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Abstract

The discourse of equal education in the South African education system is
polemical, and achieving its aim is a daunting task. The premise of this study
affirms that fostering an equitable curriculum for all is essential for social
cohesion. The achievement of greater equity through schooling is vital to society
and national identity because the citizenry purports to believe in the universal
right to pursue quality life for all. | contend that curriculum implementation
should reject the dominant miseducation within society that enables and
legitimises the inequitable treatment of its citizenry, at the expense of
democracy. It is worth noting that all human beings are created equal and
endowed with certain inalienable rights, among which are life and liberty. A
qualitative approach was employed in the study. An equitable curriculum must
strive to include the lives of all those in society, especially the marginalised and
dominated. Undemocratic, persistent inequities exist in the education system,
and in religious and political agencies that promote the opposite of a tolerant
and humane society. Equity in a curriculum is pivotal to the alleviation of
injustices in society and is a panacea to the perpetuation of unfair practices.
Fostering an equitable curriculum for all is mostly based on the intertwined
principles of social justice, mainly equity, access, participation, and rights.
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Introduction

Inequality in the school curriculum is linked to the major problems in society. The
means of mitigating these inequalities are of paramount importance. This is of great
interest since learners require quality education, which is a cornerstone for a guaranteed
future. Equality in the curriculum will, to a large extent, guarantee every human being
a better position in society. In the apartheid era, whites held nearly all the political power
in South Africa, with other “races” almost completely marginalised from the political
arena. The end of apartheid allowed equal rights for all citizens regardless of perceived
racial origins. South Africa still grapples to correct the social inequalities created by the
apartheid regime. Despite a rising gross domestic product, indices for poverty,
unemployment and income inequality show they are still more prevalent among blacks,
coloureds and Indians (Carr 2001).

Educational inequity erodes the values of equality of opportunity and social mobility.
Every learner has a right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, irrespective of
parental status. An equitable curriculum that provides equal opportunities to learners
with the relevant needs is a necessary component to address rampant income inequality,
which hampers economic growth and threatens democracy. While equality means
treating every learner the same, equity means making sure every learner has the support
they need to be successful. Equity in education requires putting systems in place to
ensure that every learner has an equal opportunity of achieving worthwhile results.

It is everyone’s responsibility to create a lens for social cohesion. It requires political
will, a shared consensus and participation in processes, even though this may be
distinctly uncomfortable. Political will in some of the township and rural schools in
South African provinces is currently demonstrated through leadership that prioritises
the achievement of social cohesion, which changes unequal, system-wide relationships
of power and is focused on improving the quality of education. Freire (1972) put forth
that teachers should attempt to “live part of their dreams within their educational space”.
Classrooms can be places of hope where learners and teachers gain glimpses of the kind
of society they could live in and where learners acquire the academic and critical skills
needed to make it a reality. Coleman et al. (1966) too averred that learners need to be
inspired by one another’s vision of schooling, which would eventually enable them to
balance equality, equity and social justice, as highlighted in Figure 1.

a) Social justice requires specific intervention to secure equality and equity

b) Equality: every human being has an absolute and equal right to common
dignity and parity of esteem and entitlement to access the benefits of society
on equal terms

c) Equity: everyone has the right to benefit from the outcomes of society based
on fairness.
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Equality Equity

Social Justice

Figure 1: Equality, equity, and social justice in a school curriculum

The implications of the model depicted in Figure 1 are explicit. Social justice is realised
when the principle of equality is reflected in the concrete experience of all parties found
in any given social situation. Furthermore, experience must be evaluated in the results
on the extent of equity. When the two elements are interwoven, the level of social justice
rises.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

This study is underpinned by a theoretical framework of “education for all”, which is a
global commitment to provide quality basic education for all learners and adults. The
concepts of “education for all” and “curriculum” are interweaved. “Education for all”,
on the one hand, emphasises the need to provide access to education for traditionally
marginalised groups, including girls and women, indigenous populations and remote
rural groups, street children, migrants and nomadic populations, people with disabilities,
linguistic and cultural minorities. A comprehensive rights-based approach must be
dynamic, accounting for different learning environments and different learners.

