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clarity.

•	 Administrative Tasks: Minor language editing or grammar correction that does 
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•	 Authorship Eligibility: AI cannot be listed as an author or co-author. Only 
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•	 What to Disclose: The declaration must specify the tool name/version, how 
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EDITORIAL

DOI: Editorial http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2223-0386/2025/n35a1

History Education greetings,

The contributions in this issue of Yesterday & Today arrive at a pivotal moment for history 
education in South Africa and Africa. As global debates around artificial intelligence, 
decolonisation, pedagogical innovation and curriculum transformation intensify, the 
research presented in Volume 35 reminds us that the South African context, shaped by 
profound inequalities, a complex past, and a rapidly shifting technological landscape, 
requires thoughtful, locally grounded responses. What emerges across the seven articles 
in this edition is a shared concern, namely, that history education is being reshaped by 
powerful forces that all history educators need to take cognisance of. 

The opening conceptual article by Michael Stack argues for a structured and authentic 
approach to integrating Artificial Intelligence (AI) in social sciences and history teacher 
training. In a sector where students often access AI tools without guidance and sometimes 
use them to circumvent learning, the author warns of a genuine risk: producing graduates 
who, through over-reliance on AI-generated work, enter classrooms insufficiently prepared. 
This is not simply a technological issue but an ethical one, one that strikes at the heart 
of teacher professionalism and the integrity of the South African education system. The 
article’s call for hospitable institutional environments, clear policy guidance and didactic 
training for ethical AI use is both timely and urgent.

From a complementary angle, Adigun’s reflective piece on archaeology students at a 
distance university paints a candid picture of the “copy-and-paste” culture emerging in 
the Generative AI era. Through Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, she acknowledges the 
promise of AI while exposing the pitfalls of uncritical adoption. Her insights reinforce the 
argument that students must be taught, not merely told, how to use AI to enhance, rather 
than replace, their thinking. history and archaeology, disciplines rooted in interpretation 
and critical engagement with evidence, are particularly vulnerable when these cognitive 
processes are outsourced to AI.

Technological innovation remains a central theme in Volume 35 in the study of virtual 
reality (VR) head-mounted displays in pre-service teacher training for history. VR’s ability 
to transport learners into immersive historical environments, such as Holocaust museums 
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and battlefield re-enactments like Pearl Harbour, signals new possibilities for cultivating 
historical empathy, spatial understanding, and self-directed learning. Notably, the research 
shows that VR is not a gimmick but a pedagogical tool capable of fostering motivation, 
critical thinking and reflective engagement. In a context where textbook-based learning 
dominates due to resource constraints, such technologies offer both excitement and a 
reminder of the access disparities that continue to shape educational opportunity.

Decolonisation, another pressing thread in South African and African scholarship, 
surfaces powerfully in the critique of colonial-era Northern Rhodesian (now Zambia) 
textbooks. The authors, Kabombwe and Masinire, demonstrate how content steeped in 
Eurocentric ideology shaped generations of learners’ understandings of Africa’s past. Their 
findings prompt a broader reflection: although some strides have been made in revising 
curriculum content, the colonial logic embedded in many inherited teaching materials, 
such as programmatic curricula, still requires scrutiny. Decolonisation, as the authors argue, 
is not simply about adding African content but interrogating the ideological foundations of 
the narratives we present to learners.

A related historical-pedagogical intervention is offered through the study of colonial 
infrastructure and economic geography by Fru and Olatoye. In this transdisciplinary 
article, the authors trace the spatial logic of ports, railways, and power grids, which are 
designed to extract rather than develop, and expose enduring spatial inequalities. Their call 
for integrating critical cartography, Geographical Information Systems (GIS) and place-
based inquiry highlights the transformative potential of historically grounded geographic 
literacy, a powerful antidote to the “historical amnesia” they identified in their article.

Policy debates emerge sharply in the article, which examines the perspectives of South 
African history lecturers on making history compulsory in the 12th grade. While the 
proposal of compulsion promises broader historical consciousness, lecturers anticipate 
significant strain on already stretched university systems. This would include larger classes, 
more diverse academic preparedness and potential dilution of rigour. Their reflections 
underscore the need for institutional planning and investment, should such a policy be 
revived as part of the Ministerial Task Team’s recommendations.

Closing Volume 35, Mvenene’s analysis of pedagogical strategies adds a practical 
dimension. The documented shift from traditional, teacher-centred instruction toward 
inquiry, collaboration, role-play and other learner-centred approaches signals genuine 
progress. Yet the study also calls on history teachers, not technologies alone, to create 
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classrooms where understanding takes precedence over memorisation and historical 
problem-solving becomes central.

Taken together, the papers in this issue remind us that the future of history education 
lies at the intersection of innovation, identity and pedagogy. New technologies, such as AI 
and VR, can reimagine how history is taught and learned, but only if they are integrated 
critically, ethically, and with a clear pedagogical purpose. Simultaneously, the ongoing 
work of decolonisation demands vigilance, reflection and the courage to rethink historical 
narratives and teaching practices.

Complementing the seven articles in Volume 35 are a book review, conference reports 
on history education in African contexts, and two hands-on contributions.

As the landscape of education continues to shift, Yesterday & Today remains committed 
to fostering scholarship that equips South African and African history education educators, 
researchers, and policymakers to navigate these complexities with insight and integrity.

Prof Johan Wassermann

Editor-in-Chief
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Abstract

In this conceptual review paper, we discuss the need for integrating AI tools in social 
science and history teacher training programmes in South Africa. Despite the proliferation 
of an ever-growing pool of AI tools, their uptake in pre-service teacher training has been 
limited in South Africa’s institutions of higher learning. Without clear policies regarding 
AI use, decisions on AI integration have often fallen to the responsibility of individual 
lecturers. Education students have ready access to free and paid AI tools; however, they 
frequently lack the skills to employ them as supporting tools. Instead, they attempt to 
shortcut the academic process rather than opting to enrich their learning. By default, 
these broad concerns within higher education are of paramount importance to didactic 
modules in professional teacher education degrees that prepare future social science and 
history teachers. This paper contends that AI integration should look beyond its use in 
higher education and consider preparing social science and history pre-service teachers for 
integrating AI into teaching and learning, as well as workplace practices. Without adopting 
AI integration practices, there is a very real danger of graduating teachers who are essentially 
untrained due to committing fraud by using AI to complete their assessments during their 
teacher training programme. This could have serious consequences for learners, the teacher, 
the schools and provincial departments that employ them as newly qualified teachers. AI 
tools have the potential to support and streamline tasks in the teaching workspace as well 
as promote teaching and learning in the classroom. As a conceptual review paper, a broad 
literature base on AI in education is employed that narrows its focus to social science and 
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history education. The primary question this paper seeks to answer is “How should AI be 
integrated into South African social science and history teacher training programs?” This 
paper found that examining and adapting to the sociocultural-digital context of students, 
lecturers and future learners is of paramount importance in integrating AI authentically 
as a tool that can support teaching and learning and decolonial approaches within social 
sciences and history education. This paper considers the impact of South African university 
policies on AI integration within social science and history student teacher didactic 
training. The paper ultimately recommends that South African universities should continue 
to establish policies and procedures that can support and guide social science and history 
education lecturers in integrating AI into their modules. The implication is that a hospitable 
environment to ethical AI integration is crucial to any social science and history education 
lecturer’s attempts to train student teachers to ethically integrate AI as a tool. 

Keywords: AI integration; history education; history teacher training; pre-service 
teachers; social sciences education.

Introduction and background

Despite the proliferation of research literature extolling the benefits of AI in higher 
education, social science and history education students in South Africa have been left 
to their own devices in a policy-scarce environment. Undergraduate education students 
are experiencing unprecedented pressures in 2025, often working while studying, 
difficulties accessing reliable funding and are often unable to find accommodation close 
to residential, face-to-face universities (Mlambo & Mpanza, 2024). Without supportive 
policy frameworks, social science and history lecturers are presented with unmitigated 
risk in their attempts to navigate AI integration in their modules. The primary pedagogical 
concern is that final year students have not developed their academic literacy any further 
since 2022. The implication is that final year social science and history students have been 
using (or misusing) AI since the first year. Therefore, any student depending on AI to 
replace them for assessment has only the skills bequeathed to them by the primary and 
secondary schooling. 

The concern is that these ‘graduates’ with essentially plastic degrees will then teach 
social sciences and history through the intermediate, senior and FET phases, with 
calamitous consequences for social sciences and history in those phases (Roe et al., 2025). 
Furthermore, their product will enter the tertiary system within several years from the FET 
phase, while more ‘plastic’ newly qualified teachers (NQTs) join the in-service teacher 



14 Michael Stack

Yesterday & Today, No 34 December 2025

cohort. We have already sent three years of BEd and PGCE social science and history 
teachers into the field. 2026 will be the first year when NQTs will have had access to AI for 
the duration of their entire BEd programme. 

Higher education institutions (HEI) have been caught largely unprepared by the 
sudden and unprecedented proliferation of generative AI (GenAI) from 2022. Their 
response to AI has been neither cohesive nor timely. While COVID necessitated 
digitisation within the higher education sector due to online learning and social 
distancing, AI has not received a similar sense of urgency. Awareness of AI has 
spread among staff slowly, compounded by academics who fall into the digital 
immigrant and refugee categories. Even digital natives find themselves immigrants 
within AI in education.1 While AI has perhaps been a rude and recent awakening 
for those in the academic space, AI has been with us since the 1950s. AI originated 
from the Dartmouth workshop in 1956 (Doruodi, 2022). Intelligent-based tutoring 
systems and computer-based learning environments were conceived in the mid-
1960s. Education has been entwined with AI since its inception and has undergone 
various phases of development and progression. GenAI is simply the latest waypoint 
of that journey. 

AI in Education (AIED) has the potential to positively impact three main 
areas in higher education, namely the student, the lecturer and the administrator 
(Holmes & Tuomi, 2022). Of note are the possibilities of scaffolding learning for 
students and implementing tutoring support in more sophisticated ways than earlier 
models. AIED has the potential to personalise learning in ways that would usually 
be impossible in large lecture groups. AI also presents opportunities for innovation 
in both assessment and teaching strategies (Rudolph, Tan (Samson) et al., 2023). 
AI can reduce the research workload by assisting with planning, conducting and 
presenting research (Rudolph, Tan (Shannon) et al., 2023). It can also serve as a 
catalyst for the decolonial project at South African HEIs in terms of multilingualism. 

The use of AI in assessment has presented some challenges. Concerns have been raised 
regarding academic integrity as well as the degree to which GenAI produces falsified 
information. Assessing students has become problematic as AI has been used in a variety 
of ways to write assessments. AI can be used to evaluate student assessments, however, 

1 Digital natives who are born during the advent of digital technologies and find it easy to adapt to digital 
technology. Digital immigrants were born before the digital age, but have been able to adapt to the various 
advances of digital technology. Digital refugees are those who have had their lives disrupted by digital 
technology and find it extremely challenging to adapt advances in digital technology. 
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there may be less obvious biases due to the nature of the data sets that the AI tool may 
have been trained with. Pervasive AI use by students may cast doubt on whether they meet 
the graduate competencies or attributes outlined in modules (De Villiers-Botha, 2024). 
Integrating AI in higher education modules could have a positive impact on students’ 
employability in the workplace. University AI policies, or lack thereof, further compound 
these challenges. As of May 2023, 26.3 per cent of the top 500 universities had AI policies, 
while 32.6 per cent had banned ChatGPT and AI outright (Xiao et al., 2023). This is 
indicative of a slow response globally to integrate AI in education that is hardly unique to 
South Africa, despite the clear potential of AI and evidence of its benefits (Hutson et al., 
2022). Calls for the integration of AI in education have adopted an augmentative position 
where AI is used to enhance teaching and learning. This would necessitate a training focus 
for both students and lecturers. 

The misuse of AI has significant pedagogical implications for social sciences and 
history teacher training. Content training is either completed prior to, or during didactic 
training, depending on the faculty. Without a policy on AI in education, any online 
assessment is conceivably vulnerable to AI misuse and academic misconduct. In terms 
of history or geography content, in the case of extensive AI misuse, the content level of 
the student remains the same as when they joined the university after matric. Therefore, 
any newly qualified social sciences and history teachers from a university with a poor 
policy environment are less likely to have any university-level content knowledge. The 
same holds true for didactics training. The aim is to equip pre-service social sciences and 
history students with the professional skills that they will practice throughout their careers. 
If a poor policy environment exists in conjunction with a lack of attendance policies, 
poor attendance stemming from AI misuse will result in only a portion of students being 
trained in various professional skills. Assessment would also not be a true reflection or 
measurement of achievement and module outcomes would not be met by most students. 
These issues are, however, not limited to subject specialist didactic modules, they impact 
teacher training programmes in their entirety. Even teaching practice may not fully serve 
its purpose. Without AI screening, there would be no indication that students can prepare 
lessons and their support materials independently of AI. 

This review seeks to demonstrate the urgency and seriousness of the research problem 
and propose several paths that future research should take to address it. The proposed paths 
will go beyond mere policing of AI and move toward creating an ecosystem that promotes 
ethical and authentic use of AI in teacher training modules for social sciences and history 
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pre-service teachers. A salient theme of this paper is the impact of AI on the decolonial 
project at South African HEIs. This study is limited to pursuing research paths for social 
sciences and history teacher training. Despite a real and growing need, proposing research 
interventions for in-service social science and history teachers who lack various skills 
expected in the profession, is beyond the scope of this conceptual review paper.

Research design and methodology

Purpose and justification

The chief purpose of this conceptual review paper is to establish a robust rationale for 
authentic AI integration in social sciences and history teacher training programmes 
through various research pathways. As such, pertinent literature will be reviewed with the 
aim of delineating an appropriate gap in research and buttressing the salient arguments of 
this paper. While this paper focuses specifically on social sciences and history didactics 
modules, the paths for future research could inspire similar projects in future AI research in 
a range of school subject didactics modules within the South African HEI context. Pivotal 
to this rationale, will be a frank assessment of the impact of environmental factors on AI in 
higher education and its impact on social sciences and history teacher training modules. 

There is a lack of published data on the AI habits specific to social science and history 
pre-service teachers. General studies also tend to focus on interviews and surveys, rather 
than examining assessments. This limits the effectiveness of departmental and lecturer 
responses towards AI. Data limitations impact on the design of AI policies. The research 
emanating from this paper may allow policymakers to consider the impact of policy at the 
module level. Currently, the lack of AI policies, except for UCT, has created a vacuum, 
where policy is devolved to HODs and individual lecturers. South African HEIs have been 
slow to adopt AI policies, opting for guidelines or position statements where several HEIs 
are still in the process of drafting them. This conceptual review paper is a necessary step 
toward research projects that seek to further AI integration in social sciences and history 
education modules. 

Problem statement 

AI integration in social science and history didactic modules is neither authentic nor 
cohesive. This stems largely from students misusing AI and not perceiving AI as a tool within 
an environment, lacking policies that mandate ethical use and integration of AI. As a result, 
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there is a tangible risk of pre-service teachers not meeting their graduate competencies 
and attributes through flawed assessment practices and teaching strategies. This should be 
of grave concern to the teaching profession as NQTs may have a qualification and South 
African Council for Educators registration, yet possess few of the requisite skills to perform 
their duties. A lack of AI integration in teacher training programmes would also negatively 
impact pre-service teachers’ preparedness for authentic AI integration in a school setting 
and the classroom. 

Methodology 

This is a conceptual review paper that will make an argument for research that will further 
authentic AI integration applications in social science and history teacher training. This 
theory will guide the discussion and the aim of the future research that this conceptual 
review paper aims to motivate. The research will use a qualitative approach to engage with 
research literature and allow for a more thematic analysis. Themes were derived from 
components of the environment that are considered high impact in terms of enabling or 
disabling the advent of more authentic AI integration in social science and history teacher 
training programmes. Sources that were considered pivotal to those themes were essentially 
analysed on that thematic basis and how they contributed to the theme. The lack of research 
literature specific to AIED in social sciences and history education has necessitated the 
focus of the review on AI in education more broadly in South African higher education 
before discussing various themes at the level of social sciences and history teacher training 
programmes.

Vygotsky’s (1978) theories on the use of tools and reading of the Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD) in relation to the use of tools is the theoretical lens by which this 
paper considers the research problem and engages with research literature in the discussion 
and findings. According to Vygotsky (1978), children’s use of tools is a crucial aspect of 
their development. By extension, the same could be said regarding university students. In 
the case of children, using tools often begins with imitating adults. It would follow that the 
social sciences and history lecturers would then need to demonstrate ethical AI integration 
before expecting students to do the same. Vygotsky (1978:55) writes, “the tool’s function 
is to serve as the conductor of human influence on the object of activity”. The tool is seen as 
an externally orientated instrument in the way it leads to change on the object (Vygotsky, 
1978). This is crucial for understanding how AI is a tool that is designed to assist humans 
with a specific task. The author adds that “if one changes the tools of thinking available 
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to a child, his mind will have a radically different structure” (Vygotsky, 1978:126). The 
ready availability of AI for undergraduate social sciences and history education students 
and its impact on them is hardly quantified in research literature. Vygotsky (1978:127) 
stated “Like words, tools and non-verbal signs provide learners with ways to become more 
efficient in their adaptive and problem-solving efforts.” AI certainly allows students to 
give the superficial impression that they are advanced in this regard. However, misusing 
AI beyond its design as a tool is detrimental to the development of students in terms of 
academic skills. 

The ZPD is an area of learning where children can learn with some assistance from 
a teacher or peers. It is the gap between what they can do unaided and what they are not 
able to do without help (Vygotsky, 1978). The effect of AI misuse on AI development 
is evident from a close reading of how tools interact with the ZPD. Tools serve a similar 
purpose in assisting learners in the ZPD, where teachers would also provide scaffolding 
and assistance. Misuse of AI brings an assessment task into the easiest section of the ZPD, 
where little effort is required on the part of the student. Therefore, according to how the 
ZPD functions, no further development can take place while a student remains in the first 
phase, as all the tasks are reduced to the easiest category. Assessment also loses its value as a 
tool of measurement in terms of outcomes, “only the independent activity of children, not 
their imitative activity, indicates their level of mental development” (Vygotsky, 1978:88). 
An important consideration is the design of AI tools. According to Leont’ev (1978:47), “a 
tool is a material object in which are crystallised methods and operations and not goals”. 
For example, a wood saw is designed for cutting wood and used by a man who must saw 
wood. For all the hype around AI, they are tools and misusing them as a substitute for 
academic effort in assessment keeps students from developing academic skills, as well as 
any module outcomes. The strength of AI is in its use to assist and enhance within the 
actual ZPD, in conjunction with lectures and tutors.

This paper will use a pivotal strategy in selecting research literature that has a significant 
impact on the various themes under discussion. The focus of the discussion is on making a 
case for future research pathways that will promote a more ethical and authentic engagement 
with AI integration in social sciences and history education modules. The study uses the 
following inclusion criteria: peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2022 and 
2025. The articles should constitute South African research written in English. A variety 
of search commands designed around AI in education and teacher training programmes 
in South Africa will be used. The exclusion criteria are as follows: No non-journal articles 
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will be used except for relevant chapters; no non-English articles will be used; papers that 
do not focus on AI in higher education and universities in South Africa will not be used; 
only articles in a PDF format will be used; other media, such as video, will not be used. 
The review will make use of Google Scholar, Google and Research Gate as information 
sources. These criteria will support the screening of journal articles. Due to a scarcity of 
specific research literature on AI integration in social sciences and history education in 
South Africa, the literature survey will focus on AI in higher education in South Africa.

The findings and discussion will explore AI integration in social science and history 
teacher training and the role that research could play in promoting the use of AI as a tool 
in line with its role in terms of the ZPD. The intention of this paper is to make a well-
supported recommendation for future research on AI integration in this specific area. The 
narrow focus of the conceptual review papers has several limitations to consider. As this 
conceptual review paper used a pivotal strategy in selecting papers and screened papers 
mainly due to geographical criteria, it can hardly purport to be an exhaustive review of AI 
integration in higher education within or outside South Africa. The scope of the review is 
to make arguments for future research that is focused on promoting ethical and authentic 
AI integration in social sciences and history teacher training programmes in South Africa. 
Therefore, it does not purport to make similar arguments for the whole of the higher 
education sector in terms of teaching and learning. Possible inference to other modules is 
purely incidental, though it may be considered of interest given the pervasiveness of AI use 
and misuse at South African universities. 

Literature survey

COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID pandemic precipitated the shift of South African HEIs to digitisation. This 
period demonstrated the possibility of changing education systems and practices rapidly. 
(Mhlanga et al., 2022). It has also resulted in the establishment of digital infrastructure 
and moderately digitally competent staff with ongoing professional development (Moloi 
& Salawu, 2022).

Potential of AI in South African higher institutions of education

The provision of digital infrastructure and improvement of digital literacies have created a 
platform for the integration of AI in higher education. From the outset, the recent advances 
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in AI have resulted in calls for curriculum reform, particularly in digitalising course offerings 
with online learning (Wessels & Wyk, 2022). Integration of AI and digitalisation of 
university degrees would prepare students for the twenty-first-century workplace (Nhleko 
& Westhuizen, 2022). AI also presents the possibility for personalised virtual tutors. AI 
can provide feedback on the assessment (Wessels & Wyk, 2022). AI’s potential regarding 
university support services and the enhancement of teaching and learning are recurring 
themes in South African research on AI in HEIs (Van Wyk, 2022). AI may be helpful in 
proofreading at South African HEIs, saving time and reducing the financial burden on 
academic staff (Tarisayi, 2024).

