layers – cultural demands 

and inner desires – which are motivational sources.  

Cultural demands in South Africa (student protests related to 

decolonising the curriculum, for example) have resulted in a rethinking of 

our curricula and teaching. With the ongoing uncertainty around university 

transformation, many academics have themselves begun to intrinsically 

desire a change – inner desires – towards a more inclusive and indigenised 

curriculum. These two sources of motivation often lead to the creation of 

thoughts and plans in preparation for a change in behaviour. The concerns 

brought on by the motivational sources induce specific commitments or 

goals. These goals are then enacted, indicating concrete generative 

behaviour. In acting on these goals, meaning is conveyed through the 

narratives that emerge, as we story our academic selves from early to mid-

career, and imagine the future (emphasis added).    
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Figure 3: Model of generativity proposed by Hofer et al. (2008:3) 
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6   Entering the Ivory Tower 
We draw on our diaries and storyboards to make sense of our early years in 

academia. The three science colleagues (Ronicka, Doras and Nonhlanhla) 

were women academics, who worked on Storyboard 1. The meaning that 

they ascribed to their academic experiences was significantly influenced by 

cultural demands, namely those related to inequity and fragmentation. 

Evidence of this in Storyboard 1, frame 2, includes: ‘Black students denied 

access and success in science’, ‘Black students intimidated by white 

lecturers, white students and white science, which is irrelevant to their world’ 

and ‘Fragmentation, isolation, humiliation, competition, separation, peri-

pheralization of black students …’. These ideas were generated after the 

science academics had discussed their diary entries. For example, Non-

hlanhla disclosed the following about her university life which raised her 

political consciousness:  

 

Strikes, police, and soldiers pointing guns at us were a 

‘normal’ feature of my university life. Although we were told 

many times by our white lecturers, many of whom were part 

of the army that attacked us during strikes, that we should 

never ‘mix’ education with politics, our lived experiences as 

black university students taught us that education is political 

by its very nature. 

 

Nonhlanhla’s account of her pre-academic self reveals the violent 

environment rooted in racial fragmentation which she was immersed in, 

which heightened her political consciousness. Nonhlanhla’s  allusion to 

white and black, without considering the ‘Indian’ and ‘Coloured’ race 

categories in South Africa is not unusual. Race theorists express racial 

categories as ‘white’ and ‘black’ (Matthews 2015:113). Even the Freedom 

Charter indicates that ‘South Africa belongs to all who live in it, black and 

white …’ (Mhlauli, Salani & Mokotedi 2015:206).  

The inequity and marginalisation suffered by black students made 

her a more conscious practitioner once she entered academia, and this is 

evident in her assertion that ‘education is political by its very nature’. That 

HEIs were used as ‘creatures of the (apartheid) state’ (Bunting 2006:37) is 

evident in Nonhlanhla’s assertion that white lecturers who were part of the 
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pro-apartheid army instructed them not to ‘mix’ politics with education, in 

order to maintain the unequal social order.  

 Doras suffered anxiety borne out of different markers of exclusion 

and inequity, which is evident in the following diary entry: 

 

My early years as an academic were not smooth being a black 

woman of foreign origin in a space that was meant for the 

privileged. 

  

A subaltern identity was also formed by Ronicka, who made the following 

diary entry to capture her angst as a novice academic: 

 

I was acutely aware of the multidimensional disadvantage of 

being brown (in a liminal space, unable to leverage advantages 

of ontological density of my white counterparts, and wary of the 

assumption that I was possibly accepted into higher education 

based on the employment equity policy of the institution), and 

being a woman within a patriarchal higher education 

landscape 

 

The complexity of women’s academic identity has been well 

documented (Husu 2001). The ‘racialised and gendered asymmetries of 

power’ at play (Mudaly 2015:39), women’s under-representation in upper 

echelons of the academic hierarchy (Naicker 2013; Shober 2014) and 

structural barriers to their progress (Mama 2006) shape women’s identities, 

experiences and professional practices in particular ways.  

Vimolan remembered (Sellitti 2009) his entry and progress in 

academia in the following diary entry: 

 

My entry into a[n] HEI filled me with excitement. I had at my 

disposal many resources, and was given the opportunity of 

leading the work-integrated teaching practice programme for 

the entire school when I was only in my second year of 

academic life. In my third year I was promoted to Senior 

lecturer, in my 14th year to Associate Professor and in my 15th 

year, to full Professor. I led the local organising committee of 

several conferences and was called upon to act as Head of 
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School on multiple occasions. These achievements I attribute to 

my confidence, and hard work. In 2017 I was listed among the 

top 30 researchers in the entire institution.  