The Concept of Curriculum

The concept of “curriculum, on the other hand, is derived from the Latin word currere,
which means to run or race. In time, it came to mean the course of study” (Lumadi
1995). It can also be viewed as the sum of experiences leading to the learning that occurs
under the auspices of the formal institution, whether or not these are part of the written
content guide. Moreover, it can be defined as an organised set of intended learning
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outcomes leading to the achievement of educational goals. It may also allude to the
knowledge and skills imparted to learners; this includes the learning standards they are
expected to meet, and the units and lessons offered by teachers. A curriculum is the
primary vehicle by which economically and socially marginalised adults and children
can lift themselves out of poverty and obtain the means to participate fully in their
communities (Gorski 2013).

A curriculum should not be viewed as a static commodity to be considered in isolation
from its greater context; it is an ongoing process and holds its own inherent value as a
human right. Not only do people have the right to receive quality education, they also
have the right to be equipped with the skills and knowledge that will ensure long-term
recognition of and respect for all human rights. In this study, it should be regarded as a
plan for teaching and learning that is conceptualised in the light of certain selected
outcomes. It encompasses all the planned learning opportunities offered to learners by
the educators in institutions and the experiences that the learners encounter when the
curriculum is implemented.

Habibis and Walter (2009, 69) took a step further by mentioning that curriculums should
aim to achieve universal education for all, specifically to “ensure that all learners, will
be able to complete a full course of schooling”. The socio-cultural theory (Vygotsky
1986) that relies on the zone of proximal development and the constructivist (Piaget
1964) theories of learning further informed the study. Some of the schools in South
Africa dictate the choice of subjects to learners. It is presumed that these theories,
though quite different, subsume the use of dialogue and conversations (facilitated by the
classroom teacher) to promote an inclusive policy to all learners to deal with their
challenges when learning all school subjects. There is a controversial belief that the
gateway subjects, such as mathematics and physical science, are complex and as a result
are meant for the chosen few. In some of the studied schools, only boys can pursue this
demanding stream because they are perceived to be tough and strong. These subjects
are crucial for individual freedom and economic development. They are used as a basic
entry requirement into any of the prestigious courses such as medicine, engineering and
accounting, among other degree programmes. Despite the pivotal role that these subjects
play in society, it is alleged that there has always been woeful performance from girls
in these subjects.

Piaget (1964) argued that the growth of learners’ knowledge occurs through knowledge
representation schemas that the learners hold in their minds. Piaget maintained that these
schemas are organic and are continually enriched when one considers new experiences.
Knowledge growth that occurs through re-organising learners’” schemas lies at the heart
of the constructivist learning theory. Principally, learners are not regarded as tabula rasa
(blank sheets, empty jugs or vessels) that must be filled with knowledge by the teachers;
rather, they construct their own knowledge. In the classroom situation, the constructivist
view of learning can point towards various teaching practices. In the most general sense,
it simply means a way of motivating all learners, regardless of gender, “race”, religion
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and language, to use active techniques (experiments, real-world problem solving) to
create more knowledge and then to reflect on and talk about what they are doing and
how their understanding is changing. The knowledge learners construct in the choice of
subjects will equip them for a better future.

Giroux’s theory posited that, contrary to a repressive view of democracy as hyper
patriotic and intolerant of dissent and doubt, one should embrace the value of a
conception of democracy that is never complete or determinate and constantly open to
different understandings of the contingency of its decisions, mechanisms of exclusion
and operations of power (Habibis and Walter 2009). Both democracy and social justice
buttress education for all. It is imperative to take cognisance of the concept of social
justice, which places the spotlight on oppression and inequality in all its nuances.
Moreover, it entails, but is not limited to, xenophobia and racism, economic
discrimination and classism, misogyny and sexism, religious impetus and political
persecution, the abuse of civil liberties and ableism, homophobia and heterosexism. The
goal of a human rights-based approach to “education for all” is to ensure every learner
receives a quality education that respects and promotes their right to dignity and
optimum development.

Social justice factors are particularly important in an equitable curriculum because
there is a dire societal need for global understanding. In fact, learners expect the
school curriculum to provide them with a diverse education (Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005). It is this diverse education that gives an understanding that each
learner is unique and recognises individual differences. It is vital for schools to adopt
practices and provide equal learning opportunities that focus on power and inequality
issues, since the school curriculum is a developmental aspect for learners (Zajda,
Majahnovich, and Rust 2007). It is worth noting that an equitable curriculum should
ensure that all learners have an opportunity to achieve the highest possible standards,
regardless of barriers some may face, and have equality of access to learning.