Risks of AI in HEI

Despite its potential, AI presents many risks to HEIs. De Villiers-Botha (2024) has 
raised a series of ethical risks that can only be fully mitigated by AI policies. These are as 
follows: Unfairness; privacy violations; misinformation; lack of transparency and threats 
to autonomy. Of particular importance to the South African context is the impact of the 
digital divide on the use of AI in education. Students facing socio-economic challenges find 
it more difficult to access digital technology and improve their digital literacy levels. This, 
in turn, impacts access to AI and AI literacy (De Villiers-Botha, 2024). Despite the evident 
potential for AI in Education, there is also considerable scope for risks in Higher Education. 
Like any tool, AI can be both beneficial and harmful. The most pertinent ethical risk for 
social science and history education is in terms of autonomy. According to De Villiers-
Botha (2024:176), “Students may fail to acquire important skills if they become too reliant 
on LLM-based and/or other AI systems.” Scholars who are familiar with the South African 
context may go a step further and suggest that the level of risk is high, as many students 
entering the university system arrive with low levels of literacy, academic literacy, as well as 
socio-economic challenges that severely impact the digital divide. The marketing and hype 
around using AI could easily persuade such students to misuse AI in order to contend well 
with the university environment and assessment. This points to where ethical and unethical 
use of AI leads to considerable benefits or severe damage to the development of academic 
skills, with a vastly diminishing middle ground.

Challenges in integrating AI in South African HEIs

The challenges experienced when integrating AI at HEIs only serve to compound ethical 
risks. Teaching and learning at South African HEIs are faced with integrating a student 
body mainly comprised of millennials and post-millennials, with academic staff primarily 
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consisting of baby boomers and Generation X (Wessels & Wyk, 2022). These students 
generally demand greater flexibility and delivery modes that allow ready access to education 
(Wessels & Wyk, 2022). While AI has the potential to improve teaching and learning, it can 
also be used by students as a shortcut for completing academic assessments. Traditional 
plagiarism software is unable to detect AI use (Makeleni et al., 2023), which makes it 
difficult to detect cases of academic dishonesty. However, Turnitin has introduced an AI 
detection tool that can assist lecturers. Concerns have been raised regarding the limited 
language options of AI tools and the limited data sets trained on English data rather than 
African languages. (Makeleni et al., 2023).

While AI could be used to manage the workload of staff effectively, it may also promote 
laziness and encourage an overreliance on AI that may limit the ability of staff to do tasks 
manually (Makeleni, 2023). However, the prevailing challenge is contextual; the show of 
Apartheid creates severe socio-economic divides that exacerbate the digital divide, which 
in turn impacts the AI divide among the student body. 

Fourth Industrial Revolution and the impact of the digital divide in South 
Africa

The digital divide in South Africa has resulted in an uneven distribution and access to 
GenAI. Some research has opted to contextualise AIED within the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (4IR). While the 4IR is being adopted at the administrative and management 
level, its adoption in teaching and learning has been slower due to a variety of 1st and 
2nd order barriers. Namely, lecturers’ varying perceptions of the 4IR and the availability 
of infrastructure (Lubinga et al., 2023). However, efforts at South African HEIs to align 
with the 4IR are obfuscated by inequality. The realities of the prevailing socio-economic 
context of students have implications for AI integration and are set to further widen the 
digital divide. South Africa has not fully achieved the Third Industrial Revolution (3IR) 
in terms of ICT and internet access. The gains of the Second Industrial Revolution (2IR) 
are also brought into question due to load shedding and a lack of provision of electricity 
in some rural areas (Hlatshwayo, 2022). The legacy of Apartheid and post-Apartheid 
government policies has bequeathed a fragmented context whereby different parts of South 
Africa have asynchronous development in terms of IR 2, 3 and 4. This, in turn, fragments 
the student body in how it is able to access and engage with AI during their studies. One 
cannot assume homogeneous literacy, academic literacy, ICT literacy, or even AI literacy in 
any undergraduate cohort. This fragmentation speaks to the need for more differentiated 
approaches required for equitable access to AI in education (Faloye & Ajayi, 2021).
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GenAI and ChatGPT

Equitable accessibility to GenAI would support leveraging its potential across the university. 
Sevnarayan’s (2024) study has made a crucial contribution to this corpus by investigating 
the experiences of both lecturers and students from a distance learning and E-learning 
university. Sevnarayan (2024) considers the relationship between the perceptions of staff 
and students using ChatGPT with various challenges experienced during its use. While 
some lecturers perceived GenAI as an obstacle for students in the development of their 
academic voice, others saw the potential for developing critical thinking and research 
skills. It was clear from student interviews on assessment that they held concerns regarding 
laziness and saw AI as a collection of support tools that would help navigate academic 
pressure. Realising the potential of AIED will require collaboration between students, 
lecturers and administrators. It is evident that lecturers must upskill in the face of AI or 
risk becoming obsolete (Sevnaraya & Potter, 2024). Singh (2023) followed a similar line of 
research, interviewing South African professors in senior management positions. Through 
ChatGPT, Singh (2023) established that assessment design flaws were more of an issue 
than plagiarism. Questions were raised about the fairness of academic literacy expectations, 
given the limited nature of assessment feedback in large lecture groups. Generative AI was 
seen as a useful academic literacy tool for students who did not speak English as a first 
language (Singh, 2023). Research on how ChatGPT was used by postgraduate students 
showed that students used it to refine research topics, paraphrase and improve academic 
writing and grammar (Chauke et al., 2024). Bosch et al. (2023) found that undergraduate 
students use of AI primarily involved supporting and enhancing academic writing. 

There is a continual tension between the advantages and challenges that AI can 
present. ChatGPT performs well enough on online traditional assessments that academic 
dishonesty and cheating can bypass learning. This is the counterweight to the perceived 
benefits of GenAI in providing an interactive search engine that can save time and promote 
critical thinking skills (Naidu & Sevnarayan, 2023). This may necessitate a return to 
invigilated and oral exams, as advanced proctoring and AI detection software are not 
entirely foolproof (Naidu & Sevnarayan, 2023). It was contended that ChatGPT had 
greater potential for integration in teaching and assessment practices. It could, for example, 
assist lecturers in marking and feedback (Naidu & Sevnarayan, 2023). However, these 
studies relied on surveys and interviews and did not triangulate data with evidence of 
student assessment. Cox et al. (2024) demonstrated the efficacy of using GenAI to develop 
open-access learning resources for medical students.
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South African review papers

South African research is not limited to empirical studies. There is a growing body of 
literature reviews on AI in higher education in South Africa. They have been predominantly 
systematic literature reviews focusing on a narrow year range of papers. Some have been 
more general reviews, such as Khoalenyane and Ajani (2024) and Funda and Piderit 
(2024). In comparison, Funda and Mbangeleli (2024) focused their review on how AI 
could be used to overcome various challenges faced by South African HEIs. This theme was 
partially shared by another systematic review that considered both the potential benefits of 
AI against its various challenges at South African HEIs (Ajani et al., 2024). This paper made 
a more global review and was not limited to South African peer-reviewed journal articles. 
One paper specifically focused on the integration of AI at South African universities, 
however, took a general focus rather than narrowing the lens on individual disciplines or 
faculties (Mogoale et al., 2025). Mogale et al. (2025) concluded that training and ethical 
standards were crucial in order to integrate AI in teaching and learning in higher education 
in South Africa.

AI Policy in South Africa at the national and university 
level

South Africa’s national policy guidelines and legal framework, or lack thereof

The policy environment at South African universities functions in the context of national 
AI policy and law in South Africa. There is currently no legal framework in South Africa 
that can allow for the protection of rights regarding the use of AI in any part of South Africa 
(Brand, 2022). However, as of August 2024, a national policy framework was designed to lay 
a guiding framework for a future National AI Policy (Department of Communications and 
Digital Technologies, 2024). This position is not unlike that of the North-West University 
referred to below. There is no legal requirement or national imperative that requires South 
African universities to develop their own AI policies (Brand, 2022). This lack of legislation 
presents a significant challenge to senior management when considering the need for policy, 
against a legal landscape that is hardly supportive of the process. However, there have been 
several papers proposing approaches to drafting a future national regulatory framework. 
Mtuze and Morige (2024) point to the urgent need for legislation to be developed sooner 
rather than later. The crux of these authors’ proposal lies in an imperative to align this 
legislation with the Constitution of South Africa. This means that both the university and 
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the lecturer concerned are open to liability in any case of AI misconduct on the part of the 
student. Even if the university or lecturer could prove beyond a reasonable doubt that a 
student used AI unethically, without a law or university policy in place, it would be unclear 
how a judge would rule in such cases.

AI Policies, Position Statements, Policy Frameworks and Guidelines at South 
African Higher Institutions

Without national legislation in place, public universities in South Africa have no legal 
imperative to create AI policies. While this paper is not intended to be an exhaustive review 
of AI policy in South African HEIs, these polices, or lack thereof, form an integral part 
of the ecosystem that social science and history education lecturers and students must 
operate in. The University of Cape Town (UCT) is the only university at the time of 
writing that has published binding AI policy components as part of its August 2024 Digital 
and Online Education Policy (UCT, 2024). UCT have taken significant steps towards 
creating an environment that is both hospitable to ethical AI use among staff and students, 
while creating a more inhospitable environment for the unethical use of AI with various 
academic misconduct safeguards. Stellenbosch University (SU) relies on a different 
framework that is based primarily on a senate ratified position statement on the use of 
AI in academic activities. It is unclear how binding this policy would be in practice when 
faced with cases of AI academic misconduct. That said, the statement refers to AIgerism 
and links the statement to pre-existing plagiarism policies (SU, 2024). The University of 
Johannesburg (UJ) has no AI policy and relies on a series of guidelines (UJ, 2023). North-
West University (NWU) also has AI guidelines, but has published a policy framework that 
is aimed at developing a concrete AI policy in the foreseeable future (NWU, 2024). The 
University of the Free State (UFS) has no published guidelines. However, UFS are in the 
process of drafting such guidelines, four years after the fact. This lack of regulatory structure 
is indicative of an environment where unethical AI usage can thrive unchecked. Thus, the 
risk of unethical AI is unmitigated; neither students nor staff have a framework to guide 
the use or integration of AI in academic pursuits. Perhaps such universities without any 
AI framework should make the sagacious decision to formulate and adopt policies and 
principles for AI in higher education. Until then, research recommended by this paper may 
remain unpracticable in environments unsuited to unethical AI integration.

Therefore, aside from UCT, no university in South Africa, to date, has a legal standing 
to manage staff or student use of AI. Without formal policies, students could argue that 
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they were not aware that AI usage could constitute plagiarism. A policy review would allow 
for fair notice of what constitutes plagiarism in the context of AI (Tarisayi, 2025). While 
current university AI guidelines refer to older plagiarism policies, legal ramifications could 
ensue from attempts to penalise students for AI usage. Chauke et al. (2024) recommend 
designing innovative AI policies at HEIs that are cognisant of the complexities of AI use 
beyond copying from generative AI. While Turnitin may highlight a body text lifted directly 
from ChatGPT as well as text paraphrased from a student’s original work, AI-enhanced 
writing should be distinguished from blatant plagiarism (Chauke et al., 2024).

AI and ethics at South African HEIs

An important aspect of AI policy in South African HEIs is their alignment with ethics 
in AI. According to Goffi (2023), international codes on AI ethics are based on Western 
perspectives and philosophy. These Global North codes of AI ethics are seen by scholars 
of the Global South as inherently supportive of Western vested interests (Goffi, 2023:15). 
According to Goffi (2023:15) “Western concerns are presented as universal”. This runs 
the risk of African concerns and interests being largely ignored in favour of Western ones. 
GenAI has been trained on datasets that largely perpetuate the Western bias in responses. 
Ayandibu (2024) posits that HEIs should “continuously evolve an ethical and policy 
support framework” for AI in education. This is a laudable argument. However, HEI’s 
decision-making processes are lengthy and cumbersome, which has led to a preference for 
guidelines that are easier to evolve and update as needed in HEIs

The principles that De Villiers-Botha (2024) outlines could also assist in formulating 
and framing policy, as principles are likely to evolve far more slowly than specific regulations, 
and could create a framework where only aspects of an AI policy would need to be updated. 
Briefly, the principles are as follows: Beneficence or the good or benefits that would stem 
from AI. Non-Maleficence: AI would not cause harm. Also impacting autonomy and rights 
enshrined in law. Justice and fairness, which would consider fair access as well as inclusivity, 
explainability and transparency and a form of due process before incorporating AI systems 
into teaching and learning, for example (De Villiers-Botha, 2024). 

Decolonising education at South African HEIs

Integrating AI in South African HEIs without a policy framework may impact the decolonial 
project negatively, rather than using AI as a catalyst. Historically, the colonisers of Africa 
have used education to manage and control the colonised (Du Plessis, 2021). According to 
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Fatar (2018), decolonising education means the complete integration of all of humanity’s 
varied knowledge systems into the curriculum at the tertiary level. However, while the 
curriculum has often been the focus of decolonial theory (Ajani & Gamede, 2021), 
there are myriad aspects that are crucial to the ongoing decolonisation process in higher 
education in South Africa. For example, how we teach and assess, as well as the continued 
dominance of English, a colonial language, as the medium of instruction at South African 
universities. The cost of multilingual education before the recent advances in AI in 2022 
was considerable. It is challenges like this that create a degree of friction that impedes the 
decolonisation policies that South African universities have in place.

Despite such challenges, AI could help realise the multilingual aspect of the decolonial 
project at South African universities. A promising, if cautious, study explored the potential 
for AI and machine translation to convert English study materials into Sintu languages 
(Senekal & Brokensha, 2023). While translation would assist multilingualism in degree 
offerings, AI tools could realise this potential in a more ambitious manner. For example, 
AI could be used to provide mother tongue virtual tutor support, as well as an academic 
literacy development tutor that could explain academic writing in a mother tongue. 
Assessment could be translated into the Sintu languages, as well as articles and PowerPoint 
presentations. Lectures could be recorded, transcribed and translated using AI. However, 
with the potential to assist in decolonisation, comes various risks that could potentially 
derail efforts to decolonise South African HEIs. 

The first issue that could negatively impact the decolonial project is that AI tools are 
generally designed in the Global North, regardless of contenders from other regions. 
With this comes Western bias problems stemming from more Western-centric training 
data (Goffi, 2023). AI does not yet include all knowledge systems in the way decolonial 
theorists espouse for higher education in South Africa. While the potential for cheaper 
translation exists, if students are not trained, they may assume that AI can only function 
in English. An English that is quite American, where British English is of more use to a 
South African university student. That assumption may lead to very few attempts to 
engage AI in mother tongues. While ChatGPT can potentially converse in most of South 
Africa’s official languages, many other AI apps are not able to do this. Furthermore, if South 
African students lose their autonomy due to misuse and overreliance on AI, this could be 
considered a second colonisation of the mind that takes place during the decolonisation 
process. The result would be graduates who are not fit for purpose and would echo colonial 
and Apartheid efforts to provide substandard education to South African students of 
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colour.

This literature review has considered the issue of AI integration through research on AI 
in higher education under the proviso that there is a critical shortage of AIED literature that 
specifically focuses on social sciences and history education. The discussion that follows 
explores and argues for the next steps that could be taken in research to promote and 
facilitate a more authentic integration of AI in social sciences and history teacher training 
programmes. 

Findings and discussion 

Social sciences and history teacher training programmes in relation to AI 
policy environments

The primary challenge to authentic AI integration is the current state of the AI policy 
environment in South African HEIs. There is considerable variance among AI policy, 
guides, position statements, frameworks, or anything but a library guide in the sample 
of South Africa’s universities. It follows that it would be crucial to investigate the present 
impact of these varied environments on how social sciences and history education lecturers 
are currently navigating the issue of AI integration in their modules. It is not enough to 
make assumptions in this regard based on UCT’s more comprehensive Digital and Online 
Policy that includes AI (UCT, 2024), or UFS’s lack of any kind of document beyond a 
library guide. Understanding the impact of each of these environments could help motivate 
the development of more comprehensive policies that could help create a more hospitable 
environment for the ethical use of AI in such teacher training programmes.

Tool theory, according to Vygotsky (1978), should be considered in relation to the 
relationship between the environment and the child. However, it is extended to the 
student and staff member in this case. Perhaps such research could assist policymakers at 
the universities lagging behind UCT. Certainly, the risk of no AI policy seems quite clear. 
It could lead to the collapse of the integrity and professional purpose of social sciences 
and history teacher training programmes. That said, when policy is devolved to heads 
of schools, heads of departments, module co-ordinators and lecturers, this can lead to 
significant variations in how AI is integrated within a group of social sciences and history 
modules and across universities. A policy structure that encourages students to use AI as 
tools, applied to their actual ZPD when pursuing academic assessment and studies, would 
be ideal. A policy would support the development of academic literacy and professional 
teaching skills as intended by the social sciences and history didactic modules. 
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Social sciences and history staff and student context, perception and use of AI 

Context presents serious challenges to AI integration and shapes the perception and use 
of AI. Intervention research can hardly take place unless the context of staff and students 
is mapped out sufficiently in relation to their perception and use of AI. South African 
universities are called to rectify structural inequality in South Africa in the shadow of 
Apartheid. Therefore, the context of social sciences and history students must be investigated 
and include an assessment of their basic literacy, academic literacy, digital literacy and AI 
literacy. How students perceive AI is crucial to understanding how they use it. Perhaps the 
perceived rampant misuse of AI by students is due to the perception that AI can replace the 
human student in assessment. Without solid data, this line of argument is mere conjecture. 
Though with conclusions based on data, they would guide an AI integration strategy by 
social sciences and history educators. The risk is evident; should students not perceive AI 
as a tool and apply it to shortcut the academic process, Vygotsky (1978) is quite evident in 
terms of the consequences; students will not develop as the academic tasks have all been 
brought into the easier sector of the ZPD, which requires no effort. 

AI optimists in AI research often neglect to consider the context of the student body. 
COVID-19 has demonstrated the glaring inequalities within South African society and 
HEIs (Hlatshwayo, 2022). Research that investigates the complexities of the South African 
teaching and learning context and its impact on AI integration will be a crucial initial stage. 
Within a lecture group, there could be varying degrees of academic, digital and AI literacy. 
Research that investigates the digital context of students would assist in the appropriate 
differentiation of learning. The digital literacy of academic staff must be mapped so that 
professional development can be conducted and differentiated according to the individual 
needs of lecturers. Specific training for HODs could also be considered so that they could 
guide attempts by social sciences and history education lecturers in their attempts to 
integrate AI in their modules. 

While research has outlined the generational gap between academic staff and students, 
and also implied a homogenous staff body of baby boomers (Wessels & Van Wyk, 2022), 
this is hardly the case. Academic cohorts have a mix of baby boomers and Generation X, 
as well as a growing number of millennials joining academia. These comparatively younger 
staff could form the backbone of initiatives to reform teacher training programmes and 
assist in developing the AI (and digital) literacy of their more senior colleagues. “Preparing 
Pre-Service Teachers for Teaching in the Digital Age” constitutes one of the few studies 
to focus on teacher training in South African research (Arek-Bawa & Reddy, 2024). 
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However, it also makes use of surveys as research instruments. Nonetheless, it makes a 
valuable contribution to illuminating the student experience of AI and digital integration 
at South African universities. It also demonstrates that Technological Pedagogical Content 
Knowledge can be readily transferred from ICT integration studies to those that focus 
more on AI integration (Arek-Bawa & Reddy, 2024). Assessment analysis could be used 
with other data instruments to provide rich data and allow for triangulation. 

Research pathways that aim at making an ecosystem that 
supports authentic and ethical AI integration in social 
sciences and history teacher training

Investigating current assessment design in order to construct assessments that 
are resistant to the unethical use of AI 

Without a formal AI policy, assessment management currently occupies a grey area. 
Although Turnitin can release a plagiarism score to students, AI scores can only be viewed by 
the assessor. Students regularly seek guidance on the use of AI in assessment, with concerns 
about plagiarism. While the AI detector presents a score, there are no guidelines or training 
for lecturers on how to interpret the score. Even once AI usage has been identified, there is 
no formal policy on what measures should be taken. Essentially, junior academic staff are 
in a situation where they need to invent and improvise policy haphazardly from day to day. 
This constitutes a high-risk environment if students opt to litigate and challenge decisions 
made by lecturers on assessment. As there are no directives regarding AI integration, each 
lecturer is left to manage the tension between policing and integrating AI in their modules. 
This situation will likely continue until AI policies are put in place.

Despite a growing body of international research on the application of AI in teacher 
training (Wu, 2023), this is comparatively understudied within the South African context. 
General studies on AI in higher education have primarily used interviews and surveys 
(Naidu & Sevnarayan, 2023; Singh, 2023; Chauke et al, 2024; Sevnarayan & Potter, 2024), 
and there is scope for studies that incorporate assessment analysis as a form of data analysis 
to provide a clearer picture of students’ AI use. This would allow the experiences of social 
sciences and history education staff and students to be documented fully and inform 
research on designing assessment that encourages ethical use of AI and makes it challenging 
to successfully misuse AI. This would, in effect, be investigating how to create guardrails in 
the assessment that mandates students engage with the assessment authentically in a way 
that allows their academic effort to fall within their ZPD. Perhaps social science and history 
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education assessment should be evaluated as a 4-year program, ensuring that assessments 
fall within the general ZPD of each year group (Vygotsky, 1978).