 

The anguish, anxiety and trepidation in the women’s early-career 

accounts were absent from the male member’s reflection. Vimolan assumed 

leadership positions from his second year and was the only full professor in 

our group. He attributed his success to a well-resourced environment and 

being confident and working hard. What was evident was that the 

intersectionality of historical, socio-political and cultural contexts yielded 

heterogenous experiences among academics, which, according to Ramohai 

(2019), is under-researched. 

 
 

7   Complicating Events Inside the Ivory Tower 
In Storyboard 1, the women academics reported having occupied ‘junior 

rungs’ on the (academic) hierarchy when they entered the HEI, and spoke 

about the high teaching workload (‘handmaidens of the knowledge class’), 

which allowed little time for research and community engagement. Yet they 

remained mute for fear of ‘rock(ing) the boat – we are vulnerable, 

inexperienced’ (frame 3). Gender is a colonial category, and Radlwimmer 

(2017) underscores the subalternity and silencing of the female subject, 

which echoed in the stories of some members of our group. This supports the 

view that higher education is a ‘tough industry’ (Shober 2014:324). Naicker 

(2013) has reported on how women academics, who bear a disproportionate 

load of teaching, cannot ascend towards the upper echelons of the academic 

hierarchy. 

The status quo, related to the cultural demands of the HEI, about 

what content can be taught, the pedagogy to be used and the knowledge 

producers to be valued, was a complicating event because it was Eurocentric 

and marginalised alternative knowledges and knowledge holders 

(Storyboard 1, frame 4). Similarly, Osie-Kofi (2013) drew on findings from 

other research to underscore the monolithic lens that has been normalised, 

because the scientific method is deemed to be the only valid way to generate 

useful knowledge.  

Vimolan, who worked on Storyboard 2, viewed the complicating 

events quite differently. Like the science academics, he recognised ‘the 
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dominance of Euro-Western knowledge economy in Africa’ but felt that ‘our 

children in Africa also needed globally accepted mathematics in the 4th 

industrial revolution’.   

There was robust discussion during our meetings and workshops 

about the inner desires, and it became evident from the conversations that 

ensued that mathematics and science were masculinist disciplines and were 

viewed differently among group members. Despite their awareness of the 

ubiquitous knowledge paradigm that was promoted in the HEI, the science 

academics identified their inner desires as ‘Complete my PhD first’, 

‘Establish ourselves as credible knowledge producers, not wanting to be seen 

to be employed to satisfy employment equity rules but as a real, worthwhile 

academic’ (Storyboard 1, frame 3). In contrast, Vimolan became 

uncomfortable and stated his inner desires as ‘the mathematician in me is 

troubled by the social justice echoes that are being thrown about. I am caught 

up in a zone of absolute discomfort and, as a conscious practitioner I find 

that the disquiet that engulfs me is difficult to endure’ (Storyboard 2, frames 

4 and 5). It was becoming evident that discussions were creating inner 

turmoil for some. During the initial discussions Vimolan argued that 

mathematics was a rigid subject comprising a corpus of knowledge that was 

not malleable, and as a result, curriculum transformation would be a 

challenge.  

 

 

8   Concerns in the Ivory Tower 
The resultant concerns, as expressed by Ronicka, Doras and Nonhlanhla in 

the first storyboard, were deep and came from intensive introspection on their 

academic experiences. The first was that as novice academics, during their 

early career they felt intimidated by their low status and remained muted 

(Ramohai 2019), retreating to a safe place where they asked no questions 

(Storyboard 1, frame 4). They simply perpetuated the status quo because they 

did not want to be seen as disruptive. This was significant and showed the 

pervasive influence of the intensely patriarchal, colonial structure of the HEI.  