The apparent simplicity and rationality of this study of curriculum theory and practice,
and the way in which it mimics curriculum management, are powerful factors in its
success. Missing from the discourse surrounding the issue is empirical evidence of
curricular mimicking, which is prevalent in the schooling system. Although
comparisons indicate mimicking exists, there is substantial variation in curriculum
coverage. A further appeal is made to academics who attack teachers as if they are the
ones who are instrumental in an exclusive practice. The radical critiques are of two
camps. The first are the de-schoolers (those who think that schools are worthless, useless
institutions, which ought to be scrapped because their curriculum is meant for the chosen
few in society); they want to de-school society (11lich1970). The first camp of radical
critiques contends that

e The school curriculum in both capitalist and socialist societies is an instrument
of oppression and monopoly.
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o The school curriculum in today’s specialised and consumer-oriented society
serves to manipulate people. The consequences of schooling, what Dore
(1976) calls the “Diploma and Degree disease”™, is a reflection of the
manipulation of the educational system by market forces.

¢ Instead of being an equaliser, the school curriculum creates class difference
and polarises society.

The second camp among the radical critiques are the neo-Marxists, who want to
preserve the school as an institution, but want to reshape it to serve and match a society
with a new order of production. Contemporary criticism about schools does not simply
rest with differing reactions to the concept of schooling. It also involves disagreements
as to what schools should be like and whether schools should provide equal educational
opportunities. Coleman et al. (1966) asserted that equality of educational opportunity
implies the provision of free universal education, an equitable curriculum for all
learners, regardless of colour, gender, religion, and politics, and a common school
system without dysfunction that is open to all.

In an equitable school curriculum, learners enter the classroom with their own specific
learning needs, styles, abilities, and preferences. Teachers make standards-based
content and curricula accessible to learners and teach in ways that learners can
understand from their varying cultural paradigms (Kovacevic 2010). Oppression is both
a reality and a perceptual phenomenon. It is further assumed that opportunities to
exercise personal choice are desirable and liberating, that is, non-oppressive. Helping
young people learn to make appropriate personal choices in schools is also assumed to
be theoretically possible, operationally practical, and educationally desirable. If the
schools are oppressive, choices will be restricted. If the schools are not oppressive,
choices will be expanded. Critics have described educational practices that appear to be
dehumanising. Protest groups have charged that schools are demeaning and restricting
(Garwe 2014).

Someone must judge the merit of a school curriculum, determine how it is and is not
meritorious, and the extent to which it is more meritorious than another. In a competitive
market economy, consumers render that judgment—though, in a modern corporation,
their judgment is somewhat diluted as it is translated into actual pay scales through the
mediation of numerous intermediaries. Yet the bottom line is clear. A private school
operating without government subsidy cannot pay its employees unless it satisfies the
consumers with its products. The amount available to meet its expenses depends on how
well it satisfies the customers (Mambo 2010).

Orwell’s (1996) sad and cynical submission that all animals are equal, but some are
more equal than others, becomes rather relevant here. It would appear that equal
educational opportunity at its best is an ideal and a dream, and, at its worst, a political
cliché, a consolation song to keep the poor hopeful (Freire 1972). Radical critiques of
schooling often claim that the school curriculum reinforces class differences among
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members of privileged and disadvantaged groups in a society. The radical critiques view
the concept of equal educational opportunity as a complex expression born out of the
guilty conscience of an enlightened and privileged few individuals anxious to preserve
their position of leadership without invoking social unrest and disaster (Miller 2004).
From the government’s point of view, equal educational opportunity is a tranquiliser to
ameliorate the hopeless condition of the poor in society.

Liberal critiques of the school curriculum view the notion of equal educational
opportunity in terms of economic resources available in the schools for teaching and
learning, such as expenditure per learner, the availability of trained, well-paid teachers,
lowering of the teacher-learner ratio, an attractive school environment and the provision
of congenial physical facilities (Oduaran and Bhola 2006). There is, however, one
criterion for the assessment of the school curriculum that is generally accepted by liberal
and radical critiques, which is quality. Quality is a relative concept. In practical terms,
the quality of a school curriculum can be defined with respect to several aspects of
schooling that remain fairly constant over time. The concept of equity in a curriculum
refers to the principle of fairness. Equity encompasses a wide variety of education
models, strategies and programmes that may be perceived as fair, but are not necessarily
equal. Equity is the process and equality is the outcome; given that, equity, what is fair
and just, may not necessarily in the process of educating learners reflect strict equality—
what is applied or distributed equally.