Exploring the current module design for AI vulnerabilities 
to recommend solutions to design flaws

While recent developments in AI detection can assist lecturers in screening assessments 
for academic dishonesty, one study indicated that Turnitin picks up a variety of AI tools, 
including instances that do not constitute academic misconduct (Chauke et al., 2024). 
Unreliable AI detection will necessitate interviewing students if their assessments are 
analysed as part of a research project. As it stands, Turnitin will flag AI paraphrasing of 
students’ own work in the same way as text that has been copied directly from GenAI. 
A considerable section of South African research has focused on ChatGPT, while the 
availability of diverse AI tools is rapidly growing. Research on AI integration in teacher 
training should consider a broader variety of tools that students could be trained on for use 
in the classroom. An essential component of a social science and history didactics module 
design should be strong policing elements in terms of unethical use of AI. Given the 
limitations of a Turnitin report, research into best practices stemming from investigations 
of current practices during the current AI policy climate may assist lecturers in using a set 
of AI misuse criteria in such cases. Effective policing, however, is only one part of effective 
module design. Investigating how guardrails that promote engagement with students’ 
ZPD in coordination with similar guardrails in assessment would assist in developing a 
successful ecosystem.

Investigating how to promote the AI literacy of social 
sciences and history education students

Student literacy in AI is advocated from a position of augmentation and enhancement 
(Eager & Brunton, 2023), supported by Vygotsky’s tool theory (Vygotsky, 1978). AI 
training for classroom use should take a similar approach. For example, GenAI could be 
used to brainstorm lesson plans rather than directly copying them verbatim (Van den Berg 
& Du Plessis, 2023). GenAI could also assist in writing reports, designing tests and rubrics 
and automating grading and feedback (Trust et al., 2023). They could provide guidance 
on teaching strategies and allow teacher-student and teacher-parent communication in 
multiple languages. Teacher training modules could be designed as a vehicle to train students 
to enhance their own pedagogy rather than relying on AI as a way to shortcut various 
pedagogical processes. Essentially, students could be trained on exactly how to employ AI 
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as a tool, according to Vygotsky (1978). Assessment, planning and teaching approaches are 
typical units in didactic social science and history modules. They would, therefore, be focal 
points in curriculum reform. The recommended research on the various forms of literacy 
referred to above would be essential if a more differentiated and personalised approach to 
promoting AI literacy is to be adopted in social science and history education modules. 

The use of student context to design AI tutors for social sciences and history 
education modules

Research on AI tutors must draw from the research recommended to investigate the social 
sciences and history education students’ context and varied literacies. A well-designed 
AI tutor has many potential benefits, however, it is not without risks (De Villiers-Botha, 
2024). It can tutor in any of South Africa’s eleven official languages, except for sign 
language. Therefore, by default, it could be a potent tool of decolonisation. Promoting 
multilingual accessibility is an important aspect of remedying the colonial and apartheid 
barriers that can be presented by English and Afrikaans modes of instruction (Emsely & 
Modiba, 2024). AI may provide an alternative to the costs of multilingual education. It can 
be programmed to guide and assist in assessments in line with Vygotsky’s tool theory and 
ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). This kind of programming could help mitigate risks from misuse 
and misperception. AI tutor access would be seven days a week, 24 hours a day. This is 
in stark contrast to the availability of live tutors and academic staff. It can also be trained 
on the module, as well as the social sciences and history curriculum policy statements. AI 
tutors generally include a name and profile picture that could be based on an inclusive 
historical figure from South Africa’s rich, though painful, history. Realising these potentials 
would require design research well beyond the theorising of the current paper. The models 
would also need extensive field testing and continued adaptation. Such a project would suit 
cross-university collaboration. However, the design of AI tutors should be centred around 
a support role, not the replacement of human lecturers (Mhlanga, 2023).

Conclusion

It is evident from this review that South African research in social sciences and history 
teacher training is at a nascent stage. Given the twofold nature of AI, its potential 
enhancement or risk of overreliance, authentic integration of AI should be implemented 
with direct social sciences and history education student training in modules, guided by an 
AI policy. Left to their own devices, elements of the student body may make incongruent 
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choices. As AI integration is not currently mandatory in South African social sciences and 
history teacher training modules, these choices will also be reflected in their classroom 
practice. Instead of graduating a body of NQT social sciences and history teachers fully 
equipped to integrate AI and the 4IR in the classroom, there is a risk of reproducing 
the digital inequalities that stem from the varied contexts of the students. In turn, these 
graduates could reproduce those same inequalities in their classrooms. This risk should 
alarm theorists and proponents of decolonisation in South African HEIs. Research-led 
initiatives that prioritise AI integration in social sciences and history teacher training 
should also form part of a growing body of research that should guide the formation of AI 
policies at South African universities. These policies are urgently required to manage the 
use of AI in assessment in higher education and to assist in revising and reforming social 
sciences and history education modules. Authentic integration of AI in social sciences and 
history teacher training is dependent on support from a formal AI policy, staff professional 
development and further empirical research.

Limitations

This paper aimed to conduct a conceptual review of AI integration in South African higher 
education within social sciences and history education. Pivotal studies from 2022 to 2025 
were drawn from papers that considered AI integration broadly in the South African higher 
education sector to develop arguments for future research paths in social sciences and 
history teacher training programmes. Only studies in English were included. This aspect 
of the inclusion criteria may have resulted in non-English studies being overlooked. The 
pivotal search strategy may have missed some studies that could have further enriched 
the findings of the conceptual review. While this paper makes recommendations for 
AI policy, policy was not the primary focus of this paper, and its recommendations are 
based on the relationship between policy and AI integration in social sciences and history 
education modules. The central argument of the paper focused on the integration of AI in 
social sciences and history education. Given its focus on social sciences and history, the 
findings are not necessarily generalisable to other didactics modules or other disciplines. 
Recommendations for future research on AI integration in modules other than social 

sciences and history education are beyond the scope of this paper. 
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Recommendations

AI will not be successfully integrated or applied in social sciences and history teacher training 
programmes unless a more conducive environment is fashioned. The key to transforming 
the academic environment is research that examines the context of AI integration in order 
to develop suitable interventions in teaching and learning. This context encompasses 
students, lecturers, administrators and the wider policy environment. social sciences and 
history student AI literacy cannot be improved without a nuanced awareness of students’ 
digital cultural capital literacy and the degree to which scaffolding is required. The same is 
true of insisting that lecturers embrace AI without engaging the need for varying levels of 
professional development. The recommended research would be in a solid position to guide 
the development and revision of formal AI policies that could provide a suitable framework 
for AI integration. This paper recommends implementing mandatory professional 
development training for lecturers to develop their AI literacy. This could build on pre-
existing programmes that develop digital literacy and proficiency in student management 
systems. social sciences and history education modules and degree programmes must 
be revised and reformed with respect to AI integration, especially regarding assessment 
practices. However, it is not sufficient to integrate AI with assessment and pedagogy. 
This paper contends that social sciences and history pre-service teacher training modules 
should be future-proofed and redesigned to prepare student teachers to apply AI and 
digital integration in the classroom. AI literacy development for education students should 
be translatable to school classrooms and not limited to application in higher education. 
Finally, this paper posits that there is an urgent need for umbrella research projects within 
South African Education Faculties and through joint university research partnerships. This 
paper recommends that future research on AI integration in social sciences and history 
education should consider decolonial theory as a potential theoretical framework, given 
the possible benefits and risks AI presents to the decolonisation of education in HEIs. 
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Abstract

Generative AI (GenAI) has undeniably become part of a continuum of everyday use with 
apps, chatbots and curated content to optimise online experiences. In higher education, AI 
is reshaping teaching pedagogies and holds the potential to augment learning and provide 
personalised learning experiences. However, an ongoing challenge is getting students 
to make the connection that GenAI is a tool to support learning, rather than a crutch to 
replace thinking processes. This paper draws on Kolb’s experiential learning theory to 
assess personal experiences of teaching undergraduate archaeology to students in the era 
of GenAI. Using reflection as a method with Driscoll’s three-step reflection cycle, this 
reflection provides insight into the pedagogical implications of over-reliance on GenAI 
tools. Reflection further serves as an (introspective) didactic tool for assessing teaching 
strategies for scaffolding responsible use of GenAI. Based on the nuanced insights, the 
reflection suggests that a prompt, copy and paste approach characterises student use of 
these tools. The pedagogical challenges for fostering the suite of critical thinking skills 
pertinent in archaeology and history education are also highlighted.

Keywords: Archaeology; distance learning; generative AI; over reliance on AI; structured 
reflection; student use of AI
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Introduction

In the context of Education 4.0 and Education 5.0 frameworks, there is increasing demand 
for educators to harness technology to enhance teaching and learning (Rane et al., 
2024). Developing a suite of twenty-first century skills is a part of this and encompasses 
“computational thinking, technology and big data, communication and humanities, life-
long learning, and creativity” (Kuka et al., 2022:569). Integrated into this skillset is the 
AI ecosystem comprising generative artificial intelligence (GenAI), which is trained to 
generate content in response to a user prompt (Zewe, 2023).

Within higher education, the growing body of literature on GenAI and augmented learning 
highlights the potential for personalised learning (Mulaudzi & Hamilton, 2024), student 
feedback (Holdcroft, 2024), assessment design and practices (Khlaif et al., 2025), instructional 
strategies (Conrad & Hall, 2024), language learning (Creely, 2024), and curriculum design 
(Owoseni et al., 2024a). There are also prospects for automatic grading in African languages 
(Agyemang & Schlippe, 2024).

Integrating AI into higher education also shows promise for innovative student support, 
particularly for streamlining administrative processes for students with special education needs 
and disabilities (Coughlan & Iniesto, 2025). In addition, GenAI might also have potential for 
reducing loneliness by fulfilling social support roles (Crawford et al., 2024). Furthermore, the 
growth in Digital Humanities has provided new opportunities for humanistic disciplines to 
leverage AI to automate data extraction and enhance analysis and interpretation (Luhmann 
& Burghardt, 2022).

History-specific AI applications include CorDeep, a web-based deep-learning model 
trained for extracting visual elements from corpora (Büttner et al., 2022) and Ithaca, 
which augments epigraphic analysis of texts pertinent to ancient Greek history (Assael 
et al., 2022). Recently, Aeneas, described as a generative neural network, was introduced 
for contextualising Latin inscriptions (Assael et al., 2025). Together, these tools serve as 
historical research aids for restoring damaged or missing texts to enhance interpretability 
(Assael et al., 2022). In addition, educational applications such as Fabricus, integrate 
gamification activities to teach learners about encoding and annotating ancient Egyptian 
hieroglyphics (Kelly, 2021). Furthermore, Character.ai and Hello History, allow users 
to interact with deceased historical figures from Charles Darwin to René Descartes and 
Nelson Mandela, and hold potential for fostering student engagement that brings history to 
life (DaCosta, 2025, cf. Hutson & Ratican, 2023). Podcasts have additionally demonstrated 
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positive outcomes for enhancing student learning beyond traditional history classrooms (Alegi, 
2012).

From an archaeological perspective, engagement with digital technologies dates to the 
development of the earliest computers in the 1950s (Adigun et al., 2021; Bickler, 2021). Scholars 
at the intersection of computational archaeology began exploring the domains of artificial 
intelligence before the global proliferation of GenAI (Bickler, 2021; Tenzer et al., 2024). Some 
of the key areas of application include integrating machine learning and deep learning 
(including convolutional neural networks) to enhance archaeological prospecting, field 
research methods and remote sensing. To illustrate, ArchAIDE is an image recognition 
tool for optimising pottery analysis (Anichini, et al., 2021). Archaeoscape has also shown 
practical utility for site surveying in densely vegetated and inaccessible locations (Perron 
et al., 2024, cf. Gattiglia, 2025). In addition, the application of machine learning to remote 
sensing imaging data holds promise for optimising the detection of new sites, such as 
mound signatures in Pakistan’s Cholistan Desert (Orengo et al., 2020). In a proof-of-
concept application using early twentieth-century colonial maps, deep learning approaches 
demonstrate potential for automatically identifying and extracting geo-referenced data of 
archaeological features (Garcia‐Molsosa et al., 2021). Furthermore, image recognition 
models trained on optical satellite data were used to identify early Iron Age Saka burial 
mounds of pre-Silk Road cultures in present-day Kazakhstan (Caspari & Crespo, 2019). 
In maritime archaeology, machine learning algorithms demonstrate utility for automating 
the detection and mapping of shipwrecks (Character et al., 2021). Additional applications 
include 3D modelling of underwater archaeological surveys and object detection (Drap 
et al., 2019). Digitisation of collections has also enhanced accessibility and preservation, with 
suggestions that leveraging digital tools in this way promotes democratisation of access (Taylor 
& Gibson, 2017).

Since OpenAI’s official release of ChatGPT in 2022, the gaps in respect of what GenAI 
tools can do are rapidly closing. The evolving ecosystem of GenAI has spawned a host 
of other tools that can humanise text and automate academic literature review searches. 
These tools can also create a diverse range of new content across different formats including 
images, videos and audio (Ferrara, 2024).

However, the proliferation of GenAI is not just a higher education problem. Educators 
working in South Africa’s basic education system are grappling with similar issues around 
the possibilities and risks. Key amongst this is how these tools might impact writing 
skills development in history classrooms (Brookbanks, 2023) and potentially erode 
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computational knowledge of coding and robotics teachers (Tshidi & Dewa, 2024). While 
some educators have shared insights for classroom strategies to mitigate excessive use 
(Netshiungani, 2023), others have lamented the role of AI for the expanding digital divide 
(Mekhoe, 2023).

Generative AI, therefore, represents challenges across the education spectrum. The 
expanding corpus shows that while GenAI holds promise, it represents a proverbial 
double-edged sword. Some scholars have called for a balanced approach to the widespread 
integration of AI in higher education and closer scrutiny of the challenges (Al-Zahrani, 
2024). Growing ethical concerns are emerging around the role of GenAI in disseminating 
deepfakes (Kietzmann et al., 2020; Ferrara, 2024) and the implications for academic 
integrity (Cotton et al., 2023). In addition, the role of AI as a tool of “digital neocolonialism” 
(Zembylas, 2023: 29) that reinforces Eurocentric epistemologies is also being underscored. 
Furthermore, concerns have been expressed about algorithmic bias (Fui-Hoon Nah et al., 
2023) and the pedagogical outcomes linked to excessive use (Zhao et al., 2024; Pitts et al., 
2025).

It is within this milieu that nuanced insights from undergraduate archaeology teaching 
are used to reflect on the pedagogical implications of GenAI for archaeology and history 
education.

Positionality and reflective approach

I am a lecturer at a South African distance learning university, and since 2016, I have been 
teaching third-year archaeology modules at exit-level 7 on the National Qualifications 
Framework (NQF). In approaching this topic, my perspective on student use of GenAI 
is informed by the proliferation of the technology in higher education, the pervasiveness 
of AI in society more broadly, and institutional drivers for leveraging AI. It also includes 
personal observations gleaned from teaching notes on student use in third-year archaeology 
assessments.

Using reflection as a method, this paper explores micro-level, nuanced insights into 
teaching practice in the context of student use of generative AI. This methodological 
approach is underpinned by Kolb’s experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984). Here, learning 
is conceptualised as a continuous process where: “…ideas are not fixed and immutable 
elements of thought but are formed and re-formed through experience” (Kolb, 1984:26). 
My position also aligns with Moon’s (2004:6) view that: “… all learning is experiential in 
one sense… and reflection is itself a form of learning”.
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 The concept of reflection is widely attributed to the work of Dewey who first defined 
it as the: “active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of 
knowledge in light of the grounds that support it” (Dewey, 1910:6). Since Dewey’s 
seminal work, other scholars have expanded on the notion of reflection, however, there is 
no consensus definition, since it is understood and applied differently across professional 
contexts (Rogers, 2001; Clarà, 2015; De la Croix & Veen, 2018; Marshall, 2019). In higher 
education, reflective practice refers to an active, cyclical process where tacit knowledge is 
articulated explicitly (Mohamed et al., 2022) to demonstrate new ways of thinking and 
doing (Ryan, 2012). Given these variations, this paper uses a working definition proposed 
by Rodgers and LaBoskey (2016). Here, reflection is conceptualised as being concerned 
with “transforming what we are already doing, first and foremost by becoming more aware 
of ourselves, others, and the world within which we live” (Rodgers & LaBoskey, 2016:101). 
This definition is preferred, because it provides a useful lens for exploring the permutations 
of teaching (archaeology) in the age of GenAI.

In this paper, the reflection is guided by Driscoll’s three-step reflection cycle (Driscoll, 
1994, 2007), originally conceptualised by Borton (1970). The rationale for utilising 
Driscoll’s framework is based on its simplicity and ease of use. It is commonly used as a 
foundational threshold for novice reflective practitioners to develop reflection skills. 
A strength of Driscoll’s also lies in its broad application across various disciplinary and 
professional contexts, including higher education. Driscoll’s reflective cycle was also 
integrated in a case study published in November 2024, which evaluated Master’s students 
use of GenAI in an essay assessment with a reflection component (Fisher et al., 2024).

However, the versatility of Driscoll’s reflection has been criticised as a potential caveat 
that may produce superficial reflection (Edwards, 2017). To mitigate this, the described 
experience will be evaluated at a deeper level by interrogating each of Driscoll’s guiding 
questions. Still, others have cautioned against adopting an overly prescriptive approach 
to reflection. Notably, De la Croix and Venn (2018:395) claim that preoccupation with 
rigidly following steps may produce “reflective zombies” with insights that lack depth.

In this paper, a reflective approach has several perceived strengths. Firstly, it provides an 
opportunity to explore the discipline and context-specific pedagogical implications of AI 
use. It further serves as an (introspective) didactic tool for assessing teaching strategies for 
scaffolding responsible use, which may inform teaching praxis around AI use. The insights 
from the reflection could potentially contribute towards fostering communities of practice 
around GenAI use in archaeology and history education.
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Within this ambit, the core objectives of the reflection are to:

Describe and draw on module/course-level insights of student use of AI from teaching 
notes and personal observations of past marked assessments.

•	 Reflect on current teaching practice in terms of scaffolding responsible use of 
AI.

•	 Interpret personal observations and teaching experience within broader 
academic conversations of AI in higher education.

Each objective is aligned with one of the steps in Driscoll’s reflective cycle which asks 
three basic questions from a personal experience: ‘What?, ‘So what?’ and ‘What next?’. This 
is illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Three steps of Driscoll’s reflection cycle
Source: Adapted from Driscoll (1994, 2007)

In this paper, the discussion is structured thematically. The first question contextualises 
the experience with a focus on the pervasiveness of AI in routine activities. It also prompts 
for a detailed description of an event, which is addressed by situating the experience 
within a distance learning context. By describing institutional professional development 
initiatives and policy gaps, context-specific personal observations of student use of GenAI 
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are introduced. Together, this is mapped onto the first objective and is presented as  
Theme 1. Question two, ‘So what?’, requires analysis and interpretation. Here, the 
observations are framed around the pedagogical issue of over-reliance. This responds to 
the second objective presented under Theme 2. The final element in Driscoll’s reflective 
cycle, ‘What next?’, aligns with the third objective. In this step, the broader implications of 
the experience are assessed along with potential action plans, which are presented under 
Theme 3.

Theme 1: What?

Artificial intelligence in everyday life

Artificial intelligence is pervasive and already integrated into everyday routines and 
interactions. There are AI-powered gadgets to monitor fitness, including music and video 
streaming platforms that provide personalised recommendations. On social media, content 
monitoring algorithms can also track preferences and actively target users to optimise their 
online experience. In essence, AI is in everything from household appliances to smart 
devices. Although it is ubiquitous, the technology is much broader than just chatbots 
and apps. The use of GenAI has evolved rapidly, arguably due to the combined influence 
of its ubiquity in mainstream society (Elliott, 2019), national priorities (Department of 
Communications and Digital Technologies, 2023) and integration into higher education 
(Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019).

The context specific factors that have shaped the observations and experience that form 
the basis for this reflection are presented in the following section.

Generative AI in the distance learning context: Lecturer readiness, 
institutional policy gaps and individual teaching strategies

In nearly ten years at the university, the institution has progressively moved away from 
a “paper-behind glass model” (Marais, 2022:64). With this approach, study material 
is provided in a downloadable PDF format with generally limited (real-time) online 
interaction between students and lecturers. At the university, the drive towards fully online 
delivery has taken place against a post-pandemic learning context, institutional targets, 
international best practices, and national imperatives. Online teaching toolkits have 
consequently evolved, and many lecturers have developed course sites into an interactive, 
collaborative learning space that includes:
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•	 virtual classes (e.g., on MS Teams or integrated in a learning management 
system like Moodle’s Big Blue Button or Blackboard’s Collaborate),

•	 automated assessment marking and feedback,

•	 interactive H5P lesson content, infused with game-based learning 
(gamification) elements in course design,

•	 engaging videos created with tools such as Camtasia and

•	 analytics visualised on platforms such as PowerBI, to track student submissions 
and assist with early identification of at-risk students who may require targeted 
support.