In contrast, Vimolan’s concerns were not as personal and focused on 

the discipline of mathematics. He expressed the concern that indigenous 

knowledge has its space but in the current curricula is limited to contextual 

factors, and that most ‘relevant’ mathematics cannot always be located in 

contextual factors. Vimolan’s concerns were about the nature, rules, laws and 
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language of mathematics, and how it could be re-imagined using conceptual 

tools from indigenous knowledge. This was unlike the concerns revealed on 

Storyboard 1, which revolved around inner feelings and emotions. For 

Vimolan the allure of a more epistemically just curriculum which offered a 

more ‘African-centred’ perspective (Heleta 2016) was real; however, the 

design of such a curriculum, which would simultaneously render learners 

globally competitive, was far from simple. 

 
 

9   Commitments and Goals in the Ivory Tower 
The concerns raised in Storyboard 1 resulted in commitments and goals 

among the science members to transform themselves as their identities 

evolved through individual and group reflections. The initial reaction was 

that this process of unveiling ‘opened our eyes’, and was an avenue for 

greater consciousness raising. The explicit acknowledgement that they are 

part of the problem and would need to become proactive in order to make a 

difference was crucial. In order to do this, the science members recognised 

that they would need to ‘unlearn and then re-learn through a strong 

commitment to decolonisation’ (Nonhlanhla’s diary entry). They decided 

that indigenous communities must be involved through consultations and 

invitations to deliver talks and workshops during module presentations. This 

will ensure greater cohesion between the University, indigenous knowledge 

holders and students. The promotion of cohesion through the curriculum by 

promoting the valuing and development of African cultures has been 

underscored by UNESCO (2014). 

In Storyboard 2, Vimolan’s commitment was closely associated with 

his concerns, and he proposed that ‘foregrounding the indigenous voices and 

practices of previously marginalised groups should occur in early schooling’ 

(Storyboard 2, frame 8). He contended this is what mathematics educators 

should agitate for. However, he believed that adding contextual factors to 

mathematics could detract from essential concepts and mislead learners. For 

example, using the cone-shaped roof of traditional African huts to teach 

about the area of a cone should not detract from mathematical formulae 

related to the area of a cone. Vimolan felt that ‘we need to demythologise the 

idea that by simply decolonising the curriculum in mathematics, one can 

offer students a better life in an unequal society’ (Storyboard 2, frame 9). He 

based his argument on the fact that mathematics itself was a strongly 
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classified (in the Bernsteinean sense) subject, and changing it could retard 

the progress of learners in critical fields. He experienced the angst of the 

moral and pedagogic impetus to disrupt the marginalisation of African 

knowledge in the curriculum, and the disquiet that such a disruption could 

not yield the benefits which equality promises (Storyboard 2, frames 8 and 

9). Challenges which Vimolan believed needed to be addressed were how to 

digress from monocultural perspectives of what is ‘legitimate’ mathematics, 

by ‘crawling through a new curriculum wormhole’ (Kincheloe 2008:8), and 

how to ‘disrupt the epistemological status quo’ (Mudaly 2018a:63).  

 
 

10   Action in the Ivory Tower: Daring to Imagine a  

       Different Academic Self  
In changing our behaviour, several actions were noted. All colleagues began 

reconciling activism with scholarship in our quest to sever those cables 

which bound us to a monolithic view of knowledge, that which Shiva (1993) 

refers to as monoculture of the mind. We engaged in reading circles where 

we focused on the works of, among others, Nelson Maldonado-Torres, 

Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Lesley le Grange, Fanon and Paulo Friere. Four  

seminars,  facilitated by leading decolonial theorists who we regarded as 

experts, were organised during the year by the members of this project, and 

students were invited to participate. The intention was to improve our own 

knowledge and conscientise ourselves and our students for the future. We 

anticipate that our transformation as academics will filter to our students, 

many of whom are practising teachers, to raise their awareness about 

decentring Euro-western paradigms in science and mathematics as a route 

towards decolonising the curriculum. In reflecting and engaging, we 

affirmed the idea that agency in effecting change has to start with ourselves. 

 The following diary entries reveal how we exercised our agency to 

build our capacity to decolonise the curriculum: 

 

Doras: from the  Reading Circle, I learned that the Gatsheni 

view describes people as belonging to two zones. The zone on 

being which show that someone is superior and the zone of non-

being to indicate an inferior person. The Europeans are viewed 

to be people who abide by the law and lawlessness describes a 

black person.  
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Being part of this project has made me have a closer look at 

what I am doing as an academic, what kind of knowledge I am 

sharing with my students. As an academic in science education, 

I used Euro-western examples without reflecting on the lack of 

relevance of these for my learners. For example, when teaching 

about matter and materials, I could refer to objects with which 

students are familiar, such as unfired clay pots which are 

important African appliances, which keep contents cool 

because they have low thermal conductivity. The knowledge 

gained in this project has influenced the way I view what I teach 

and for whose benefit.  