Methodology

It became evident from the study that an inequitable curriculum is offered in some of
the schools in the country. A qualitative approach was employed in data collection. A
total of 16 South African schools were purposefully sampled, as reflected in Table 1.
Two primary and secondary schools apiece were selected from the deep rural areas in
four provinces, namely the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, Mpumalanga, and the
Northern Cape. All the high schools were categorised under the gateway stream for
National Senior Certificate Examinations (NSCE). The learner population was 64.3%
females and 35.7% males. Of learners, 95% were from impoverished backgrounds and
5% from wealthy backgrounds. Approximately 60% of learners were black, while 20%
were coloured, 15% were Indian and 5% were white. Cultural differences were not
considered when teaching mathematics and physical science. The 80 participants in the
interviews comprised learners, teachers and principals from the provinces mentioned
above (see Table 1 for participants in the study).
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Table 1: Participants in the study

Details of respondents | F %
Gender
Male 15 18.75%
Female 65 81.25%
Selected gateway subjects
Mathematics 16 100%
Physical Science 16 100%
Position
Mathematics Teacher 12 15%
Physical Science Teacher | 8 10%
Learners 52 65%
Principal 8 10%
“Race”
Black 48 60%
Coloured 16 20%
Indian 12 15%
White 4 5%
Primary and secondary schools in provinces
Eastern Cape 2 primary + 2 secondary | 25%
=04
KwaZulu-Natal 2 primary + 2 secondary | 25%
=04
Mpumalanga 2 primary + 2 secondary | 25%
=04
Northern Cape 2 primary + 2 secondary | 25%
=04

Results

It has already been pointed out that participants were interviewed to derive the key
findings. Based on these findings, it was apparent that there are wastage and stagnation
in our schooling system, judging from learners’ poor academic performance. In the
Eastern Cape, the learners’ massive failure in the National Senior Certificate
Examination (NSCE) was viewed as part of societal failure, a society that shuns
academics and worships mediocrity and materialism. The NSCE, the Annual National
Assessments, and international standard test series in which South Africa participated
all indicated weak and gravely differentiated academic performances by learners,
especially learners in the public schools in South Africa. Jackson (2005) opined that
only about 25% of South African public schools produce acceptable educational
outcomes, and that among the 25% of schools, 15% of them are the former model C

8



Lumadi

schools and the other 10% are made up of exceptional township and rural schools. Other
factors identified in the study were the lack of instructional materials and facilities and
the massive attrition of qualified and dedicated teachers in the schools because of the
lack of promotion and incentives (Reddy 2003).

In the classroom observation, it was disheartening to see overcrowded classes where
learners were still taught in dilapidated buildings with leaking roofs. In a classroom of
70 learners in Lusikisiki, with only 10 mathematics textbooks to be shared among all
learners, surely, the standard of education will be affected to a large extent. This was
exacerbated by the shortage of qualified teachers and laboratories for conducting
physical science experiments. Where there were resources, they were distributed
unfairly to certain schools. One wondered how some of the schools in the identified
provinces had all the required resources that could boost the performance of Grade 12
learners, whereas in some there was nothing, in the true sense of the word. The poor
infrastructure at many schools in the country was also indicative of the poor application
of the school funding system. The concept of an equitable curriculum for all is just lip
service from the Department of Basic Education because resources are grossly
inadequate.

A similar study conducted in Nigeria by Oluwatobi et al. (2015) suggested that in most
secondary schools in Nigeria, teaching and learning took place in the most unconducive
environment, where there was a lack of the basic materials, which hindered the
fulfilment of educational objectives. Although most science teachers in the rural areas
did not have the necessary credentials to teach physical science and were less
experienced and not as talented as teachers in urban areas, resources are still crucial for
them to exhibit expertise in the subjects they teach. Without resources, the learning
content is likely to be presented in a haphazard manner and learners will not benefit as
the teaching becomes less effective. In a country where there are few jobs for those who
are academically qualified, where the rich illiterate is the most venerated, where the
most affluent is the least educated, where higher qualifications attract little if any
remuneration, it is not surprising that the learners are becoming increasingly
disenchanted with academics and disillusioned with the acquisition of unprofitable
academic certificates (Mills 2008).