•	 Increasingly, at this institution, professional development training initiatives 
on GenAI focus on developing effective prompting skills with ‘AI Skillsfests’, 
‘AI prompting Masterclasses’ and ‘Generative AI in Education Bootcamps’ 
and more recently, ‘Create your own AI agent ‘. These workshops often include 
show-and-tell elements for using GenAI to craft course outcomes, design 
assessments, develop draft lesson plans and produce chapter summaries. For 
larger courses, where enrolment may exceed 30 000 students, lecturers are also 
being trained on how to utilise chatbots to automate responses to common 
student queries.

The use of chatbots trained on course-specific knowledge has a two-fold goal: to reduce 
the administrative burden of responding to a high volume of e-mails and enhance student 
support (Popenici & Kerr, 2017). In addition, lecturers are also being equipped with basic 
‘AI detection skills’.

Building a level of AI literacy through training to boost readiness is at the core of these 
initiatives. In the literature on GenAI in higher education, the role of lecturer readiness and 
proficiency with AI tools is recognised as an important implementation strategy (Owoseni 
et al., 2024b). Furthermore, with redefined roles as “learning environment designers”, 
Kuka et al., (2022:569) assert that developing familiarity with using different technologies 
is integral to providing an enhanced learning experience for students. This is premised on 
the notion that we can’t teach what we don’t know. As Kirschner et al., (2022) maintain, 
effective teaching extends beyond content knowledge, because educators “don’t just need 
to understand…but they should understand in several ways” (Kirschner et al., 2022:184).

The crux of this view is that educators can only guide students in using AI tools to 
support their learning once they are adept at using the technology themselves. While I 
( Jane Adigun) support this perspective, Maimela and Mbonde (2025) raise an important 
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consideration around the uneven adoption of AI in South African higher education 
institutions. At an institutional level, the authors identified resource limitations, a lack 
of uniform AI policy frameworks, technological scepticism and the digital divide as key 
structural barriers to AI adoption across South African universities (Maimela & Mbonde, 
2025).

However, beyond targeted AI training for academic staff, institutional policy and 
explicit guidelines around AI use are still required to provide a cohesive implementation 
framework (Owoseni et al., 2024b; Maimela & Mbonde, 2025).

Although the university in question is in the final stages of adopting an overarching 
AI policy framework, there are currently no guidelines on acceptable use. Consequently, 
approaches vary because student guidelines around GenAI use are set by individual 
lecturers. As a result, some colleagues may have a zero-tolerance approach, while others 
may a llow it for specific purposes.

Informal conversations with colleagues also reveal contextual insights around GenAI, 
which further emphasise the crucial role of institutional guidelines. This includes some 
scepticism around the technology, ethical concerns, fears of being replaced by AI teacher 
bots (Popenici & Kerr, 2017) and the implications of GenAI for graduateness. These 
concerns capture, albeit in very broad-brush strokes, some of the tensions around GenAI. 
The challenges are, however, not unique to the university. Similar concerns surrounding 
ethical implications and academic integrity have emerged from a systematic review 
undertaken from 2017 to 2023 of forty other institutions worldwide (Zhao et al., 2024).

In addition, just less than a year after ChatGPT’s diffusion, slightly less than half of 
the top fifty-ranked universities globally had provided GenAI guidelines (Moorehouse et 
al., 2023); granted, institutions might have been caught on the back foot. In the existing 
literature, however, the absence of institutional policy and a lack of targeted educator 
training in AI are consistently identified as major barriers (Zhao et al., 2024).

A more recent study examining the global adoption of institutional AI policies and 
guidelines found that only six African institutions, including two from South Africa, 
published AI policy-related documents on their websites ( Jin et al., 2025). Most 
importantly, these findings emphasise that challenges with AI policy development and 
implementation are ubiquitous across the global higher education landscape.

Returning to the university in question, with AI guidelines and a policy framework still 
being developed, one college set up an AI work group to engage on departmental issues 
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pertinent to AI use. From these engagements, an informal AI self-disclosure instrument 
was created and freely circulated for dissemination at an internal tuition committee meeting 
in April 2024.

For context, “self-disclosure” as defined by Jourard (1971:19), refers to “…the act of 
making yourself manifest, showing yourself so others can perceive you”. In an education 
context, it has been hypothesised as a useful pedagogical tool for creating learning 
environments that facilitate student engagement (Qin, 2022). While there are important 
ethical considerations when disclosing deeply personal information (Esjing, 2007), 
evidence suggests that self-disclosure may foster positive student-teacher interactions 
(Mazer et al., 2007).

In the case of the AI self-disclosure instrument referred to in this paper, it was originally 
conceptualised to assist lecturers in reviewing student work for potential breaches of 
academic integrity. The instrument was, therefore, considered to be multi-purpose because 
it:

•	 serves as a basic tool to encourage students to be open about their use of 
generative AI tools;

•	 provides lecturers with general insights into how students are using tools like 
ChatGPT and

•	 assists in avoiding punitive marking in instances where students self-disclose 
using Grammarly or Quillbot.

In terms of the archaeology case study under discussion, an adapted version of the AI 
self-disclosure has been used since June 2024 across both third-year courses. In the almost 
18 months of its use, student uptake has been persistently low. It was observed that, for the 
most part, students tend to complete the form as a compliance exercise, possibly to satisfy 
lecturer expectations (Fisher et al., 2024). Oftentimes, it is signed by students who did not 
indicate any of the available options for GenAI use. Another subset of students also tends 
to under report actual use. This was inferred from self-disclosure forms where AI grammar 
assistance was ticked, however, the AI report scores substantially exceeded Turnitin’s 20 
per cent false positive threshold. In these instances, a student’s self-reported use of GenAI 
tools contradicted the Turnitin AI report. This phenomenon has also been reported in the 
literature (Fisher et al., 2024; Combrinck & Loubser, 2025). From the observations, it was 
inferred that the AI self-disclosure instrument, on its own, has limited utility for fostering 
self-disclosure and scaffolding responsible use.
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 An empirical study on the relationship between student self-reflection on AI use, 
lecturer grading decisions, and AI writing report scores provides useful insights for 
understanding the failure to self-disclose (Combrinck & Loubser, 2025). Based on their 
findings, Combrinck and Loubser (2025) suggest that transparent student disclosure may 
help lecturers make informed marking decisions and potentially scaffold responsible use. 
However, they also noted that not all students are forthcoming about exactly how they 
utilise GenAI. Interestingly, AI writing detection scores above 20 per cent and Turnitin’s 
false positive threshold, were associated with an increased risk of over reliance and failure 
to disclose and self-reflect (Combrinck & Loubser, 2025).

The personal observations from the archaeology case study, to some extent, align with 
Combrinck and Loubser’s (2025) empirical findings. This prompts bigger questions about 
how a failure to self-disclose reflects a growing pedagogical issue around AI over-reliance.

Prompt, copy and paste: Personal observations on student interactions with 
GenAI

Since the widespread use of GenAI tools, I ( Jane Adigun) have observed that the third-year 
cohort I teach was primarily adopting what could be described as a ‘prompt, copy and paste’ 
approach. There is a general lack of critical evaluation of the generated output: it is simply 
copied and reproduced in its entirety. Students also frequently include meta-statements, 
generated by these tools, when completing written assessments. This is a glaringly obvious 
indicator that the information was taken verbatim from a GenAI source. To illustrate, some 
examples of these statements generated directly from ChatGPT are listed below:

“My knowledge is current up to June 2024, and I may not have information on developments 
after that date.”

•	 “I don’t have access to real-time data or updates. You may want to consult a current 
source.”

•	 “I couldn’t find a specific reference to that. You may want to consult your study guide 
or course materials for clarification.”

•	 “I don’t have access to the specific dataset mentioned, but I can provide general 
assistance based on the information you share.”

•	 “CCP is not widely recognised as a standard acronym in mainstream archaeological 
literature.”
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Instances were also observed where students used AI tools to write their assignments 
along with fabricated sources. These references either include a URL link to an unrelated 
source or have a credible author linked to a fabricated article! In the literature, this 
phenomenon is AI confabulation or AI hallucinations (Zhai et al., 2024). Of concern is 
that some students seemingly regard GenAI as an authoritative voice, which scholars refer 
to as anthropomorphising AI (Owoseni et al., 2024b). It occurs when users start to view AI 
as real human beings, which might lead to reliance on GenAI tools as a primary source of 
information and answers.

The observations for a prompt, copy and paste approach broadly align with findings 
from an empirical study conducted by Stojanov et al. (2024). The authors investigated the 
dynamics of student interactions with ChatGPT and identified five different user profiles. 
These were categorised as “versatile low reliers”, “all-rounders”, “knowledge seekers”, 
“pro-active learners” and “assignment delegators” (Stojanov et al., 2024: 4) The group 
designated assignment delegators routinely outsourced work to ChatGPT, tended to over 
rely on GenAI tools and were not critical of the output.

Stojanov et al. (2024) also highlighted that student reliance on GenAI tools is not 
uniform. It varies depending on individual levels of AI literacy and overall attitudes towards 
the technologies. Combrinck and Loubser (2025) share congruent views, noting that 
students struggling to grasp content knowledge might have academic challenges and lack 
the skills to use AI tools effectively or responsibly.

Nevertheless, for archaeology students using GenAI tools to complete entire 
assignments without verifying content authenticity, might well be symptomatic of an issue 
with over reliance.

Theme 2: So what?

A chatbot ate my brain: The negative consequences of an over-reliance on AI 
tools

Recently, Visser et al. (2025) presented a conceptual framework for understanding ‘trust, 
distrust and reliance’, in the context of AI. They define reliance as “a human decision or 
action that takes into consideration the decision or recommendation of an AI” (Visser et al., 
2025:4). In other words, for the user, relying on AI outputs also involves the cognitive tasks 
of evaluating and reviewing for accuracy. Visser et al. (2025) further differentiate between 
the concepts of disuse and overtrust—terms widely used in automation and AI contexts. 
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Disuse refers to situations where a user does not rely on an AI output even when it may be 
potentially helpful to do so; it is simply not used. By contrast, over trust describes instances 
in which a user relies on AI in a situation where it is potentially wrong to do (Visser et al., 
2025). The authors do not refer explicitly to the notion of ‘over reliance’, however, for the 
purpose of this paper, it is reasonable to think about over reliance on AI as a product of 
overtrust (Buçinca et al., 2021).

O ver reliance refers to the disproportionate use of AI tools to the extent where AI 
generated content and recommendations are accepted without question (Pitts et al., 2025). 
The term is increasingly discussed in higher education scholarship, where excessive use of 
AI tools is linked to negative consequences for intellectual skills development (Chan & 
Hu, 2023).

In the literature on AI over reliance, evidence from several systematic reviews of 
empirical studies from 2017 to 2023 has consistently linked these tools to diminished 
problem solving, reasoning and decision-making capacities (Zhai et al., 2024; Zhao et al., 
2024: 126;). In extreme cases, over reliance may also lead to detachment from cognitive 
tasks requiring higher-order thinking (Zhai et al., 2024). Scholars are increasingly 
expressing concerns about excessive dependency on pre-formulated GenAI answers (Al-
Zahrani, 2024; Zhai et al., 2024). The recurring themes are that over reliance may inhibit 
creativity and unique perspectives (Chan & Hu, 2023; Zhai et al.¸ 2024), foster uncritical 
consumption of generated content (Owoseni et al., 2024b) and ultimately erode intellectual 
skills over time (Chan & Hu, 2023; Tshidi & Dewa, 2024). Furthermore, insights from 
other empirical studies support these assertions. For example, a mixed methods study 
by Gerlich (2025) showed a significant negative correlation (r = -0.68) between GenAI 
tool use and critical thinking abilities. This was attributed to cognitive offloading, which 
reportedly occurs when tasks are routinely assigned to AI tools. As Gerlich (2025) explains, 
over time, this may lead to diminished or poorly developed cognitive abilities related to 
memory retention, critical analysis and analytical skills.

 While Buçinca et al. (2021) also acknowledge the negative consequences of over 
reliance, they provide an alternative perspective for understanding the gross stressors 
and motivators associated with over reliance. The authors draw on Cacioppo and 
Petty’s (1982) psychological concept of the need for cognition, which simply refers to an 
individual’s disposition to engage in and enjoy thinking. Buçinca et al. (2021) reported that 
individuals with a low need for cognition are more likely to over rely on AI suggestions and 
recommendations compared to those with a high need for cognition. By contrast, results 
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from a meta-analysis of published research between November 2022 and February 2025, 
suggest that GenAI tools like ChatGPT can have an overall positive impact on learning and 
higher-order thinking (Wang & Fan, 2025). Putting it all together, the picture that emerges 
on over reliance and GenAI use more broadly, is multifaceted and complex. While it is 
evident that intensive use of GenAI tools has negative consequences, the intersection of 
this with individual cognitive and behavioural drivers is still poorly understood.

Theme 3: What next?

Unpacking archaeological insights for history education

As indicated in earlier sections, GenAI tools have the potential to enhance archaeology 
and history through various applications and AI driven solutions. Both disciplines share 
core areas of overlap to scaffold competencies in diverse perspectives, contextual analysis, 
primary source evaluation and archival interpretation. However, as inferred from personal 
observations, it is becoming increasingly difficult to identify student use of GenAI in 
written work and oral tasks. This may be compounded in instances where students have 
developed effective prompting skills. By contrast, when students use a prompt, copy and 
paste approach, there are obvious indicators that the response was AI generated.

As Combrinck and Loubser (2025) have pointed out, students will find workarounds 
to avoid detection. It is, therefore, becoming increasingly important to help students make 
the connection that GenAI is a tool to support learning, not a crutch to replace thinking 
processes.

For educators in archaeology and history, teaching in the age of GenAI requires a 
pedagogical shift (Popenici & Kerr, 2017). In these disciplines where written and oral 
tasks are foundational teaching instruments, it is becoming important to reconceptualise 
traditional assessment practices (Fisher et al., 2024). In addition, scholars have highlighted 
the importance of communicating expectations around permissible AI in courses 
(Combrinck & Loubser, 2025), while adopting a more holistic approach that foregrounds 
responsible and ethical use (Owoseni et al., 2024b).

An outright ban on usage is punitive and not a feasible long-term solution (Moorehouse 
et al., 2023) due to the demand for twenty-first century skills (Kuka et al., 2022). There is 
also the simple fact that AI is not going anywhere (Elliot, 2019) and students may already 
be interacting with GenAI at different points in their learning journey (Stojanov et al., 
2024).
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In my ( Jane Adigun) view, GenAI presents a flashpoint for teaching praxis in 
archaeology and history. On one end, AI should be leveraged to scaffold skills for new 
jobs in an AI-driven future (UNESCO, 2021). However, the risk of cognitive offloading 
that accompanies AI over reliance, may have consequences for developing the very skills 
that archaeology and history foster, namely, critical thinking skills for source analysis and 
evaluation, artefact interpretation, narrative construction and evidence-based reasoning.

Together, history and archaeology provide complementary insights about human 
societies across spatial and temporal boundaries, although methodological approaches 
and pedagogical strategies may vary. In this context, over reliance on AI might inhibit 
the nuance and contextual depth that emerge from analysing historical sources and 
archaeological records and artefacts (Wineburg, 2001; Reisman & Wineburg, 2008; 
Gattiglia, 2025). Overtime, this might diminish historical thinking skills. In addition, 
relying on GenAI solutions to address questions in history and archaeology could 
potentially produce confabulations or misinterpretations, as there may be challenges 
generalising when algorithms are trained on specific archaeological and historical data 
(Gattiglia, 2025). Students of history and archaeology who tend to over rely on GenAI 
might also risk curtailing their unique insights and interpretations (Chan & Hu, 2023; 
Zhai et al., 2024; Tenzer et al., 2024). Another risk for historical disciplines relates to 
the potential of perpetuating algorithmic bias through homogenised perspectives and 
privileging dominant (colonial) narratives (Tenzer et al., 2024). This is in part because 
obtaining the Big Data required for algorithmic training could potentially involve reusing 
legacy data (Gattiglia, 2025). With that comes the risk of repeating ideas, rhetoric and 
interpretations that were normalised in colonial taxonomies (Tenzer et al., 2024). As 
Gattiglia (2025) notes, to facilitate computational processing, Big Data is predisposed to 
over simplify the complexity inherent in historical and archaeological data. As a result, 
it currently lacks the capabilities to capture the fluidity of human experience and agency 
(Gattiglia, 2025). This is contrary to the skill of contextualisation, which is central to 
archaeology and history education, which places facts, events, artefacts and sources within 
a temporal context shaped by nuanced social-cultural and political dimensions (Reisman & 
Wineburg, 2008). This, in turn, guides historical thinking to consider the plurality of voices 
(Wineburg, 2001) and challenge long-standing conceptual and theoretical frameworks 
(Reisman & Wineburg, 2008).

To mitigate this, Wineburg and Reisman (2015) suggest affirming disciplinary 
literacy. For students in historical disciplines, this comprises tools and strategies for 
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sourcing, contextualisation, corroboration, and critical evaluation (Wineburg, 2001). 
With the burgeoning adoption of GenAI, concomitant issues around over reliance, and 
ethical/academic integrity concerns, scaffolding disciplinary literacy, may well present an 
opportunity for tempering these challenges.

While there is a growing body of literature on the benefits of AI, the rush to adopt 
and integrate GenAI into teaching strategies should still be underpinned by pedagogy. As 
Zawacki-Richter et al. (2019:21) reminds us: “We should not strive for what is technically 
possible, but always ask ourselves what makes pedagogical sense”. With that in mind, 
perhaps it might be time for educators in archaeology and history to consider going back 
to basics to recentre fundamental disciplinary literacies. By balancing twenty-first century 
skills development with pedagogically relevant technology-focused teaching modalities, 
we might nurture a mindset around utilising AI tools collaboratively to support learning. 
To echo Popenici and Kerr (2017: 3), “education is eminently a human-centric endeavor, 
not a technology centric solution”. Therefore, supporting students to maintain a level of 
oversight through scepticism and critical awareness of AI confabulations is crucial.

Conclusion

GenAI and the tools that comprise the AI ecosystem have become pervasive since 
ChatGPT’s mainstream diffusion and are increasingly being harnessed in higher education 
contexts. Despite the promise of this technology for teaching and learning, there are 
institutional policy gaps for guiding usage, and growing ethical/academic integrity 
concerns. This includes issues with algorithmic bias and AI confabulations/hallucinations, 
along with over reliance challenges. This paper drew on experiential insights from an 
archaeological case study, self-reflected on approaches to scaffold responsible use, and 
focused on the pedagogical implications of AI over reliance. Based on the observations, it 
was found that a subset of third-year archaeology students is mostly using a prompt, copy 
and paste approach when utilising GenAI. Consequently, written work and possibly oral 
tasks are being offloaded to GenAI tools and reproduced without any critical evaluation. 
With the growing demand for twenty-first century skills that build AI competencies for 
the future world of work, educating students on responsible use plays an important role 
in mitigating the negative consequences of over reliance. By refocusing on disciplinary 
literacies that scaffold source analysis, contextualisation and evaluation, students might 
reconfigure a mindset to use GenAI collaboratively, while maintaining human oversight 
on the generated content. For educators, this may require evaluating traditional forms of 
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assessment to leverage AI and other technologies where it is pedagogically relevant and 
effective.
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Abstract

The arrival of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) as well as the required and 
accompanying twenty-first century skills has led the educational system towards a position 
wherein significant methodological and pedagogical intervention is required in order to 
modernise the system to better accommodate the needs of the twenty-first century learner. 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), such as Virtual Reality (VR) and 
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its associated technologies, like Head-Mounted Displays (HMDs), have the potential to 
enhance the teaching and learning experiences of pre-service history teachers in virtual 
learning environments (VLEs). This article seeks to explore the pedagogical potential of 
VR-HMDs as ICT tools in the training of pre-service history teachers by affording them 
opportunities to engage with subject matter in VLEs such as a virtual Holocaust Museum, 
a WW II battle re-enactment and the Pearl Harbour attack. Concurrently, the paper sought 
to determine if VLEs could promote pre-service history teachers’ self-directed learning 
(SDL) skills through the allowance of these experience-based learning opportunities. The 
research for this study was conducted at a tertiary education institution within a classroom 
environment where pre-service history teachers made use of VR-HMDs to achieve 
specific history lesson objectives. Grounded in constructive and interpretive paradigms, 
the research further employed a single exploratory qualitative case study design with non-
probability purposive sampling and discourse analysis. To a lesser extent, quantitative 
data was also used, complementary to the qualitative data, in order to better understand 
the phenomena under investigation. Various data collection instruments, including 
questionnaires, worksheets, focus group interviews, and field notes, were used to gather 
data from the 15 pre-service history teachers as participants. The findings indicated that 
VR-HMDs and VLEs hold a significant positive potential for the teaching and learning of 
pre-service history teachers, as the advantages of this emerging technology far outweigh its 
disadvantages. Furthermore, the use of VR-HMDs in teaching fostered SDL skills such as 
goal setting, self-regulation, motivation, and critical thinking.