  

Doras introspected on the relevance of the content she was teaching her 

students, and this marked a transformation of her academic self, a  ‘wide 

awakeness, ready to pay active attention to what has become so questionable 

and so troubling, ready to take that kind of action which will move (her) 

ahead into the future’  (Greene 1971:10). 

 

Nonhlanhla: Through collaborative reflections on readings on 

the ‘coloniality of being and coloniality of knowledge’, and  

seminars by Prof Le Grange, Prof Ramrathan and Prof Pillay, 

I am more aware that the effort to decolonise begins with my-

self; and I have to engage in a process of ‘unlearning and 

relearning’ as a science teacher educator. I see how I have left 

unchallenged the idea that knowledge that matters is 

knowledge from the North, and that there is nothing from mine 

and my students’ contexts (African and local) that contributes 

to scientific knowledge. I have perpetuated the notion that pro-

ducers of scientific knowledge are people other than Africans, 

and that they (my students) are only consumers of knowledge. 

My collaboration with my fellow science and mathematics 

teacher educators has created a safe space where we can be 

honest with each other about our teaching and what informs 

our practice. The social connections we are developing as a 

‘community of practice’ of critically conscious science and 

mathematics teacher educators has a potential to create a deep 

sense of social cohesion among us as teacher educators. This 
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will hopefully have a ripple effect into our classrooms, creating 

a pool of critically conscious science and mathematics teach-

ers. Creating classrooms that nurture positive relationships, 

solidarity, cooperation, communal learning, where the success 

of all students instead of a few is encouraged, is what I will 

strive for. 

 

Nonhlanhla wanted to start with herself, to ‘engage in a process of 

unlearning and relearning’ which resonated with the vision for the future for 

each of us. Her consciousness of epistemic (and possibly ontological) 

exclusion (Mudaly 2018a) is palpable in her comment ‘there is nothing from 

mine and my students’ contexts (African and local) that contributes to 

scientific knowledge …’.  

Vimolan implemented the lessons he gained from the project by 

designing a research task for his students where he invited them to apply a 

decolonial lens to a unit of work (Mudaly 2018b). His students showed an 

initial reluctance to change the way they teach. Many viewed mathematics 

as unchanging, producing standard, single solutions. In engaging with the 

activity in this research, they found it difficult to find suitable examples of 

recontextualised, indigenised ways of teaching the common mathematics 

prescribed in the Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement Vimolan 

indicated that this was mainly due to students’ lack of experience and 

engagement in activities that engendered ideas of teaching mathematics from 

a local, indigenous perspective. Students were aware of the concept of 

decolonisation but had not themselves applied their minds to realigning their 

thoughts towards how they could change their teaching. Although Vimolan’s 

storyboard reveals his angst at the moral and practical implications of 

indigenising the curriculum, he declares that his students’ ‘inability to recon-

textualise and indigenise mathematics does not mean that decolonisation is 

futile’ (Storyboard 2, frame 8). Vimolan developed the belief that working 

towards dismantling knowledge power relations using a decolonial lens was 

crucial, although he found it challenging to change the pedagogy and content 

mathematics in significant ways. 

In addition to attending seminars and reading circle sessions, 

Ronicka also collaborated with other academics to develop her capacity to 

work on the project.  

She wrote as follows in her diary: 
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(My collaboration with) other academics who worked in trans-

disciplinary spaces and valued a social justice approach to 

science education in particular, made me increasingly 

confident to venture beyond my familiar disciplinary boun-

daries. I began to believe that the tenor of science education 

can be changed. I reconceptualised parts of the modules I 

taught and experimented with key projects in the modules. I 

changed an existing project which focused on gardening for 

health, into a project which focused on cultivating African 

indigenous plants for health ... I then ventured further and 

engaged African indigenous knowledge holders as guest 

lecturers … I paid for these lectures from my cost centre … 

 

Ronicka became increasingly courageous to step outside the 

disciplinary boundaries of science and develop her modules to incorporate 

African knowledge systems, by collaborating with activists for socially just 

education. She developed her modules differently and changed the content 

of her modules to incorporate African indigenous knowledge. She also 

positioned African indigenous knowledge holders as legitimate teachers in 

the HEI by inviting them in from the community to teach in the academic 

space. These indigenous knowledge holders were paid from Ronicka’s cost 

centre. This ‘tapping into locally based and locally produced indigenous 

knowledge … by interweaving this with other forms of knowledge … blurred 

the lines between indigenous and colonial, and between non-western and 

Western knowledge’ (Mudaly 2018a:62). 