The recruitment of professionally unqualified and underqualified teachers into teaching
has become an internationally acclaimed strategy to deal with teacher shortages,
particularly in rural schools, as the demand is often more severe in these contexts (Carr
2001). When underqualified teachers are appointed in a school, it has a bearing on
school results. The use of teachers with limited professional education has been linked
to lower quality education and poor learner outcomes. Zaida, Majahnovich, and Rust
(2007) opined that education in rural communities lags behind educational development
in other parts of the country, despite the fact that the majority of school-age learners live
in a rural setup. Classroom learning and pedagogical performance were severely
hampered by a lack of teacher performance and pedagogical resources. Learners from
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KwaZulu-Natal expressed regret when they were denied access to an Indian school. The
argument from the School Governing Body was that discrimination was fair because it
was a result of the Hindu religion that is practised in that school. It is on this basis that
one would advocate for fostering an equitable curriculum for all, without fear, favour
or prejudice.

Discrimination on Various Levels

The current changes in government and the school system policies reflect an increased
understanding that many learners are not as fully a part of the school community as
expected. The global society is embarking on the adventure of accepting all learners as
members of regular classrooms. The challenge in the 16 identified schools was to act
on the knowledge to support teachers in accepting all learners and moving towards a
more equitable educational future. This was identified in the Northern Cape schools,
which struggled the most to mould the characters of the future parents and guardians
and to realise equity and social justice for all. Teachers as change agents are beset with
the task of teaching all learners, among whom are disabled learners or learners with
special educational needs.

Gender Stereotypes

Gender bias in education is an insidious challenge that compels teachers and learners to
react in a bizarre way. The victims of this bias from the four provinces had been trained
through years of schooling to be silent and passive and were unwilling to stand up and
expose the kind of harsh treatment they encountered. Principals further lamented a bad
tendency among teachers to assume that certain gateway subjects, such as mathematics
and physical science, were specifically meant for boys, while subjects such as home
economics and needlework are meant for girls, because they are perceived as the weaker
vessels. This kind of attitude affected girls psychologically to such an extent that they
even performed poorly in the subjects in which they could excel because of an inferiority
complex and a negative attitude they adopted.

A study by Gorski (2013) revealed that one consequence of socialisation is that boys
and girls develop different attitudes to certain academic disciplines. It was hypothesised
that negative attitudes influenced whether the learners would be able to engage with
certain tasks and the subsequent quality of their performance. The prediction was that a
negative self-concept would result in lower performance while a positive self-concept
would result in excellent performance. Although all participants were interviewed
separately, it was deduced that mathematics and physical science were crucial for their
future.

Similar studies conducted in Korea by Ayers and Quinn (1998) exhibited that there is a

correlation between attitude and performance. The different attitudes of both boys and
girls altered the learners’ levels of confidence, which, in turn, impacted their
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performance in the classroom situation. The different attitudes enhanced or depressed
the performance of tasks, irrespective of achievement. Miller (2004), in a study on
gender difference in attitudes towards mathematics in school, declared that there is a
significant relationship between a learner’s gender and their attitude towards
mathematics. It was also established that the parents’ view of mathematics influenced
the learners’ attitudes towards mathematics. All learners go to school with learning
styles already developed, some of which are not different from those advocated in
various subjects, but are incompatible with the learners (Cramme and Diamond 2013).

Schools that attempted to alter the curriculum to provide a “boy-friendly”” curriculum
not only exacerbated gender stereotypes, but caused learners to display suicidal
behaviour. By playing to gender stereotypes, they reinforced the idea that only some
activities and behaviours were gender appropriate, which limited rather than enhanced
learners’ engagement with the curriculum. What was required to deal with such attitudes
was a whole-school approach of challenging gender biased cultures, which covered the
school’s ethos and its teaching practices.

See Figure 2, which depicts a girls’ school in a deep rural area of Mpumalanga.