Keywords: Virtual reality (VR); virtual reality head mounted displays (VR-HMDs); 
virtual learning environments (VLEs); self-directed learning (SDL); pre-service history 
teachers; history teaching and learning

Introduction and background

Post 1994, the South African educational system has been undergoing continuous 
pedagogical and methodological changes (Crouch & Hoadley, 2018). This transition 
includes, among other things, to integrate Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICTs) on a larger scale to not only teach subject content, but to also by and large, equip 
students with the skills to enhance their knowledge and gather information effectively 
(Mashile, 2017; Graham et al., 2024). The subject content used for this article consisted of 
a virtual Holocaust Museum, a WWII battle re-enactment and the attack on Pearl Harbour. 
These topics were used to explore the pedagogical potential of virtual reality head-mounted 
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displays (VR-HMDs) in shaping memory retention, enhancing historical understanding 
and developing self-directed learning (SDL) skills among pre-service history teachers 
through immersive experiences. The training of pre-service history teachers must also 
adapt to these changes, ensuring that the teaching and learning of history meet the needs of 
twenty-first century students (Battaglia & McDonald, 2015; Arek-Bawa & Reddy, 2024). 
VR-HMDs could theoretically enhance the educational process, thus providing higher 
quality learning experiences, as pre-service history teachers will have more opportunities 
to be engaged with the subject matter (Hu-Au & Lee, 2018).

The Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR)—a twenty-first century movement—
has integrated technology into various societal levels, and particularly so in modern 
classrooms. The problem faced by some educators, however, is that not all subjects have 
had an equitable and fair shared level of exposure to ICTs in classrooms (Dlamini, 2022). In 
the twenty-first century, students should take ownership of their learning, cultivate lifelong 
SDL skills, explore subject content with autonomy, stay responsible and remain adaptive in 
a rapidly changing world (Dahal & Bhat, 2023). Students should be capable of showcasing 
SDL skills like collaborating and communicating effectively with others, thinking creatively 
and critically to tackle new challenges, and continually adjusting to evolving technologies 
(Mentz & Bailey, 2019). It is these and other twenty-first century SDL skills accompanied 
by emerging pedagogical tools such as the use of ICTs like VR-HMDs and virtual learning 
environment (VLEs) that is aimed at the cultivation of lifelong, collaborative and 
communication driven (Marougkas et al., 2024) experiences to the benefit of pre-service 
history teachers.

The use of emerging ICTs such as, but not limited to, VR-HMDs and VLEs have become 
integral to innovative pedagogical approaches (Mnisi et al., 2024). Before understanding 
the inclusion of mentioned ICTs, it is required to first consider societal changes that further 
cemented ICTs role in education (Karki, 2019). These changes did not happen overnight, 
but through continuous experimentation. Ratheeswari (2018) reported that there are 
numerous approaches when attempting to integrate educational technologies. Studies, 
as far back as those by Wong and Hsu (2008), show ICT’s positive impact on teaching 
and learning and the advantageous possibilities thereof. Over time, the findings of these 
earlier studies were further corroborated by subsequent research (Chouthaiwale & Al-
Kamel, 2018; Saprikis et al., 2019; Meladi & Awolusi, 2020; Anastasopoulou et al., 2024) 
to name a few. VR-HMDs, as an emerging ICT tool, can be effectively incorporated into 
the dynamic educational landscape due to their learner-centred and self-directed learning 
potential ( Jensen & Konradsen, 2018; Lege & Bonner, 2020).
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The rapid development of commercially used technologies has coincided with the 
advancement of instructional technologies, and it is this development that shows the 
dynamism of modern education, especially post-Covid19, emphasising that ICTs require 
ongoing evolution and adaption (Hamzah et al., 2024). This ongoing innovation has 
led educational systems to recognise the benefits of technology in the classroom while 
minimising its drawbacks (Burns & Graafland, 2018). Educational institutions, after 
establishing feasible ICT policies, began modernising teaching and learning through the 
addition of computer laboratories, which remain in use today for their hands-on learning 
experiences and ability to accommodate diverse student needs (Gunter et al., 2012; 
Sharma, 2019; Munje & Jita, 2020; Alam, 2021; Anastasopoulou et al., 2024).

The use of ICT as a teaching and learning tool in classrooms varies based on lesson 
objectives, classroom context and student motivation (Groff et al., 2009; Gómez-Poyato et 
al., 2022). Due to these factors, careful planning is essential to ensure ICT’s effectiveness 
and to establish the pedagogical and content foundation of lessons (Elmqaddem, 2019; 
Koenig et al., 2024). As society evolves, so do the students that educators are confronted 
with, making it crucial for subjects like history to adapt their methodologies to remain 
relevant (Bloom, Dole & Kowalske 2016; Cytrin, 2018). VR-HMDs, in particular, 
should be used to support interdisciplinary teaching and learning, preventing educational 
stagnation (Muller & Young, 2010; Leung et al., 2018).

This article is aimed to explore the pedagogical potential of VR-HMDs as ICT tools in 
the training of pre-service history teachers by affording them opportunities to engage with 
subject matter in VLEs. Secondly, to explore the extent to which VLEs foster the SDL skills 
(communication, critical thinking and metacognition) of pre-service history teachers.

In conclusion, it also requires mentioning that while this article explores the possible 
potential of the inclusion of VR-HMDs as a pedagogical tool in the training of pre-service 
history teachers, it does not argue to discard traditional methodologies. This inclusion is 
done not to discard the old, but rather to find a way in which history education as a whole 
can be modernised while still drawing the full benefit of traditional methods as Thotse 
(2021) and Hasan et al. (2023) argue that traditional methods still have immense value 
and are widely used. Thus, this article seeks to find a balance between traditional and 
contemporary pedagogies.
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Literature review

Modern society is rapidly evolving and can now be described as a digital age due to the 
extensive exposure to various technologies (Levin & Mamlok, 2021; Lendzhova et al., 
2022; Rajput & Sharma, 2025). In this digital era, finding effective ways to entice student 
engagement is an ever-increasing challenge that could potentially be overcome using ICTs 
(Levin & Mamlok, 2021; ClassVr, 2022; Anastasopoulou et al., 2024). While technologies 
such as cell phones and gaming consoles have become more accessible and popular, 
their integration into education remains limited, while other technologies such as AI, for 
example, ChatGPT, has taken education by storm, post Covid-19 (ClassVr, 2022; Haleem 
et al., 2022; Guardiola, 2025). The 4IR with its focus on technological advancement and 
innovative applications, has led to the development of a distinct process of methodological 
and pedagogical reform within the educational system. This educational transformation 
depends on the degree to which ICTs are integrated in fostering twenty-first century SDL 
skills, for example, critical and creative thinking (Burns & Graafland, 2018). It is these 
aforementioned and other self-regulatory skills that promote metacognitive processes 
that will empower students to not only take responsibility for their own learning, but also 
allow them to formulate strategic plans regarding how they aim to achieve their academic 
objectives through the promotion of self-motivation.

The methodological and pedagogical reforms during the 4IR, when applied to the 
study of history, could potentially enhance both teaching and learning experiences for 
pre-service history teachers by promoting the use of ICTs, such as VR-HMDs (Mannak et 
al., 2024). Effective reform involves a purposeful and goal-oriented application of ICTs to 
enrich educational practices. This ICT driven approach is intended to move beyond one-
dimensional teaching and learning methods, which are considered inadequate for modern 
educational needs (Mashiyi & Baleni, 2023). Despite advancements in history education, 
which have shifted from simplistic to more advanced approaches, some educators still 
rely on traditional methodologies that offer limited opportunities for developing critical 
skills (Hasan et al., 2023). Modern history educators face significant challenges due to the 
complexities of teaching the subject. With reference to the Holocaust, for instance, Gouws 
(2019:2) is of the opinion that history school teachers find it “complex” to navigate between 
the controversies and challenges surrounding the Holocaust topic, while keeping personal, 
professional, historical, educational and societal perceptions in mind. These challenges 
arise from information overload through various media platforms resulting in history 
educators’ struggling to keep up with advancements in ICT. Such issues impact both pre-
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service and in-service teachers’ ability to effectively use technology in their teaching and 
learning repertoire (Köse, 2017; Ciriza-Mendívil et al., 2022).

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2009) (P21) Framework offers a clear 
guide to the SDL skills essential for evaluating the effectiveness of teaching and learning 
in various subjects, such as history within the 4IR and its move to technology driven 
classrooms. This framework helps in identifying and fostering critical twenty-first century 
skills, including those necessary for SDL. By using this overlapping framework, educators 
can better understand and implement the skills required to enhance students’ ability to 
learn independently and thrive in a rapidly evolving educational landscape.

The P21 Framework (2009) illustrates the twenty-first century learning by outlining 
essential skills and supporting structures required for a successful modernised classroom. 
At its core, the framework has three critical skill areas: Life and Career Skills, Learning and 
Innovation Skills (such as creativity, critical thinking, communication and collaboration), 
and Information, Media and Technology Skills. It is these three skill areas which are 
then subjected to and supported by the following educational elements: standards 
and assessments curriculum and instruction; professional development and learning 
environment. These educational elements, when combined with the three critical skill 
areas, show the importance of a modernised ICT educational process to which this paper 
also prescribes.

The P21 Framework also reveals how its components are essential for preparing students 
to thrive in modern society. It denotes the fundamental knowledge, skills and abilities 
that students need to master in order to succeed in their work and lives in the twenty-first 
century. The P21 Framework emphasises that assessments, curriculum and instruction, 
professional development, learning environments and twenty-first century standards must 
be aligned to achieve the desired outcomes and determine the effectiveness of teaching and 
learning in the twenty-first century (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009). Thus, the 
P21 Framework offers a comprehensive guide for understanding the essentials of effective 
teaching and learning in the modern era. It is, therefore, important that history educators 
tailor these guidelines to find the most effective methods for implementation.

In history education, applying the P21 Framework involves engaging students with 
real-life scenarios and enabling them to analyse the causes, effects and relationships 
between historical events. The framework supports this by emphasising the importance of 
critical thinking and problem-solving skills. Students should use their acquired knowledge 
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to address contemporary issues, applying historical context to devise innovative solutions. 
Furthermore, the P21 Framework aligns with the goal of developing students’ ability 
to interpret and analyse multiple perspectives. This capability is essential for SDL and 
is supported by policy documents such as the National Curriculum Statement in the 
Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements (NCS-CAPS) (Department of Basic Education 
[DoBE], 2011). The P21 Framework also underscores the importance of historical thinking 
and reasoning skills, which are central to history education (Akhan, 2021).

In recent decades, the use of ICTs, have emerged as a significant focus in educational 
discussions, reflecting their growing role as pedagogical tools in the teaching and learning 
process (Koehler et al., 2022). The P21 Framework supports this by emphasising the 
integration of advanced technologies, such as VR-HMDs, to enhance educational outcomes 
and prepare students for the demands of the twenty-first century (Partnership for 21st 
Century Skills, 2009). As an emerging technology within the ICT sector, VR-HMDs have 
garnered significant attention for their potential benefits as pedagogical tools (Han et al., 
2021). This attention is garnered due to VR’s immersive environments that foster a sense of 
realism which could in theory, enhance student motivation and support the development 
of critical thinking skills in the context of SDL. It is this sense of realism that affords 
students the opportunity to learn through immersive experiences. This notion is further 
supported through a study by Grewe and Gie (2023) where it was determined that the use 
of immersive ICTs, especially VR-HMDs resulted in a 23 per cent higher pass rate and a 
180 per cent higher student engagement rate due to increased motivation, when compared 
to those students that make use of conventional online or distance learning approaches.

Thus, VR-HMDs are emerging pedagogical tools within the ICT sector that can be used 
beneficially within SDL and history education, especially now when South African higher 
educational institutions have started to take an interest in VR-HMDs as a pedagogical 
tool (Grewe & Gie, 2023). It is this development and growing interest, coupled with the 
principles of the Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework that 
an outline to ICT and as a result VR-HMDs is developed (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). VR-
HMDs fit into the TPACK framework through the creation of teaching and learning settings 
that simulate realistic, immersive environments (often environments not easily accessible 
to students due to time and distance). Students in a South African history classroom are 
now, for example, afforded the opportunity to virtually visit German concentration camps 
such as Auschwitz. It is then that these environments could potentially boost student 
motivation and help in developing critical thinking skills (Fragkaki et al., 2020).
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The integration of ICTs in education through frameworks like P21 and TPACK is on-
going, however, the implementation thereof, especially within South Africa education, 
is rather lagging (Munje & Jita, 2020). Often the assumption is made that pre-service 
(history) teachers are well-versed in ICTs, due to modern society being tech-driven. This 
unfounded assumption stems from the fact that their exposure is often limited to using 
tools like PowerPoint for aesthetics rather than innovative teaching methods (Fan & Tan, 
2019). The effective use of ICTs should first and foremost enhance lessons beyond the 
effects of traditional stimuli to activate teaching and learning. By activating additional ICT 
stimuli (visual and auditory), student-centred approaches will be better supported and the 
development of twenty-first century SDL skills will become evident as students make use 
of more senses, all of which are paramount to learning (Zyad, 2016). The success regarding 
the use of ICTs is also determined on the pre-service teachers’ disposition to adopt a 
positive mind-set toward ICT and familiarise themselves with designing blended learning 
tasks and assessments (Bosch et al., 2022).

In an attempt to discern the extent to which the use of ICTs are used or recommended 
to be used in South African education, particularly in the history curriculum, it is imperative 
to examine key policy documents such as the NCS-CAPS (DoBE, 2011) and the White 
Paper on e-Education (DoE, 2003). Both documents address the integration of ICTs in 
South African education to a broader sense. However, they do not focus on how specific 
subject disciplines (that are not technological disciplines by nature) could provide unique 
benefits to the various subjects that students are expected to master (Padayache, 2017). 
The White Paper on e-Education (DoE, 2003), at a foundational level, outlines the basic 
use of e-learning tools like the Internet, CD-ROMs, software and telecommunications 
for teaching and learning (DoE, 2003). However, it does not specify the categories of 
technologies that can be effectively used in the classroom (Padayache, 2017). Since the 
drafting of the document, new technologies with pedagogical potential such as VR-HMDs 
have come to the forefront. According to Tshimanika et al. (2022), the White Paper failed 
to meet its goals set for 2013 and as a result, did not fulfil its vision of transforming teaching 
and learning through ICT.

Although the White Paper serves as an introductory policy, it is not the only document 
guiding South African educators. The NCS-CAPS, for example, emphasises the importance 
of using technology responsibly, encouraging the development of critical thinking skills, 
and promoting the use of ICT to support students’ understanding of different sources 
of information (DoE, 2011). Specifically, the Further Education and Training History 
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NCS-CAPS encourages history teachers to use visual tools such as videos and films to 
enhance students’ understanding of the past (DoE, 2011). While the NCS-CAPS history 
curriculum acknowledges the importance of visual stimuli and encourages the use of ICT 
in the classroom (DoE, 2011), the policy does not provide educators with clear guidelines 
or resources on how to effectively incorporate these technologies into their teaching and 
learning methods. Therefore, while both documents provide a foundational indication for 
ICT integration, they are found lacking in terms of subject-specific guidance and practical 
implementation strategies.

An additional concern is the lack of subject-specific guidance on the practical application 
of ICT in South African schools by mentor teachers that adopt the responsibilities as 
teacher trainers. This presents the schooling system with a significant barrier, particularly 
for the more disadvantaged schools (Mkuzo & Govender, 2025). These schools and the 
financially stable schools face challenges in acquiring both the necessary ICT tools as 
well as the expertise and skills to effectively incorporate them into their classrooms. This 
deficiency in ICT-related guidance underscores a broader issue of inadequate support 
and training for ICT integration into the education system, which supports the views 
of Van Greunen et al. (2021). The inclusion of ICTs in South African schools is often 
undermined by traditional teacher-centred methods, such as the chalk-and-talk approach 
and has thus, mostly remained small-scale (Blignaut et al., 2010; Yu & Dlamini, 2025). 
This is apparent in the South African history classroom, where most history educators 
continue to rely on conventional teaching methods, which limits the effective use of ICT 
and impedes the quality of education (Odendaal-Kroon & Poole, 2018). In the same vein, 
Motumi (2020:57) points out that one of the primary challenges in teaching history in 
South Africa is the “inability and/or lack of competence” among educators to present the 
subject in an engaging and meaningful way that meets the needs of all twenty-first century 
students irrespective of their rural or urban backgrounds (Mkuzo & Govender, 2025). 
This continued reliance on outdated methods not only hinders the effective use of ICT, it 
also compromises the ability to deliver relevant and dynamic history education to modern 
students.

An additional challenge identified by Adukaite et al. (2016) and Pakdaman-Savoji et 
al. (2019) is that some South African educators, including history educators, primarily 
use ICTs for aesthetic purposes, rather than to apply it for pedagogical purposes. While 
this attempted use of ICTs can be applauded, it does not necessarily develop twenty-
first century skills when used in this manner (Aslan & Zhu, 2016; Padayachee, 2017). 
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Padayachee (2017) underscores that simply providing technology is insufficient without 
proper training on its effective integration into the teaching and learning process. Adukaite 
et al. (2016) further argue that an educator’s knowledge and understanding of ICTs as 
pedagogical tools directly impacts their effective use, resulting in varied implementation 
across history classrooms, with some educators being more familiar with ICTs in 
educational settings than others.

While a lot of the challenges and advantages with regards to the use of ICTs and by 
implication, VR-HMDs have been alluded to within a South African context, it requires 
mentioning that pre-service history teachers at tertiary institutions in South Africa do 
receive some ICT training, however, is often not as comprehensive as programmes in other 
countries (Maphalala, 2021; Ramnarain et al., 2021). In addition, Banda et al. (2020) 
point out that due to insufficient ICT training, history teachers at high school level feel 
less confident when required to incorporate ICTs when starting their teaching careers at 
schools.

The educators at tertiary institutions attitudes are major predictors of the use of new 
technologies in instructional settings, and can therefore, not be underestimated (Ogegbo 
et al., 2024). Bansa (2020) cautions that the relationship between educators’ perceptions 
and beliefs about ICT and its practices is complex. Factors outside educators’ control 
were identified by Jošanov (2008) which affect the adoption and incorporation of ICTs. 
These factors, to name a few, are: institutional culture; leadership; curriculum; assessment 
programmes and financial constraints (MacDowell et al., 2025). While these external 
factors are influential, educators at tertiary institutions still have significant control over 
how technology is practically used within the training of pre-service history teachers.

The concept of VR can be traced back to the 1960s (Renganayagalu et al., 2021), 
however, earlier attempts at creating realism in non-physical realms date back to the 
nineteenth century. Artists created panoramic 360° murals to immerse viewers in the 
scenes they depicted. Additionally, Charles Wheatstone’s 1838 research showed that the 
brain merges two-dimensional images from each eye (Cavaco et al., 2025), leading to 
the use of stereoscopic images. The View-Master stereoscope, patented in 1939, became 
popular in virtual tourism and is considered a precursor to modern VR-HMDs like Google 
Cardboard (Virtual Reality Society, 2022). As technology advanced in the twentieth 
century, improvements in computer and electronics further developed the ability to 
stimulate human senses (ABC News, 2015; Virtual Reality Society, 2022).
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Over the course of the last decade VR has experienced an increase in popularity as 
an entertainment tool due to competition in affordability and varied hardware, with VR-
HMDs becoming the main device (Renganayagalu et al., 2021). These headsets cover the 
user’s field of vision and use head-tracking technology for navigation (Specht et al., 2021). 
VR-HMDs create stereoscopic vision by showing offset images to each eye, often using a 
single screen with a divider (Ogegbo et al., 2024). These screens simulate the natural field 
of vision using special lenses and tracking technology (Virtual Reality Society, 2022). With 
built-in audio and real-time visual updates, VR-HMDs enhance immersion and simulate 
real-world experiences (Baker et al., 2023). The  Oculus Rift, introduced in 2012, boosted 
VR-HMD use with its affordability and quality (Concannon et al., 2019), leading to many 
administrators and private companies seeing the advantageous applications thereof in 
education and training (Renganayagalu et al., 2021).

VR-HMDs have as a result, grown significantly in various fields, including education, 
health, and engineering (Checa & Bustillo, 2020). The benefits are vast, particularly 
in providing visualisations not possible in traditional classrooms that stimulate deeper 
understanding through immersive experiences (Hicks, 2016; Villena Taranilla et al., 2022; 
Ghosh & Ravichandran, 2024). VR-HMDs, popular in gaming, have proven effective in 
the field of education in aviation and medicine, with research showing higher performance 
in students using VR-HMDs in engineering (Alhalabi, 2016). In history education, VR-
HMDs can also be beneficial as shown by the research of Yildirim et al. (2018) and Victor 
(2023). One, if not the most important, benefit of VR-HMDs is that it affords the user the 
opportunity to regard themselves as part of the environment which then increases their 
interest and as a result, their motivation to engage with the content. Additionally, the use of 
VR-HMDs visualises historical events, for example Pearl Harbour, and places such as the 
Holocaust Museum, which would otherwise be extremely difficult to impossible for some 
to see. Moreover, studies showed that parents believe VR helps students develop empathy 
and gain new learning opportunities (Aubrey et al., 2018). Moreover, VR offers various 
benefits such as immersion, improved perspective-taking and enhanced engagement with 
the content being experienced (Wang, 2018; Villena Taranilla et al., 2022). It promotes 
self-regulated learning, critical thinking and motivation, while also helping students 
develop cognitive, affective and psychomotor skills. Additionally, VR-HMDs can aid 
teacher professional development by providing engaging simulations in a risk-free setting 
(Advanced Micro Devices [AMD], 2017; Capatina et al., 2017; Ghosh & Ravichandran, 
2024). The immersive nature of VR makes it particularly effective for experiential and 
constructivist learning, due to it significantly impacting cognitive perceptions of reality 
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(Makransky & Petersen, 2021). This makes VR-HMDs a valuable tool in education, 
potentially improving outcomes, motivation and student engagement, especially in 
subjects like history where it fosters relatable learning experiences (Lege & Bonner, 2020; 
Horváth et al., 2024).