 
 

11   Concluding Remarks 
As producers and interpreters of data (Mitchell 2008), we presented a 

‘narrative visibility’ of ourselves (Kim 2016:208). The concerns raised in 

Storyboard 1 resulted in commitments and goals being established for us to 

begin to transform ourselves as our identities evolve through individual and 

group reflections. It is important that these ‘narratives, when told to others, 

may also influence how others see the storyteller’ (McAlpine 2016:4). 

Mendieta (2013:137) argues that ‘stories not only highlight an existing 

relationship between the narrator and listener/reader, but they also expose 

issues related to both identity and cultural membership’. These stories are 
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powerful in such a way that they can influence how the narrator views 

him/herself and makes decisions to act (Holley & Colyar 2009, cited in 

McAlpine 2016).  

Our stories reveal how our group found the seminars and reading 

circles on decolonising the curriculum to be enlightening, and how this 

bolstered our confidence to transform our thinking and practice, as evident 

in the diary entries as well as frames 5, 6 and 7 on Storyboard 1. The findings 

from the reflections show that our ideologies have been co-constructed and 

shared with students who participated in the curriculum decolonisation 

project. This marked an awakening of our academic selves,  and we yearned 

to become conscious practitioners (Greene 1971). 

We were very clear about what new steps we will each engage in as 

a way of emancipating our students and working towards a cohesive 

community. Cohesion and collaboration were key elements in the evolution 

of our academic identities. Vimolan arranged for his students to venture 

beyond the sacred walls of the lecture theatres, into communities, to tap into 

the knowledge of elders to inform their teaching. This marks a cohesion 

between the community and the university, because knowledge of com-

munity members was leveraged to indigenise a unit of work. Knowledge 

valued by the community as well as that of individual indigenous knowledge 

holders became crucial repositories in this project.  

Doras decided to connect the ‘what’ to the ‘who’ of her teaching to 

make the work more relevant to her students. Her assertion was that cohesion 

could be promoted by designing a more meaningful curriculum, aligned to 

the needs of her students; this would engender a sense of belonging among 

her students in terms of the science she was teaching.  For Nonhlanhla, her 

collaboration with members of this research group provided a ‘safe space’ 

for introspection into her academic self, and she drew courage from the 

support provided by the group, which she viewed as a cohesive unit. This 

motivated her to think and do academia differently.  

Ronicka collaborated with experts outside of the group: academics 

who were activists for social justice. This signalled cohesion with like-

minded academics. In addition, she fostered cohesion with the community 

by positioning indigenous knowledge holders as legitimate teachers in 

academia. Cohesion was also realised by including African indigenous 

knowledge content in her modules, and in doing this the possibility for 

transformation by decentring Eurocentric paradigms became real.  
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Our academic identities underwent transformation, triggered by 

cultural demands and our inner desires. Although conscious of the social 

inequity, fragmentation and exclusion in higher education, the science 

members believed they began their journey on the ‘wrong’ side of the 

experienced/ inexperienced, white/non-white, man/woman binary. This 

made them compliant and passive and they perpetuated the status quo, even 

when it promoted inequality and exclusion, the latter of which were 

complicating events. A change occurred when all four members collaborated 

on a project towards decolonising the science and mathematics curriculum, 

and our concern about our complicity in perpetuating the status quo was 

heightened. As active agents who were invested in the transformation of our 

practice informed by a social justice ideology, we arranged and participated 

in seminars and reading circles. We viewed this as an intellectual, political 

and pedagogic initiative, and participated in debates, discourses and 

presentations about global and institutional inequality. We worked as a 

cohesive unit with experts and with one another, and developed academic 

courage to transcend familiar boundaries of thinking and doing. This feeling 

of connectedness was enhanced when we tapped into knowledge from the 

community and brought it into the HEI for our students to value their own 

knowledge by reconnecting to it.  
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