Figure 2: A girls’ school in Mpumalanga
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The study further revealed that boys and girls experienced schooling differently and
received different treatment from teachers. Learners from the girls’ school were only
allowed to register for needlework and physical education. Teachers encouraged them
to focus more on the general stream of music, vernacular languages, and religious
education. The research showed that the interactions between the teachers and the boys
and between the teachers and the girls varied in frequency, duration, and content.
Consequently, the boys and girls developed different perceptions of their abilities and
relationships (Theoharis and Brooks 2014). This posed a challenge to teachers and
principals, especially those in mixed schools. Teachers ought to treat boys and girls on
an equal footing so that nobody feels better than the other in academic performance.
Furthermore, the mode of socialisation led girls and boys to develop different attitudes
to certain academic disciplines. The prediction was that negative attitudes will result in
lower performance.

The teachers further divulged that as the girls grew up, they lost confidence in their
abilities, expected less from life and lost interest in gateway fields of study and
rewarding careers, specifically careers involving science-related fields. However, the
focus on all girls as underachievers has been misleading. Principals argued that some
groups of boys underperform at school and some groups of girls perform slightly better.
Achievement gaps based on social class and ethnicity often outweigh those of gender
and it is the interplay of these factors that impact the performance of girls and boys. It
is sometimes assumed that girls as a group outperform boys across the curriculum, but
in fact boys broadly match girls in all subjects (Westaway 2015).

All human beings are born free with dignity and rights. It is embarrassing and pathetic
that females are perceived as soft targets for discrimination at several levels and in
various domains (Miller 2004). The discrimination in the participating schools was
damaging, derogatory and demeaning, and subjugated females as second-class citizens
of this world. This treatment of women should be rejected at all costs. If a girl learner
wants to pursue any field, the opportunity should not be denied by an inequitable
curriculum.

With reference to teaching and learning, a socially cohesive approach recognises
difference, although not to such an extent that difference itself becomes a source of
division and differentiation between social groups. This does not mean that
discrimination was not found to be endemic, structural, and inscribed in institutional
cultures and practices. For instance, the bullying and discrimination against lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, intersexual and questioning (or queer) (LGBTIQ) learners
experienced in all the schools from the four provinces were overlooked. Stigma is a
prejudiced attitude that perpetuates inequities and was readily applied to LGBTIQ and
widespread insidious and pervasive stigma led to discriminatory attitudes and practices.

A frustrated learner bewailed this situation as follows:
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The fact that | am a gay does not mean that | am not a citizen of this democratic country.
I have my own right which should be respected. Teachers and learners should stop
illtreating me as if I am not a human being. | enrolled at this school to study and nothing
else. No one should dictate terms on how I should live because my parents accepted me
the way | am.

The socialisation of gender groups in Eastern Cape schools assured that girls were made
aware that they were perceived as unequal to boys. Every time learners were lined up
by gender, the teachers affirmed that girls and boys should be treated differently,
because they possess inferior and superior qualities. When a teacher ignored an act of
sexual harassment, in a way it sanctioned the degradation of girls. When different
behaviours were tolerated from boys but not from girls, because “boys will be boys”,
schools perpetuated the oppression of females. There was tangible evidence that girls
were becoming academically more successful than boys; however, an examination of
the classroom maintained that girls and boys continued to be socialised in ways that
work against gender equity (Carr 2001).

Teachers socialised girls towards a feminine ideal by heaping praises on them for being
neat, quiet, cool, and collected, whereas boys were encouraged to reflect on abstract
ideas. Girls were socialised in the schools to recognise popularity as important and learn
that educational performance and ability are not of paramount importance. As for girls
in primary schools, those in Grade 7 rated popularity as more important than being
dependent and competent. Through the interviews, it became evident that “nice girls”
was considered a derogatory term, indicating an absence of toughness and attitude.

Racial and Social Exclusion

The findings manifested that racial discrimination and social exclusion were often
ignored in the identified schools. In the language of apartheid planners, the concept of
race refers to groups of people who have differences and similarities in biological traits
deemed by society to be socially significant. People treat other people differently
because of them (Miller 2004). Racial discrimination in the 16 schools was based on the
concept of race; some “race groups” were privileged above others with regard to better
service delivery in terms of education. Blacks, Indians, coloureds and whites received
unequal treatment in schools. Discrimination in the conducted research reflected to a
large extent the legacy of racial and social exclusion rooted in the apartheid era. The
four identified provinces did not pay serious attention to it, partly because racism and
discrimination were not only overt but also covert. Learners reported that covert
discrimination was insidious and inscribed in everyday practices of the schools and it
became the norm of life.