While VR and HMDs offer numerous benefits in education, they also present certain 
challenges and limitations as ICT teaching tools (Fernandez, 2017). The Oculus Rift, for 
example, has been discontinued which serves as an indication that constant upgrades are 
required to prevent the technology from becoming outdated. The excessive use of VR 
could desensitise students and reduce its progressive impact on learning (AMD, 2017) 
and academic development (Fiani et al., 2024). Research by Aubrey et al. (2018) on the 
commonsense organisation into VR, found initial parental scepticism about VR fostering 
empathy, though opinions shifted positively for those whose children used VR. Health 
concerns have also been established when using VR-HMDs, with Aubrey et al. (2018) and 
Milanesi (2016) and Mon-Williams (2017) highlighting the unknown long-term effects 
on children, advocating for moderation and supervision. VR-HMDs’ proximity to the 
eyes could lead to eyestrain and headaches due to visual disparity (Mon-Williams, 2017; 
Renganayagalu et al., 2021). Additional potential health issues include dizziness, anxiety, 
nausea and blurred vision (Kaleci, 2017).

When exploring VR-HMDs in history education, numerous VR resources like Avantis 
World, ClassVR and various VR history apps are available on Google Playstore that can be 
utilised, each with its own cost involved. When specifically looking at Avantis World, used 
in this research, as an example, we find that it is an online platform divided into different 
zones, or ‘lands’, offering immersive VLEs for students to explore independently. These 
VLEs allow students to discover, investigate and conduct research as though they were 
physically present at the location. In addition to the immersive experience, Avantis World 
provides VR lesson plans for their different zones, which include teaching strategies and 
assessment methods. Specifically, for history education, the platform features the “Trip 
Through Time Land”, covering various NCS-CAPS related topics such early civilisations 
(The Ottoman Empire, the Middle Ages and the Taj Mahal), the age of exploration 
(Christopher Columbus, Colonialism and the Black Death), the age of revolution (Europe 
in the Napoleonic Era, the Industrial Revolution and the Gold Rush) and the modern 
world (a Jewish Ghetto, Civil Rights Movement, D-Day Landing, Life in Concentration 
Camp, Pearl Harbour and the virtual Holocaust Museum (accessed through ClassVr 
specific software). These resources enhance learning by creating interactive and engaging 
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experiences for students. These experiences are supported by MacDowell et al. (2025), 
where the author highlights the transformative potential of VR-HMDs in teaching history.

Research design and methodology

A predominately qualitative research design was applied with a minor incorporation of 
quantitative data to support the qualitative findings. The method of investigation used was 
that of a single exploratory case study. The focus was on exploring the potential of VR and 
its application through VR-HMDs in the training of pre-service history teachers and the 
development of their SDL skills. In informing and guiding the research design a mixed 
paradigmatic framework combining both the constructivist and interpretivists paradigms 
were used. The constructivist paradigm, as outlined by Jagtap (2017), allows participants 
to actively engage in constructing and acquiring knowledge, encouraging life-long learning. 
This approach was particularly useful for the current study, as it allowed the participants 
to derive meaning from their hands-on experiences with VR-HMDs in history education 
(Waring, 2012). The constructivist approach is enriched by the interpretivist paradigm, 
which emphasises understanding the individuality of participants, acknowledging their 
backgrounds, experiences and opinions (Maree & Pieterson, 2016). Interpretivism helps 
provide a deeper understanding of how participants’ subjectivity shapes their experiences 
and perceptions, offering a more comprehensive view of their reality within the broader 
social context (Maree & Pieterson, 2016).

Population and sample

From a population of 30 second-year pre-service history teachers at a tertiary education 
institution, a purposive sample of fifteen participants were drawn, who were from diverse 
cultural backgrounds and represented different gender identities. These second-year pre-
service history teachers were specifically chosen because their stage of teacher training 
makes them more receptive to innovative teaching approaches. It is noted by Darling-
Hammond et al. (2020) that students in their mid-stage of teacher training are often 
more adaptable and willing to engage in pedagogical innovation. This is because they are 
still forming their professional identities and are encouraged to explore diverse teaching 
and learning approaches. In adhering to ethical practices, all participants were provided 
with voluntary consent forms and could withdraw from the research process at any stage. 
Moreover, all elicit responses were also provided voluntarily. Thus, the final group of 
participants were fully informed of the research process; the manner in which research 
would be conducted and their roles within the process.



77The pedagogical potential of virtual reality head-mounted displays in the training of 
pre-service history teachers to promote self-directed learning

e-ISSN 2309-9003

Data collection and analysis

In the data collection and analysis process, the sample of fifteen participants shared their 
opinions, attitudes, knowledge and experiences regarding VR-HMDs within pre-service 

history teacher training.

Tools for data collection

 The data was collected using data collection tools such as open-ended questionnaires, 
Kahoot quiz online questionnaire application, worksheets and semi-structured focus 
group interviews. Additionally, observational field notes were used to gauge participants’ 
attitudes toward the study. Participants were placed within multiple VLEs and accessed 
these VLEs using VR-HMDs. Both the hardware (two headsets and controller) and 
software (Avantis World and additional VLEs) used was provided by ClassVR. Two 
participants entered different VLEs at the same time (they were at different stages of the 
researching process). Within these VLEs they had to walk through a virtual Holocaust 
Museum, engage with exhibits, provide feedback on their experience and eventually answer 
open-ended questionnaires and participate in semi-structured focus group interviews. 
To minimise any potential physical harm, an open-space was created for the participants 
to safely move around with most movements within the VLE being managed using a 
controller that they themselves had control over. These activities that the pre-service 
history teachers participated in were intended to show how VR-HMDs can be introduced 
to history education and how it can be used as an explorative activity aiming to develop 
content knowledge and SDL skills.

Method of analysis

According to Flick (2014) and Creswell (2014), qualitative data analysis revolves around 
the interpretation of linguistic and visual information (data) to answer the study’s research 
questions. Furthermore, Flick (2014) emphasises the importance of analysing both explicit 
content as well as the underlying meaning of responses. Thus, this qualitative method of 
analysis relies on interpretation skills as a central feature to understanding qualitative data 
within a thematic categorisation where responses where transcribed verbatim to accurately 
categorise recurring themes (Hill et al., 2022).

While qualitative data was used as the primary source of data, limited amounts of 
quantitative data was also collected and analysed. As suggested by Grosser (2016), this 
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quantitative approach was utilised to determine patterns, means and a standard deviation 
from the participant responses.

Qualitative data

Qualitative data was collected through an open-ended questionnaire, paper-based 
worksheet, focus group interviews and field notes—all of this took place after participants 
entered the VLEs using VR-HMDs. The open-ended questionnaire explored participants’ 
baseline knowledge, backgrounds and attitudes towards ICTs and especially VR. Most 
participants had a common experience in the use of ICT tools like laptops, tablets and cell 
phones and academic platforms such as Efundi, however, few had ever used VR-HMDs and 
none engaged with VR as an educational tool. Despite this, participants showed enthusiasm 
and curiosity about VR in education, and not just as a tool for commercial gaming. This lack 
of VR experience through participating in this study also encouraged participants to reflect 
critically on ICTs they have been exposed to and the way these ICTs have been used to align 

and promote SDL skills.

Following this initial researching phase, participants completed a paper-based 
worksheet centred around the VR experiences from immersive VLEs that they have been 
exposed to. These VLEs included a virtual Holocaust Museum, a WWII battlefield and 
Pearl Harbour. This paper-based worksheet focused on how content was experienced 
and understood and if the experience of VR contributed (in their opinion) to a deeper 
understanding. Most of the participants believed that the visual, immersive nature of this 
VR experience deepened their understanding, while also eliciting an emotional response 
that improved their empathy towards those involved and the topic as a whole, while it also 
enhanced information retention This is proven by the following opinions:

“Definitely change people’s perspectives of what they think… and I think that would be very, 
very important for them to the learning process as well”.

“It made me realise that war is not the answer to any problem and that we should avoid it 
at all costs”.

“…they linked together and helped me learned better about history” and ““Yes…It was like 
an experiance (sic) in their shoes”.

Some participants described a sense of being present in the VLE as if it replaced reality, 
which contributed to developing historical consciousness and more meaningful learning. 
It is these opinions expressed as follows:
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“It’s the fact that we got the feel of what it was like…” and “It added to my knowledge 
by actually taking me to the event…”, that adds to the value of VR-HMDs within history 
education.

In the final phase of gathering qualitative data, semi-structured focus group interviews 
revealed that most participants found their first VR-HMD experience enjoyable and 
believed it could benefit the emotional engagement that students could have with historical 
content. Approximately half of the participants were also of the opinion that VR-HMDs 
could play a pivotal role in connecting pedagogy and content knowledge while developing 
SDL skills. While the responses were mostly positive, participants did not shy away 
from the concerns and limitations they could foresee using VR within education. These 
concerns and limitations include cost, technical issues, unfamiliarity with VR and logistical 
challenges like load-shedding. Nevertheless, most participants agreed VR was more feasible 
for tertiary education as many expressed a strong desire to use it in their future classrooms. 
They also believed that consistent exposure to VR could improve motivation, goal-setting, 
critical thinking, and overall engagement in teacher training.

Quantitative data

Quantitative data was collected through pre- and post-test VLE questionnaires, with 
additional input from a Kahoot quiz after the exposure to the VLEs. The Kahoot quiz 
tested the participants content knowledge after being exposed to the virtual Holocaust 
Museum, WWII battle re-enactment and Pearl Harbour VLEs and provided the researcher 
with numerical data regarding their results. These data collection instruments aimed to 
substantiate the qualitative findings by capturing participants’ knowledge and perceptions 
around ICT, VR-HMDs and SDL through mean scores. To condense the data gathered, the 
questions used have been clustered for this paper. The first cluster of questions focused on 
ICT-related competencies, it is here where most participants indicated that they do have a 
solid understanding of ICT (mean score 4.3), however, they also have a slightly lower grasp 
of VR-specific concepts (mean score 3.5). This lower score, when focusing on VR, is likely 
due to limited prior exposure to the technology as an ICT. Nonetheless, most participants 
still showed positive attitudes. The following cluster of questions looked at SDL skills, and 
it is here where participants reported confidence in critically questioning, problem-solving, 
and open-mindedness (mean scores of 4.0–4.4), thus indicating a strong understanding of 
what is meant when SDL principles are in question.
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The post-test VLE responses revealed a clear willingness to adopt ICTs—especially 
VR-HMDs—in history education and especially within their own teaching and learning 
experiences, with the highest mean score of 4.6. This willingness suggests that exposure to 
immersive technologies positively influenced participants’ beliefs and attitudes regarding 
their educational merit. Participants further highlighted the interactivity and immersive 
nature of VR as a key beneficial educational tool, while also promoting better information 
recall and conceptual understanding (mean score of 4.5) and the development of SDL skills 
(mean score of 4.2). Moreover, 66.6 per cent of participants believed that VR technologies 
could extend beyond tertiary education into school settings, this further reinforced the 
broader applicability of VR-HMDs in enhancing historical understanding and fostering 
SDL skills.

Findings and discussion

This study, which is part of a larger study, explores the pedagogical potential of VR-
HMDs when incorporated in the teaching and learning of pre-service history teachers. 
The empirical research conducted revealed an overwhelmingly positive attitude from the 
participants towards VR-HMDs as a potential educational ICT in history teaching and 
learning. This result is confirmed by Yildirim et al. (2018) and Victor (2023) who found that 
history students welcomed VR technologies as a tool to improve their learning experiences. 
The participants emphasised that they believe the inclusion of VR-HMDs could potentially 
lead to heightened student engagement, improved student motivation, deeper historical 
understanding and the promotion of SDL skills. These potential advantages identified 
by the participants of this study are supported by the findings of Wang (2018), Villena 
Taranilla et al. (2022), Horváth et al. (2024), Lampropoulos & Kinshuk (2024), Ogegbo et 
al. (2024) and MacDowell et al. (2025), who conclude that students that are engaged with 
VR experience increased motivation, foster a positive attitude to learning and enhanced 
understanding. A key factor as to why these studies delivered similar findings, with a special 
focus on positive attitude and improved motivation, is due to the fact that the participants 
found the simulations enjoyable, immersive and transformative.

The findings of the study also determined that VR-HMDs offer experience-based 
immersive learning environments in which learning can take place—a conviction that 
is supported by the research of Ghosh and Ravichandran (2024). It is these learning 
environments that cater to a diverse range of learning preferences. Furthermore, the 
participants opined that the VLEs used facilitated deeper connections between historical 
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subject content knowledge and pedagogical strategies. It is then that these beliefs of the 
participants that VLEs have the potential of enhancing memory retention and fostering 
historical insight. Moreover, these VLEs provided a unique first-person perspective that 
encouraged critical thinking and supported a more student-centred approach to learning. It 
is these advantages that underscore the necessity of transformative educational ICTs such 
as VR within the teaching and learning process. It is within the use of these transformative 
ICTs such as VR where SDL skills such as independent goal-setting, reflective thinking and 
self-regulation are better developed.

Furthermore, it is these advantages and the added emotional engagement that students 
may have with subject content through VR that allows for a teaching and learning experience 
that aligns with constructivist learning principles (Aubrey et al. 2018), where learners 
actively construct meaning through authentic experiences. The immersive nature of VR 
allowed students to explore historical environments and narratives in ways that traditional 
methods cannot easily replicate, supporting both cognitive and affective dimensions of 
learning. Thus, the use of VR in history classrooms, while not providing tactile interactions, 
still afford students a broadened access to the way in which content can be engaged with. 
This finding is confirmed by Stephan et al. (2025). While tactile interactions are not yet 
readily available in the use of VR-HMDs, the technology does still provide a sense of 
realism through auditory and visual stimuli.

However, this article also acknowledges several limitations that must be addressed 
for effective implementation. The high costs associated with acquiring and maintaining 
VR technology, coupled with technical difficulties and infrastructure issues such as load 
shedding, create real barriers within the South African context. While these limitations 
alone are worrisome, it is also found that the scarcity of South African curriculum-
aligned historical VR content also plays a role in limiting VR as an educational tool. These 
limitations mentioned above were also identified Ghosh & Ravichandran (2024) and 
Mnisi et al. (2024). Additionally, some participants identified that they experienced some 
eye-strain and motion sickness, two unfortunate qualities that do pose health concerns. 
These health-related limitations did, however, also appear in other similar studies, especially 
those of Mon-Williams (2017), Renganayagalu et al. (2021) and Voinescu et al. (2025). 
Nevertheless, while these limitations truly require consideration, they did not significantly 
detract from the overall positive reception and enthusiastic attitude towards VR in history 
education expressed by participants.
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Despite these limitations, most participants expressed a strong interest in the continued 
use of VR-HMDs in their teacher training programmes. They recognised its value not 
only for academic development, but also for enhancing professional preparedness when 
it comes to the use of modern ICTs and the development of their SDL skills. Thus, the 
potential of VR (VR- HMDs) as an ICT with its SDL advantages, improved attitude and 
motivation, deeper understanding and global accessibility outweigh any financial fears that 
institutions may have regarding VR.

The findings further supported by Lege and Bonner (2020) that VR-HMDs hold 
considerable potential as a powerful educational tool in history teacher training. Institutions 
with the capacity to invest in VR-HMDs are encouraged to explore its integration, as it 
offers innovative, learner-centred experiences that align with contemporary educational 
goals and foster deeper, more meaningful engagement with the past. It is also by actively 
engaging with this technology and the companies that produce the VR apps, that more 

curriculum related content will be created and thus, eliminating another limitation thereof.

Conclusion and recommendations

This study explored the pedagogical potential of VR-HMDs in the training of pre-service 
history teachers and the development of SDL skills, emphasising both the promising 
benefits and the challenges associated with its implementation. The findings revealed that 
VR-HMDs significantly enhanced cognitive processes such as memory retention and 
reflective and critical thinking. By immersing participants in historically themed VLEs, 
the technology deepened their understanding of historical events, fostered empathy and 
contributed to the development of historical consciousness. Moreover, the immersive 
nature of VR-HMDs supported a more engaging and enjoyable learning experience 
promoting active participation and strengthening the SDL skills of the pre-service history 
teachers.

Furthermore, the study emphasised and recommends the importance of ensuring 
equitable access to VR technology, particularly for underprivileged schools, to allow all 
learners to benefit from this innovative educational tool. Based on the findings of this study, 
it is necessary to foster collaboration between key academic stakeholders in developing 
more historical VR content and providing appropriate training and resources for educators. 
This collaboration is important in seeking answers and solutions to the high cost of VR 
equipment, technical issues related to hardware and software, the scarcity of high-quality 
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historical VR content and the potential health concerns. It is further recommended—within 
history education studies—that the use and effect of VR gamification as a pedagogical tool 
should be researched in future. By addressing these challenges and taking proactive steps, 
VR-HMDs can be successfully integrated into history education, providing a modern and 
impactful approach to teaching and learning. By continuing to introduce and advance 
technology in education, the learning potential will be maximised, especially for the 
twenty-first-century history student. This maximisation of pedagogical potential will take 
place even more so if ICT introduction is coupled with immersive learning opportunities, 
such as those provided and showcased by VR-HMDs and VLEs.

In conclusion, the integration of emerging technologies such as VR-HMDs within 
the professional training of pre-service history teachers has the potential to revolutionise 
the teaching and learning of history by experiencing immersive and interactive learning 
environments that provide personalised learning experiences. A key point that requires 
emphasising as a final thought is that of Stephan et al. (2025), wherein the opinion is 
expressed that should VR be introduced to teaching and learning consistently, it has the 
potential to democratise education and provide supplementary experiences to students 
that would otherwise not have access to the information and / or locations being studied. 
Thus, the use of VR-HMDs provides a sense of enrichment to history education by 
presenting a modern world perception for a historical past.
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Abstract

The continent of Africa began to experience colonialism by European countries such as 
Britain, France, Portugal and Germany after the ‘Scramble for Africa’ that took place in 
Europe in 1885. Notably, these colonial governments had different administrative policies 
in their colonies. For instance, the policies of the British were different from those of the 
French, Portuguese and German. This study explored the representations of colonialism 
in textbooks for history that were used in Northern Rhodesia (modern day Zambia) at 
primary and secondary school level from 1940-1963. Postcolonial theory was used as a 
lens to understand the representations of colonial ideologies in textbooks that were used 
in the colonial period. The study used a qualitative approach and textbooks were used 
for document analysis. Eight history textbooks were conveniently selected and analysed 
using content analysis. The findings of the study revealed that the content taught in the 
colonial period was Eurocentric and mainly focused on the British Empire, European 
history, and the achievements of the Empire. This paper could contribute to debates on the 
decolonisation of education in Zambia.
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Introduction

Textbooks are inherently biased because they are a product of what has been selected and 
legitimatised by the government for official use in schools and are, therefore, recognised 
to be factual and truthful (Foster & Crawford, 2006). The ideological nature of textbooks 
could pose a danger to learners as it provides a limited perspective on historical events, 
biases and stereotypes due to lack of other perspectives (Apple & Christian-Smith, 1991). 
Thus, there is a need to examine the biases in textbooks. This paper explores the colonial 
ideologies that were in the history textbooks of Northern Rhodesia, present day Zambia, 
which were under control of the British Colonial government. Kallaway (2022) argues 
that the starting point for the process of decolonisation of the school curriculum in Africa 
should consider an examination of the colonial curriculum. This would help identify the 
aspects of the curriculum that would need to be worked on.

History textbook research developed as a response to abuses in the subject of history 
such as extreme nationalism after the First World War in Europe (Ferro, 1984). It was noted 
that, after the war, the teaching of history was used as a means of achieving “aggressive 
nationalism, to reignite rivalry, mistrust and xenophobia among European nations” 
(Benini, 2023:22). Textbooks provide a means to analyse the values that a nation is 
promoting in the education system (Bentrovato, 2015). History textbooks may promote 
ideologies such as Eurocentric, Capitalist, Communist, Democratic, Africanist, Islamic or 
Socialist values and as such, textbooks should never be treated as a neutral entity (Bertram 
& Wassermann, 2015). Research shows that history as a subject is inclined to propagandist 
and ideological tendencies that could serve as a potential vehicle for promoting hegemonic 
values and practices (Ferro, 1984; Engelbrecht, 2008; Benini, 2023). Ideology in this paper 
is defined as representations of the interests of a dominant group or the ruling group as 
valid and universal (Mannheim, 1954). Textbooks are conceptualised as one of the ways 
a curriculum can be presented in public forms for use in school classrooms for learners 
(Crawford, 2004). This paper argues for cognisance of colonial ideologies in textbooks to 
inform decolonisation debates and processes in Zambia, formerly Northern Rhodesia.
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Review of literature

The literature review in this section discusses the teaching of history in the colonial period, 
history textbooks in the colonial period and the ideological nature of textbooks.

 Teaching and learning of history in the colonial period in 
Northern Rhodesia 1925-1963

Formal education was introduced in Northern Rhodesia by missionaries in the nineteenth 
century (Chita, 2011). There seems to be no official history curriculum during the era 
of the missionaries and the British South Africa Company (BSAC) as missionaries had 
a different focus for education (Chita, 2011). In 1924, the British government took over 
the administration of Northern Rhodesia from the BSAC after the joining of Eastern and 
Northwest territories and became a British Protectorate (Snelson, 1974). The British 
Colonial government then decided to take control of the education system and set up a sub-
department of Native Education in 1925 (Mukoboto, 1978, Snelson, 1974). Education was 
to be planned by the recommendations given by the Phelps Stock Commission and to be 
based on the Adaptation policy that was an education meant to prepare the African learners 
for their new environment, convert them to Christianity and create a labour force that 
could work with the colonial government (Mukoboto,1978; Masinire, 2020). The policy 
was anchored on Jesse Jones’s four essentials of education, health, hygiene, agriculture 
and character development ( Jones, 1925). In essence, it meant that the education system 
provided for the Africans was expected to be basic. Thus, the teaching of history was not a 
priority. Even though the British took over the education system in 1925, the curriculum 
was not uniform in all schools.

A new syllabus was then introduced in 1928 and was based on the Ugandan syllabus 
in schools that were introduced by the colonial government (Mutumba, 1984). The 
curriculum of the Baroste National School provided insight into what was taught in history 
during this period. Mutumba (1984:44) shows that the teaching and learning of history was 
done in a subject called ‘Discussion’ which was offered at lower and middle primary school. 
The pupils were taught general knowledge, history and geography (National Archives of 
Zambia (NAZ), Sec1/507 1930). The history taught was based on the districts of origin of 
the learners as well as where they lived, their tribal history and the geographical formations 
of the districts and rivers. For instance, the Baroste National School was in Barotseland, 
thus, the pupils learnt about the history of the Lozi people. The subject of history was then 
removed from the syllabus because there were no textbooks for local history in the 1930s 
(NAZ EDU Sec1/507, 1930).
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At secondary school level Seri-Hersch (2014) noted that English and 
European history were predominant in the history curricula that was prescribed 
and taught in secondary schools across British Africa after the Second World 
War. For example, Seri-Hersch (2014) argued that the history curriculum 
in Northern Rhodesia that was used for teaching and learning in African 
secondary schools in the late 1940s and early 1950s, was mainly based on a 
British imperial history. For instance, until 1954, the history curriculum taught 
at Munali Secondary School (Lusaka) had the main topics taught apart from 
African ancient history and these were “British imperial history (the industrial 
and agrarian revolutions in Britain, the historical development of self-governing 
countries and dependencies in the Commonwealth with case studies of South 
Africa and Northern Rhodesia” (Seri-Hersch, 2014:188).

It should be noted that during colonial period, teachers had freedom to choose 
what to teach in Form I and II. However, what was prominent is that British 
history and European history took centre stage in the teaching and learning of 
history (NAZ EDU 1/8/33, 1956). Though the focus was British history, it should 
be noted that the curriculum varied from one school to another, for instance, the 
syllabi for junior secondary school education at Malole in Kasama and at St Canisius 
secondary school in Chikuni, Southern province differed from each other (NAZ 
EDU 1/8/43, 1957c).

A clear delineated syllabus for history is seen after the post-war period in 
Northern Rhodesia in the 1950s. The examination pupils wrote was set in England 
and a candidate had to compete for the Cambridge Overseas School Certificate or 
the General Certificate of London University. External candidates were also allowed 
to sit for the final examinations. The local examinations were prepared by teachers 
from other regions and marked by the wives of civil servants using a marking key, 
irrespective of their qualification (Bullington, 1964).

By the 1960s the syllabus for history was uniform for all schools, unlike in the 1950s 
when teachers had the freedom to choose what to teach from one school to another 
(Correspondence, by Little, NAZ EDU 1/8/43, 1961a). This syllabus was made from 
the 1950s curriculum review that was called upon by the British Colonial government 
(NAZ EDU 1/8/43, 1961b). The content for history at secondary school level included 
the Voyages of the Portuguese, the Coming of the Dutch, English and Portuguese, 
Explorations into the interior of Africa, Islam in Africa, Slave trade by Arabs and Europeans, 
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Abolition of the Slave trade, Partition of Africa, Stories of Egypt, Greece and Rome, Rise 
of Christianity, Islam and Crusades, the Middle Ages, the Discoveries and the Renaissance 
period, Agriculture and Industrial Revolution, Growth of the British Commonwealth and 
European History up to 1920 (NAZ EDU 1/8/43, 1961b). The next section discusses the 
nature of history textbooks in the colonial period.

The nature of history textbooks in the colonial period

 Research on history textbooks in Europe, Latin America and Asia from the colonial 
period concentrates on the identity of European sailors, explorers, the coloniser and 
the indigenous people they found in Africa, Latin America or Asia (Grindel, 2017; Van 
Nieuwenhuyse, 2022; Choque Apaza & Robinson 2024). For example, Choque Apaza and 
Robinson (2024) have argued that textbooks for history from the colonial period focus on 
the European sailors, such as Christopher Columbus, Vasco Dagama, Ferdinand Magellan, 
Bartholomew Diaz and many others. Similarly, Van Nieuwenhuyse (2022) argued that 
textbooks for history in Belgium represent King Leopold as a hero who brought civilisation 
to the Congo. This study sought to find out the content for textbooks for history that were 
used in the colonial period in Northern Rhodesia.

Studies conducted on history textbooks also focus on the legacy of the colonisers. 
For example, the history textbooks in Germany represented colonies as possessions and 
symbols of national strength (Grindel, 2017). In contrast, textbooks from the British 
Empire were also used to reconcile the integrity of the empire as an institution that 
provided self-determination as a result of the growing number of colonies that were gaining 
independent (Kusabs, 2023). This study, however, sought to find out how the colonisers 
and the colonised were represented in the textbooks written for the history in Northern 
Rhodesia.

There are several studies in Southern Africa on the nature of history textbooks from 
the colonial period in countries such as South Africa, Zimbabwe and Congo (Engelbrecht, 
2008; Nishino, 2008; Seroto 2015; Plescia, Wassermann & Bentrovato, 2020; Van 
Nieuwenhuyse, 2022). For example, Seroto (2015) noted that the main focus in the 
textbooks in the colonial period in South Africa was the representation of the white settlers 
and the Dutch India East Company (DIEC) while indigenous people in South Africa 
were not represented all. In Southern Rhodesia, the history textbooks during the colonial 
period did not prioritise the learning of local history in the early days of colonialism, the 
history concentrated on European history and how it fit in the imperial history of Rhodesia 
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(Plescia, Wassermann & Bentrovato, 2020). However, later, the Rhodesian 2160 syllabus 
which was based on European history and Central African history, was prepared according 
to the United Kingdom system of Ordinary Level and marked by Cambridge University 
Syndicate (Pwiti, 1994; Moyo & Modiba, 2013). This study intended to find out the nature 
of textbooks for history in Northern Rhodesia.

Apart from focusing on European history, the textbooks that were used in the colonial 
period in Africa were loaded with colonial ideologies (Engelbrecht, 2008; Nishino, 2008; 
Van Nieuwenhuyse, 2022). For instance, the textbooks that were used in South Africa were 
loaded with Afrikaner ideology (Engelbrecht, 2008; Nishino, 2008). Afrikaners carried 
notions of European superiority over the indigenous people, because the colonial masters 
believed that they had the right to settle in South Africa and spread Christianity to the local 
people who were seen to be inferior and barbaric, while the Europeans were superior and 
civilised (Nishino, 2008). The study also sought to investigate the colonial ideologies in 
textbooks that were used in Northern Rhodesia. In the next segment the ideological nature 
of textbooks is explained.

The ideological nature of textbooks

Textbooks are a useful tool to analyse colonial narratives and ideologies in the field of 
education (Grindel, 2017), since the prevalent political and social discourses are etched 
in them (Hellmuth, 2021). For instance, Apple and Christian-Smith (1991:1) argued that, 
apart from being educational materials, textbooks are “the results of political, economic 
and cultural activities, battles and compromises”. The production process of textbooks is 
so complex, in that it involves the process of considering the interests of different parties 
on what should be included and excluded (Foster & Crawford, 2006). The selection of 
content for the textbooks is as a result of complex power relations and what is selected is 
the knowledge of the powerful (Apple & Christian-Smith, 1991). Textbooks reveal the 
purpose and ideology of that time (Chiponda, 2014; Fru, 2017; Halsall 2023; Kim & Lee, 
2023) Thus, textbooks are legitimatised politically (Brait, 2024). It could be argued that 
textbooks conveyed the ideologies of the dominant or powerful people in society.

Textbooks aim to push the agenda of the dominant groups in society (Foster & 
Crawford, 2006). For instance, textbooks produced during the apartheid era in South 
Africa were based on Afrikaner ideology and white supremacy. The history textbooks at 
that time celebrated the Afrikaner’s achievements and excluded the accounts of African 
people (Engelbrecht, 2008). After independence in 1994, there was an ideological shift 
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to an African nationalist ideology (Engelbrecht, 2008). Recent works in Africa on history 
textbooks show that ideology is embedded in history textbooks. For instance, Fru’s (2017) 
work on history textbooks in Cameroon shows that there is an ideological bias on the 
representation of the unification of Cameroon between Anglo and Francophone at the 
expense of the local people in Cameroon. The biases are presented using a single master 
narrative. Halsall (2023) noted that the representation of Brazil, Russia, India and China 
(BRICS) in South African history textbooks was due to South Africa’s ideological position 
in the geopolitics. Educators must pay attention to ideologies in textbooks. The next section 
discusses the theoretical framework of the study.

Theoretical framework

This study used the postcolonial theory as a lens to understand the colonial ideologies in 
textbooks that were used in the colonial period in Northern Rhodesia. This paper used 
Edward Said’s (1978) theoretical framing of Orientalism specifically. Orientalism is a 
systematic discourse on how Europe or the West produced the Orient or the colonised 
“politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively” 
after enlightenment period (Said, 1987:11). Postcolonial theory contends that colonial 
ideologies were used to dominate the colonised people in the colonial period (Said, 1978). 
The colonisers used the ideologies in colonial administration and other institutions such as 
schools, universities, churches and legal systems ((Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013). This theory 
is important in that it shows how colonial ideologies were passed on in schools through 
textbooks during the colonial and postcolonial period.

The Orient defined Western Europe’s position in history and the representations of 
the other (Said, 1987). Thus, “colonial texts have depicted the Indians, the Egyptians, 
the Palestinians, the Latin Americans, and many others as almost the same, the Orient, 
the ‘Other’, in juxtaposition with ‘Us’, the Occidental” (Hamadi, 2014:40). This theory is 
essential as it provides insights on how the colonisers viewed the colonised people. The 
Orient and Occident are man made; they did not exist before. Thus, this study sought to 
find out the colonial ideologies that were entrenched in history textbooks in Northern 
Rhodesia.

Orientalism was strengthened by Western Hegemonic ideas that Europeans were 
superior over the oriental and the oriental were backward (Said, 1978). In Western 
Hegemony the representation of the Occident is portrayed as “highly biased, depicting the 
Orient as the irrational, strange, and weak, feminized ‘Other’, contrasted with the rational, 
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familiar, strong, masculine ‘West’ (Hamadi, 2014:40-41). In terms of the representation 
of women, Said (1978), noted that they could not speak for themselves and were 
misrepresented, while Islam was seen as a religion against Christianity. This theory is useful 
in that it has highlighted the colonial ideologies in how the coloniser viewed the colonised 
and the representations used a lens to find out the representations of colonial ideologies in 
the textbooks for history that were used during the colonial period. In the next section the 
research design and methodology of the study is discussed.

Research design and methodology

A qualitative approach and document analysis was adopted for the current study. The study 
used a case study design. Aware that other studies have been done on history textbooks 
in Africa on the colonial period, this study sought to find out the representation of the 
colonial ideologies in Northern Rhodesia only. Hence, the study is a case of Northern 
Rhodesia. The study adopted qualitative research, since it is inductive in nature and the 
researcher is expected to explore meanings and insights in a given context. Qualitative 
research involves an interpretive and naturalistic approach to its subject matter (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005). It also focuses on in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under study 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In qualitative research, reality is a social construction that can 
be understood through interpretation of meaning from a given culture or society (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2018). Thus, the construction of reality is done through the understanding 
of a historical or cultural context. In this study, history textbooks were viewed as a social 
construction and the colonial period is a social and cultural context the textbooks were 
created from. A qualitative approach was chosen for this study, because it focuses on a 
specific phenomenon and context, which suited the study as it would help to understand 
representations of colonial ideologies in textbooks for history in the colonial period. Thus, 
in this study, history textbooks were the phenomenon under study and the colonial period 
was the context.

The study was underpinned by the interpretivist paradigm, as it sought to understand 
the phenomenon (textbooks for history) and interpretation of the context (Yilmaz, 2013). 
In the interpretivist paradigm, knowledge and truth are subjective, because people have 
different experiences and come from different cultures (Ryan, 2018). Interpretivist argue 
that knowledge is a social construction through language and culture is a means to invent 
facts (Berryman, 2019). In the interpretive paradigm, researchers must see themselves as 
social participants and understand the world their going to explore.
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The researchers incorporate their subjective notions and beliefs into research, as they 
believe that meaning can be found through language and culture in society (Pervin & 
Mokhtar, 2022). Hence, the interpretivist paradigm is very subjective. Thus, it can be noted 
that interpretivist emphasis is on understanding how individuals construct and interpret 
social reality. Therefore, it can be noted that regarding this study, textbooks are a social 
construction and the constructions can be interpreted to find out what they mean.

In the interpretivist paradigm, researchers must be aware of their biases (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018). In the context of this study, triangulation was used by using other sources 
to counter the bias and provide detail on how the data will be collected and analysed. 
Given that textbooks from the colonial period were difficult to find, eight textbooks were 
conveniently selected, thus, convenience sampling was used to sample the textbooks used 
for this study. Convenience sampling involves choosing samples that are easily accessible 
(Teddlie & Yu, 2007). Table 1 below, provides details on the textbooks that were sampled. 

Table 1: Textbooks sampled

S/N Book Code Level

1 Richards, D (1938). An Illustrated History of Modern 
Europe 1987-1945. London: Longmans.

NR1 Secondary

2 Richards, I, Morris, J , Taylor, G (1940). 1688-1914. A 
Sketch Map of the History of Britain. London: Morrison & 
Gibb Ltd

NR2 Secondary

3 Southgate. GW (1947). An Introduction to English History. 
London: Dent and Sons Ltd.

NR3 Secondary

4 Woodall, RD (1954). British History Examination 
Notebook (1783-1953). London: A Wheaton and CO. 
Ltd, Exeter

NR4 Secondary

5 Denis, R & Hunt, J (1963). W Modern Britain. London: 
Longmans.

NR5 Secondary

6  Miller, WT (1960). A history of Rhodesia. London: 
Longmans.

NR6 Secondary

7 Temple, JM (1962). Social Studies for Northern Rhodesia 
Book 1: This is my Home. London: Lutterworth Press.

NR7 Primary

8 Temple, JM (1962). Social Studies for Northern Rhodesia 
Book 1: This is my Country. London: Lutterworth Press.

NR8 Primary
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The research methodology adopted for this study is content analysis. Textbooks were 
used to investigate the representations of colonial ideologies and content that was taught 
in the colonial period in Northern Rhodesia. Content analysis was used to analyse the 
textbooks and ascertain the representation of the colonial ideologies in the textbooks. 
Content refers to the words, pictures, meanings, symbols or any other communicated 
messages found in the textbooks (Kohlbacher, 2006). This study focused on words only. 
Content analysis is an inductive and iterative process where similarities and differences are 
identified in the text that would corroborate or disconfirm theory (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). 
In this regard, texts indicating Western or Eurocentric ways of thinking were selected. 
Open coding was used to analyse the textbooks. Open coding is a process that enables 
the researcher to retrieve and collect data they have associated with some theme so that 
the sorted bits can be examined together, and different cases are compared (Nieuwenhuis, 
2007). A priori code was also used to analyse data. Nieuwenhuis (2007:109) concludes by 
stating that “you identify the themes before you categorise the data, and you search the data 
for text that matches the themes”. In the current study, the researcher looked for data that 
was aligned to Eurocentric or Western perspectives in the textbooks.

Since qualitative research is subjective, this study ensured that the study is trustworthy 
by following a criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 
Credibility was ensured through confirming with secondary sources. Transferability 
and dependability were provided by giving an account of the context in which the study 
was carried out through a proper research design and methodology. Confirmability was 
ensured by providing a detailed account of the study from data collection to data analysis 
through audit trail. In the next segment the results of the study are presented.

Result of the study

Representation of colonial ideologies in textbooks for history in Northern 
Rhodesia

The following themes emerged from the data after a content analysis of the textbooks 
selected and used in Northern Rhodesia for the school history curriculum from 1925 
to 1963. The themes include the use of Western periodisation, focus on Western rulers, 
the agricultural, industrial and scientific revolutions, imperial expansion, great men and 
negative portrayal of Muslims1 and Africans.

1  Muslims are followers of Islam
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Eurocentric or Western periodisation

All the textbooks sampled used the Gregorian Calendar to date historical events (NR1; 
NR2; NR3; NR4; NR5; NR6; NR7; NR8). For instance, in one of the textbooks by George 
W. Southgate, An Introduction to English History , shows a time chart depicting the history 
of the English presented using timelines before the Birth of Christ (BC) and after the death 
of Christ (AD), that is from the time of Caesar (Roman period), The Anglo-Saxon period, 
Norman period, Plantagenet period, Tudor period, Stuart period and Hanoverian period 
(NR3).

All eight textbooks use Eurocentric periodisation of events from classic period, 
mediaeval period, early modern and modern times. The events are presented in periods 
related heavily to the Eurocentric ideology. For instance, in one of the textbooks the Middle 
Ages is presented as a period when the English people did not know much about the world 
(NR3). The English people were farmers and owned animals, however, they did not use 
scientific methods of farming (NR1).

The rulers in England

The textbooks focus on the rulers of England and Europe (NR1; NR2; NR3; NR4 NR5). 
For instance, one of the textbooks states who the rulers were in England from the Tudor’s 
line of kings and queens. The Tudors ruled for more than a century in England, and they 
were Henry VII, 1485-1509, Henry VIII, 1509-1547, Edward VI 1547-1553, Mary I, 
1553-1558 and Elizabeth 1558-1603. Other rulers were kings of the House of Stuart that 
reigned in Scotland for more than two hundred years before James of VI became king of 
England (NR3). Only noble women and women of stature are represented in the history 
books: Elizabeth I, Elizabeth II, Catherine of Aragon, Queen Anne, Mary I, Mary II. Sophia 
Dorothea German Princess and Queen Caroline, Lady Masham, Sarah Churchill and 

Maria Theresa (NR3).

Great focus on the age of discovery in Europe

The study revealed that the textbooks largely concentrated on the Age of Discovery in 
Europe around the fifteenth to eighteenth century (Paine, 2020). The textbooks that were 
analysed celebrate the Age of Discovery by Europeans (NR1; NR2; NR3; NR4; NR5). The 
textbooks devoted a large section of content on the discoveries by the Portuguese, Spanish 
and English in other continents (NR3). Most of the textbooks focus on the prominent 
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sailors being Bartholomew Diaz, Vasco da Gama and Cabral that led to discoveries. The 
textbooks highlighted the voyages of several sailors. For example, one textbook indicated 
that “in 1486, Bartholomew Diaz reached the southern point of Africa and sailed around 
it” (NR3:5). Therefore, it can be argued that the focus of teaching history in the colonial 
period concentrated on the achievements of Europe.

Emphasis on the agricultural revolution

Some of the textbooks focused on the achievements of the agricultural revolution in 
England (NR2; NR3; NR5). For example, textbooks concentrated on the leaders of 
the Agriculture Revolution such as Jethro Tull, Viscount Townshend, Robert Bakewell, 
Thomas Coke of Holkham and Arthur Young (NR2; NR3; NR5). Jethro Tull introduced 
the drilling machine and deep ploughing that brought significant development in the field 
of agriculture. Most of the people in England lived in the country and worked on land 
before it became known as “the workshop of the world” (NR3:79). Viscount introduced 
crop rotation and Thomas William Coke of Holkham was the patron of new farming 
methods (NR5).

Great focus on the Industrial Revolution in Europe

The textbooks devoted a great space to the earliest inventors and inventions in the clothing 
industry  (NR1; NR2; NR3; NR4). For example, a large space is provided for inventors, 
such as John Kay, James Hargreaves, Richard Arkwright, Samuel Compton and Edward 
Cartwright for inventing the flying shuttle, spinning jenny, water frame, mule and power 
loom for weaving (NR4). The textbooks also focused on inventions in the field of 
communication, such as the telephone, telegraph, wireless and newspaper. Additional to 
communication and transport, the textbooks highlighted the innovations in the field of 

health, education and general welfare of the people in society.