Most learners’ concept of racial discrimination involved explicit, direct hostility

expressed by learners towards members of a disadvantaged racial group. Yet
discrimination included more than just direct behaviour, such as the denial of enrolment
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in a school due to a language barrier. Moreover, it can also be subtle and unconscious,
such as nonverbal hostility in a tone of voice. Furthermore, discrimination against any
learner was based on overall assumptions about members of a disadvantaged racial
group that are assumed to apply to them, just like statistical discrimination.

Educational experiences of minority learners have continued to be substantially separate
and unequal. Facilities and learning materials for learners attending white schools were
totally different from those who were attending schools that were set aside for blacks.
Of minority learners in the rural areas in KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape, 4% still
attended schools predominantly well-established and well-funded outside the rural area.
This figure was below those in other rural settings and provided the launching pad for
scathing criticisms of what government had put in place to mitigate underperformance
viewed in terms of academic outcomes.

Westaway (2015, 2) has, for instance, capitalised on such reports and posited the
following:

A cruel irony here is that whereas Bantu Education was explicit in wanting to reduce
black Africans to “hewers of wood and drawers of water”, it actually did a better job
(proportionally) in educating this grouping for skilled employment than the supposedly
equal education regime of the democratic government.

Such conclusions are rather sinister given that liberal education philosophers would
argue that the liberation of the mind is, in the first place, more important than just
providing learners with daily bread. The study is not about the debates in this sphere of
discourse for now. Surely, any mind that is circumscribed and warped cannot be in a
position to work out the solution to the predicament that might have ruined the path of
growth for a free-born black learner for so many years. In every tangible measure, from
qualified teachers to curriculum offerings, the sampled schools mostly serving learners
of colour had significantly inferior resources than the schools serving mostly white
learners, as highlighted above. The research has shown that various aspects consistently
influenced learners’ performance to a certain extent. Learners perform better if they are
educated in schools with a reasonable teacher-learner ratio than in overcrowded
classrooms. It goes without saying that they also require a relevant curriculum offered
by highly qualified teachers with a wealth of experience. It became apparent from the
interviews that underprepared teachers were less effective in viewing all learners on an
equal footing and they also had trouble with curriculum development and motivation.

Oduaran and Bhola (2006) and other scholars have continued to take a critical swipe at
this phenomenon. The apparent consensus seems to be that the schooling system in
South Africa is increasingly failing to measure up to standard. One negative comment
after the other has been expressed in such a way that they have come to build up
informed perspectives, some of which are not based on empirical research. The literature
on the subject is replete with concerns over the very poor educational outcomes
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associated with schooling in South Africa. Curriculum quality and teacher expertise
were found to be interlaced, because an equitable curriculum requires an expert teacher.
The study conveyed that both learners and teachers were tracked to a certain extent. The
most experienced teachers taught the most demanding subjects to the most advantaged
learners in their mother tongue, while underperforming learners assigned to less able
teachers received lower-quality teaching and less demanding material. Teachers of
learners whose results were grossly inadequate were less likely to understand learners’
learning styles, to anticipate their knowledge and potential difficulties, and redirect
instruction to meet learners’ needs. Learners who were taught in their mother tongue,
such as Afrikaans instead of English, performed better than their counterparts. When
tests and examinations were scored, learners from underperforming schools who were
not taught in their mother tongue were more likely to fail.

A principal from a school in Mpumalanga expressed the following sentiments:

Itis unfair to criticize Black and Indian learners when they fail examinations. Coloureds
and Afrikaners have an advantage of studying everything from kindergarten up to PhD
level in Afrikaans whilst their counterparts are not allowed to study in their own mother
tongue. This justifies the high failure rate of blacks in schools and needs serious
attention. Where is fairness in the democratic country?

A learner said:

We are from a Christian background and for admission to a Hinduism school, we were
subjected to an interview based on that religion but unfortunately failed hopelessly. This
was the closest school to our area and we could walk to and from within a few minutes.
Apart from that results in this school are excellent. The government tried to intervene
but unfortunately lost the case.

Laws and legal institutions must ensure that equal opportunities are provided for
teaching and learning. The researcher had the opportunity to visit a couple of
dysfunctional schools in the four sampled provinces in rural areas and the lack of
resources in some of these schools was appalling, as portrayed in Figure 3 below. Some
learners were only allowed to register at this school, which had a dilapidated building
and no water and electricity.
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Figure 3: Northern Cape school with a dilapidated building

In one of the schools in the Northern Cape (see Figure 3), conditions were so chaotic
that it seemed miraculous that learning occurred at all, and much of the learning
appeared to be haphazard because of a deliberate focus on the content and process of
instruction. The ruling government spends a lot of money building prisons instead of
funding education. Our tertiary institutions, like other levels of the school system, are
starved of funds to the extent that they cannot adequately fulfil the role for which they
were set up. Although there may be a number of factors impacting the curriculum, our
universities still maintain an alien character in pedagogy and curriculum. This is a result
of direct government intervention and control in the day-to-day management and
running of our autonomous universities. Government’s direct interference has inhibited
the growth of our institutions of higher learning and the freedom to teach and to learn.

Discussion

The notion that social justice is concerned with the mitigation of deprivation and poverty
reflects social justice’s secular philosophical teachings on benevolence and charity that
date back to antiquity. Social justice in this study was aimed at promoting a curriculum
that is just, equitable, and values diversity. An equitable curriculum provides equal
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opportunities to all its members, irrespective of their disability, ethnicity, gender, age,
sexual orientation, language, or religion, and ensures fair allocation of resources and
support for their human rights. The overall picture of social justice in the 16 schools
portrayed in this study does not augur well for the future of our education system, and
it is clear that something needs to be done to arrest the problem before it spirals out of
control. Forms of discrimination in the identified schools cut across the rich and poor
quintiles, fee and non-fee-paying schools and rural and urban schools. All the learners
were in racially homogeneous, poorly resourced, and underperforming schools.

Despite South Africa’s commitment to the promotion of a sound educational policy, the
nation’s schools are in a sorry state and have indeed failed to meet learners’
expectations. We frequently hear that the quality of our schools is eroding. The truth of
this statement depends on the indicator of quality used. If resource inputs and outputs
of education are viewed as the sole indicators, the quality of our school curriculum
appears to have declined.

Our schools also seem to have declined since an analysis of NSCE results in the past
years have shown massive failure in schools, indicating that little or no learning seems
to have taken place in our schools over time. Moreover, there is a dire need for
improvement, especially in the secondary and post-secondary sectors, for learners with
different levels of intellectual disability.

Conclusion

The study revealed that schools should be hospitals that nurture a more just society than
the one we are currently part of. Unfortunately, too many schools are training grounds
for boredom, alienation, and pessimism. Many schools fail to confront the racial, class
and gender inequities woven into our social fabric. Teachers are often perpetrators and
victims with little control over planning time, class size, and broader school policies,
and much less control over the unemployment and other “savage inequalities” that help
shape the learners’ lives. For the curriculum to be more equitable, the School
Management Team should endeavour to identify how resources and funds are being
distributed and where inequities exist. They should also make a school equity pledge
proclaiming the environment that will be created to ensure that equity is achieved.
Moreover, there should be collaboration with community partners and parents to
incorporate external interests and opportunities.

In conclusion, funding opportunities and revenue channels should be established to
grow equity initiatives. An intricate global challenge that has become a bane in South
Africa is to promote equal educational opportunity in schools. The concept of durable
inequalities maintains that categorical inequalities exist via exploitation and opportunity
hoarding. These asymmetrical relations between groups keep the disadvantaged bound
to one tract and the privileged poised to continue reaping the benefits of their social
resources. Whether consciously or not, people’s positions on the social mobility ladder
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are largely fixed and as a result this perpetuates intergenerational cycles of poverty.
These relational mechanisms sustain unequal advantage and amount to opportunity
hoarding for the privileged group. The position an individual is born into hinges
primarily on unequal control over value-producing resources. As for the most
advantaged, they tend to own modes of production. It goes without saying that
subordinated groups that result in further isolation of the disadvantaged view emulation
through generations and adaptation as forms of coping.
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