Emphasis on the Scientific Revolution

The textbooks that were used in Northern Rhodesia concentrated on the scientific 
discoveries  (NR1; NR2; NR3, NR4; NR 5). The textbooks concentrate on inventions such 
as the atomic theory, chlorine, iodine, elector-magnet and Darwinism by inventors such 
as Dalton, Thomson, Rutherford, Bohr, Humphrey Davy, Micheal Faraday, James Prescott 
Joule and Charles Darwin (NR4). Focus is also placed on the discovery of vaccines, 
inoculation, radiation, penicillin, X-rays, anti-septic surgeries and anti-malaria drugs by 
Jennes Vaccine, Pasteur, Amroth Wright, Lister, Curie, Fleming and Manchester scientists 
(NR4).
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Strong focus on imperial expansion

The textbooks devoted much space to the imperial expansion of Britain and other European 
countries (NR1; NR2; NR3, NR4; NR 5). Colonies were represented as symbols for national 
greatness. In the textbooks it is demonstrated that Britain had colonies in North America, 
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, India and Africa. For example, after 1815, Britain gained 
thirteen colonies in North America (NR2), while in Canada, the creation of the Dominion 
of Canada was made up of provinces such as Quebec, Ontario, New Brunswick and Nova 
Scotia with the help of Sir John MacDonald in 1867 (NR2; NR5). In 1768-1779 Captain 
Cook took possession of South Wales and New Zealand as a possession of Britain. In 1823, 
India was under the control of Britain, while in Africa, Britain took control of the Suez 
Canal, Sudan, South Africa and Kenya (NR2; NR5). Northern Rhodesia is represented as 
a possession in terms of being acquired as a colony by the British South African Company 
and the British government (NR3; NR4; NR5). This is in line with Bentrovato (2015) who 
argues that colonies are presented in a Eurocentric manner as they are seen as objects and 
symbols of prestige in most textbooks for African History on World War One.

Emphasis on great men in history

The textbooks concentrated on the accounts of great men in England such as prime ministers 
and other political leaders like William Pit the Earl of Chatham, Lord Castlereagh, Lord 
George Canning, Lord Palmerstone, Lord William Gladstone, Lord Benjamin Disraeli, 
Lord Robert Cecil Marques and many more (NR2; NR4). For example, Lord Castlereagh 
hoped to construct a political order which could preserve society from the destructive 
violence of revolutions and war. While Gladstone considered that “peace and isolation were 
more beneficial to England and to her prosperity than futile gestures of war” (NR2:109). 
It can be argued that colonial history did not include the contribution of women in history 
unless they were queens.

Islam as threat to Western Europe

The textbooks represent Islam as a threat to European countries, such that European 
countries had to find ways to curb the growing strength of Muslims in Eastern Europe 
(NR1; NR2; NR3). The Muslims are also presented as violent, barbaric and uncivilised in 

textbooks (NR1).
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Negative portrayal of the colonised people

The African people were represented as hostile and barbaric (NR2; NR5; NR6) For 
instance, in textbook NR5, the people are represented as “people sunk in superstition and 
barbarism” (NR5:394). The people are represented as tribes; for example, in one textbook 
it is stated that “Here Livingstone found a number of great tribes, some small and some 
great almost constantly fighting each other” (NR6:140). The wars of the local people were 
called savagery (NR6). The native African people who were defending their land were 
represented as hostile cannibals during the exploration of Africa (NR2:145).

Discussion on the findings

One of the findings of this study revealed that textbooks for history that were used in the 
colonial period were written from a Eurocentric point of view using the world view of the 
colonisers. For example, the textbooks for history that were used in Northern Rhodesia 
showed that they used a Eurocentric construction of time and dating by using the Gregorian 
calendar. The findings of the current study concur with the findings of McNutt (2014), 
Nakip, (2014) and Xypolia (2016). For instance, Xypolia (2016) argued that Europe 
timed the world by standardising world to follow the Greenwich Mean Time in London. 
Xypolia (2016) highlighted that Greenwich Mean Time is a Eurocentric notion of time as 
it recognises England as a source of global time. The Gregorian calendar was adopted by 
Europe as a means of dating in the sixteenth century. Eurocentric thinking was seen to be 
superior to any other (McNutt, 2014).

Apart from time, the textbooks used a Eurocentric concept of development in describing 
societies in that, societies development from the Middle Ages to Modern day. Thus, Davis 
and Puett (2015:1) have contested that “the Middle Ages is a European historiographical 
category”. This was a Eurocentric concept of development that all societies developed in a 
linear way from under developed societies to modern societies.

The findings of this study show that textbooks that were developed and used for history 
in the colonial period, like other colonies, mostly paid attention to European events and 
European people, than Indigenous people. These findings are line with the argument of 
scholars such as Seroto (2015), Bentrovato and Van Nieuwenhuyse (2020), Wassermann, 
Bentrovato, (2020); Van Nieuwenhuyse (2022) and Choque Apaza and Robinson, 
(2024). For instance, it can be noted that the textbooks in the colonial period provided 
much space on the key explorers during the Age of Discovery in Europe, such as Vasco da 
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Gama, Bartholomew Diaz, Christopher Columbus and many others.

The results from this study have indicated that textbooks from the colonial period 
concentrated on the achievement of the British Empire and the West, in that large 
sections of textbooks focused on the Age of Discovery, the Agricultural, Industrial and 
Scientific Revolution in Europe. These findings are consistent scholars such as Simukoko 
and Chishimba (2000), Seri-Hersch (2014) and Mambwe and Lufungulo (2022). 
The emphasis on Agriculture and the Industrial Revolution reinforced the notion of 
the ‘European Miracle’ or ‘Great Divergence’, the process whereby European countries 
gradually grew to become the most powerful global economies, overcoming China, is 
considered Eurocentric (Xypolia, 2016:3). The European Miracle notion is an idea that 
the European culture, political practices and institutions led to the industrial growth of 
Northwestern Europe (Xypolia, 2016). However, it should be noted that textbook NR7 
and NR8 devoted space to the local history people in Northern Rhodesia who are teaching 
the history of ethnic groups.

From the findings of the current study, it can be noted that the textbooks used in the 
colonial period concentrated on the representations of men, other than women. These 
findings concur with scholars such as Said, (1978), Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013), Chiponda 
(2014), Jackson-Lowman (2014), and Naidoo (2014) that women were not represented 
in a Western or Eurocentric discourse. The representations focused on the achievements of 
the great men. The only women mentioned were those from royal families and nobility. The 
reason why women were not represented was that the ideology that was used in the colonial 
period was patriarchal (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013). Women could not speak for themselves 
and represent themselves during the colonial period (Said, 1978), thus, the contributions 
of ordinary women are missing in textbooks for history in the colonial period. This is 
because during the nineteenth and twentieth century, the study of history focused on 
nation-state and the history of great leaders (Ninno, 2016; Boldt, 2017). According to Von 
Ranke (1886), great men represented the spirit of an age. The study of history was based 
on the top-bottom approach. The Eurocentric worldview was grounded on the patriarchal 
domination of men over women ( Jackson-Lowman, 2014). Thus, the focus of studying 
history was on rulers.

The study revealed that Islam was portrayed in a negative manner in the textbooks. Islam 
was seen as a threat and ‘other’ in that Eurocentric ideology is centred on Christianity that 
began in the fourteenth century with Christian civilisation followed by the Enlightenment 
period to the period of industrial revolution (Said, 1978; Plaatjie, 2013). Christianity was 
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considered an important development in Europe that needed to spread to other parts 
of the world by Europeans (Dussel, 2011; Plaatjie, 2013). Colonialism was built on a 
Eurocentric, American-centric, Christian-centric, sexist, patriarchal and hetero-normative 
power structure of the world system (Grosfoguel, 2011). Thus, Eurocentrism spread in 
the colonial period spiritually through Christianity in colonies (Ndlovu-Gastheni, 2013). 
In colonialist discourse, Islam is judged using the values of Enlightenment and is placed 
outside the civilised world (Creutz- Kömppi, 2008). Such a representation of Islam goes 
back to the medieval period in Europe, and Islam is viewed as unchangingly hostile (Creutz- 
Kömppi, 2008). Moran Cruz (1999:56) noted “that many of the most ill-informed views 
of Islam in the Middle Ages were precisely those that gave rise to legendary and long-lived 
images and prejudices that have continued to inform European attitudes”.

The findings of this paper are consistent with Edward Said’s (1978) post-colonial theory 
of Orientalism, that the West created an image and way of writing about the colonised 
people in that the colonised were always represented in a binary way to the West using the 
Eurocentric ideology. Maposa (2020) noted that Africans continued to be represented in 
a negative way in most history textbooks in Africa. Thus, there was a need for Africans to 
be represented well in African textbooks. The purpose was to instil the colonial mentality 
in learners and justify the spreading of the Eurocentric ideologies or Western culture as a 
model for a civilised culture in the colonies (Choque Apaza & Robinson, 2024).

The school history curriculum in the colonial period aimed to alienate Africans from 
their history, cultures, language and religion and indigenous knowledge because it was 
considered inferior (Masinire 2020; Dube & Moyo, 2022). Africans were to discard their 
indigenous knowledge and embrace modernity. Thus, it can be argued that representations 
of colonial ideologies in textbooks for history for Northern Rhodesia were mainly 
Eurocentric. For the most part, textbooks put more emphasis on the civilisations of the 
West such as the Agricultural, Industrial and Scientific Revolution in Europe as well as the 
political system in Europe, and sidelined the contribution of the indigenous societies. This 
was in line with Trevor-Roper’s (1965:871) motto that “there is only the history of the 
Europeans in Africa; the rest is largely darkness-and darkness is not a subject for history”. 
Textbooks concentrated on highlighting the perspective of the coloniser that is the Western 
paradigm of knowledge.

It can be noted that textbooks during the colonial period were written from a single 
perspective, like in other colonies in Africa (Seroto, 2015). Morgan and Henning 
(2011:176) argued that indigenous knowledge from within the colonies were not included 
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in textbooks as “a matter of fear”. The publishers of the textbook did not want to upset 
the colonial administrators and colonialists on their superiority over the local people in 
the colonies. Though some textbooks used in the colonial period did try to imitate critical 
thinking as a way of helping pupils to develop critical thinking (Morgan & Henning, 2011).

Conclusion and implication

In conclusion, it can be argued that textbooks for history that were used in Northern 
Rhodesia carried much authority and colonial ideologies. The history textbooks were 
centred on the Western paradigm of knowledge. Although the history of ethnic groups 
was taught at primary school, much of the content of the textbooks was centred on 
Western-centric knowledge. Textbook developers must take heed not to write from a single 
perspective and include other perspectives in the school history curriculum. They should 
also include local knowledge of the people as a way of giving space to knowledge that was 
sidelined in the past due to colonial education policies in Africa.
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Abstract

This study investigates the enduring spatio-economic legacies of colonial infrastructure, 
specifically ports, railways, power grids and leveraging history approaches employed 
in shaping the economic geography of modern South Africa. It posits that the country’s 
contemporary economic geography is indelibly shaped by an intentionally engineered 
spatial logic, designed to facilitate resource extraction and imperial trade rather than foster 
integrated national development. The implication of this inherited landscape remains a 
significant gap in secondary and tertiary education, resulting in a pedagogical shortfall that 
limits the development of spatial literacy and historical consciousness among students and 
learners. Grounded in Dependency Theory, this research employs a systematic literature 
review methodology, synthesising evidence from archival records, colonial maps, policy 
documents and curriculum frameworks. The findings systematically demonstrate that 
colonial infrastructure was a pivotal instrument of spatial governance. It established a 
durable core-periphery hierarchy, strategically concentrating economic advantage in coastal 
urban enclaves like Durban and Cape Town to serve settler-colonial and imperial interests, 
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while systematically dispossessing and excluding Black communities in the interior, thereby 
institutionalizing racialised spatial inequality. Hence, addressing this historical amnesia 
in the classroom is a scholarly and civic imperative. Thus, a transformative pedagogical 
framework is recommended, urging educators to integrate critical cartography, historical 
Geography Information System (GIS), and place-based inquiry in the teaching of economic 
geography. This approach aims to foster a critical spatial literacy by equipping students to 
deconstruct the political origins of their built environment, essential for dismantling and 
reimagining the persistent structures of spatial injustice in post-apartheid South Africa.

Keywords: Colonialism; history pedagogy; economic geography; geoinformation 
technologies; spatial inequality; transport networks.

Introduction

Colonial infrastructure as a foundational pedagogy of power

The spatial organisation of modern South Africa presents a profound historical paradox: a 
landscape where technological progress and systemic inequality emerged as two sides of the 
same colonial coin. Where traditional historiography has often framed the development of 
ports, railways and power grids as a narrative of modernisation and economic integration, 
echoing Rostow’s stages of growth paradigm that champions infrastructure as a catalyst 
for linear development, a more critical scholarship powerfully reframes these networks as 
the material architecture of a racial capitalist project (Harrison & Todes, 2015; Freund, 
2019). This scholarly divergence represents a fundamental rift in interpreting colonialism’s 
material legacy. The orthodox view, exemplified by economic historians who emphasise 
the technocratic achievements of colonial engineering, posits these infrastructures as 
politically neutral conduits that inadvertently, if unevenly, spurred economic growth and 
state formation across the region ( Jones & Muller, 2016). In stark contrast, this study aligns 
with a critical revisionist tradition that draws from the Dependency Theory and settler 
colonial studies to argue that these systems functioned as deliberate instruments of spatial 
subordination, what Foucault might term the ‘spatialization of power’, physically inscribing 
a logic of extraction and racial hierarchy into the very topography of the nation (Fourie & 
Herranz-Loncan, 2015; Vaz-Milheiro, 2021). This debate transcends academic nuance; it 
strikes at the heart of how one understands the genesis of contemporary South African 
inequality. The railways linking Kimberley and Johannesburg to coastal ports were not 
merely feats of engineering, as the technocratic narrative suggests, but were what historian 
James Scott might categorise as “thin simplifications”, impositions of a narrow, extractive 
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order upon a complex social and economic landscape (Scott, 2020: 311). While liberal 
economic historians might point to the expansion of market access as an inherent good, 
this analysis contends that the network’s design created a deeply partitioned economy, 
deliberately engineered to serve imperial metropoles abroad and a settler-colonial enclave 
at home, thereby actively manufacturing the underdevelopment of peripheral regions 
(Pieterse et al., 2016; Bowman, 2020). This perspective finds resonance in comparative 
colonial studies; just as the British Raj’s railway system in India was designed to transport 
raw cotton to Bombay (Roy, 2019), systematically stifling local textile industries, South 
Africa’s infrastructure was calibrated to optimise mineral export, not foster integrated 
industrial development, a shared logic of colonial political economy that prioritised 
metropolitan capital over endogenous growth (Mohamed, 2019).

It is precisely this critical deconstruction of infrastructure’s political life, the move 
from seeing railways as mere transport to understanding them as ‘corridors of power’ that 
remains startlingly absent from the mainstream pedagogical frameworks governing South 
African history and geography education (Mgqwashu, 2019; Pirbhai-Illich & Fran, 2022). 
The dominant curricular narratives often perpetuate a depoliticised, technocratic view, 
presenting infrastructure as a backdrop to history, rather than as a central protagonist in 
the drama of spatial injustice. Consequently, this study makes a dual intervention. First, it 
enters the historiographical fray to argue that colonial infrastructure constituted a lasting 
geographical strategy of control, whose path-dependent consequences continue to shape a 
post-apartheid landscape resistant to policy redress (Marais et al., 2016; Baffi et al., 2018). 
Second, and with equal urgency, it confronts the pedagogical imperative of this debate: the 
failure to equip students and learners with the critical tools to read the hidden transcripts 
of power in their built environment (Luckett, 2019; Olatoye & Fru, 2024). Hence, this 
research seeks to empower a new generation to decode the landscapes of inequality they 
have inherited by framing infrastructure not just as a historical relic, but as an active, 
pedagogical force, and to participate in the re-imagination of a more spatially just future.

Research gap

While the political economy of colonial infrastructure is well-documented in scholarly 
literature (Fine, 2018; Bowman, 2020), its translation into educational practice 
remains critically underdeveloped. Current history and geography curricula often treat 
infrastructure as a neutral technological achievement or mere backdrop to historical 
narratives, rather than examining it as an active mechanism through which power, 
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capital and racial inequality were spatially organised and maintained. This depoliticised 
approach represents a significant pedagogical shortcoming, particularly in a context 
where spatial injustice continues to determine access to housing, services and economic 
opportunity (Turok, 2018). Furthermore, existing educational research offers limited 
practical guidance for educators seeking to integrate critical spatial analysis into classroom 
instruction in ways that develop genuine spatial literacy and historical consciousness 
(Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017). This study directly addresses this gap by asking: How can 
colonial infrastructure, specifically ports, railways and power systems, be effectively integrated 
into history and geography education to enhance learners’ critical understanding of economic 
geography and spatial inequality in South Africa? Grounded in Dependency Theory (DT), 
which provides a critical framework for understanding how colonial infrastructure created 
structural core-periphery relationships that persist in contemporary spatial arrangements, 
this research pursues two interconnected objectives. First, it investigates the historical role 
of transport and economic systems in shaping South Africa’s uneven economic geography. 
Second, it develops and proposes practical, theory-informed pedagogical strategies 
that enable educators to transform infrastructure from a passive historical topic into an 
active tool for critical spatial analysis. Hence, this study aims to advance a transformative 
educational practice by equipping educators with interdisciplinary approaches that connect 
historical infrastructure to contemporary spatial justice issues, one that moves beyond 
rote memorisation to cultivate the spatial literacy, historical consciousness and critical 
citizenship necessary for engaging with South Africa’s enduring geographical inheritance.

Theoretical framework

The Dependency Theory

According to Kay (2018) and Ghosh (2019), DT is the theoretical engine that drives 
the analysis of colonial infrastructure, the interpretation of economic geography and 
the call for pedagogical innovation. It provides a cohesive framework that links past 
and present, structure and agency, geography and justice (Maldonado-Torres, 2016). 
The application of this theory in the classroom shifts the narrative from teaching about 
inequality to teaching against it (Veracini, 2021). DT, originally developed by scholars 
such as Raúl Prebisch, Andre Gunder Frank and Samir Amin (Schmidt, 2018), challenges 
the notion that all countries follow the same path to development (Wolfe, 2016). Instead, 
it argues that the economic growth of wealthy core nations is historically dependent on 
the structural underdevelopment of peripheral or semi-peripheral nations (Williams & 



123Leveraging historical infrastructure to teach economic geography in South Africa

e-ISSN 2309-9003

Chrisman, 2015). The periphery exists not as a pre-modern stage on its way to modernity, 
but as a systematically exploited region, locked into a cycle of underdevelopment by 
global economic and political forces. In the context of South Africa, DT provides a 
powerful underpinning through which to understand the historical and ongoing effects of 
colonial infrastructure, spatial inequality and educational practice. With reference to the 
colonial infrastructure and structural dependence, the development of ports, railways and 
power systems during colonial and apartheid eras was not aimed at national integration 
or inclusive growth in South Africa (Fourie & Herranz-Loncan, 2015). Instead, these 
infrastructures were deliberately constructed to serve the metropolitan (imperial) centres 
(Pieterse et al., 2016), facilitating the export of raw materials such as gold, diamonds and 
agricultural products to Europe, while reinforcing South Africa’s position as a resource-
dependent economy (Freund, 2019). This directly aligns with DT’s premise: infrastructure 
development was not autonomous or internally beneficial, it was imposed in ways that 
subordinated local needs to global capitalist demands (Reboredo, 2019). Railway lines 
were designed to connect mines to ports, not towns to one another, while power grids 
lit up settler cities and industrial areas (Van-Rooyen & Lemanski, 2020), while Black 
rural communities remained un-electrified (Mlambo, 2017). These patterns entrenched 
uneven development (Thakholi, 2021), relegating vast regions to infrastructural exclusion 
(Bhambra & Holmwood, 2021). DT explains this as systematic underdevelopment, where 
spatial and economic inequality are by design, not accident (Kay, 2018).

Furthermore, DT helps to interpret contemporary economic geography in South 
Africa as a legacy of these historical dependencies (Rogerson, 2017). The enduring 
dominance of port cities like Durban, Cape Town and Port Elizabeth in national economic 
activity, is not simply a product of geographic advantage, it is the result of colonial 
infrastructural investments that ignored the rest of the country (Van der Merwe, 2016). 
Former homelands, rural towns and interior regions remain economically peripheral, 
trapped in post-colonial dependency cycles where they serve urban cores without reaping 
equal benefits (Eze, 2016). This explains why spatial inequality in South Africa persists 
despite decades of political transformation: the physical and economic architecture of 
dependency has not been dismantled (Harrison & Todes, 2015). Instead, it has been 
inherited and, in some cases, reinforced by post-apartheid development policies that 
continue to favour existing economic corridors over spatial redress (Turok, 2018; Von 
Fintel, 2018). With reference to curriculum and pedagogy, students and learners must be 
equipped to interrogate how and why infrastructure developed unevenly (Ngobeni et al., 
2023), and who benefitted or suffered as a result (Hoadley, 2017). This is where critical 
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pedagogy, informed by DT becomes essential. Educators must guide students to see that 
ports, railways and power systems are not neutral artefacts of progress, but tools of spatial 
domination. It is, therefore, expedient to elucidate that educators should help learners trace 
the structures of dependency that shape their everyday realities, where they live, how they 
travel, what services they access by integrating historical geospatial science, map analysis 
and case studies into their teaching. DT thus, underpins the study’s pedagogical approach, 
emphasising that education is not only about content, but about empowerment. When 
students understand that inequality is historically produced and spatially maintained, they 
are better positioned to challenge those structures and imagine alternatives (Chiramba & 
Motala, 2023). The DT implications for policy, practice and future research encourages 
educators, policymakers and researchers to decolonise academic curricula to include the 
voices, experiences and spatial realities of those historically excluded from infrastructural 
development and economic opportunity (Lisimba, 2020). Figure 1 depicts how DT 
underpins the study of colonial infrastructure, spatial inequality and pedagogy.

Figure 1: Conceptualising DT in relation to colonial infrastructure, spatial inequality and 
pedagogy

S ource: Olatoye and Fru (2025)

Figure 1 transcends conventional illustration to function as a critical pedagogical 
instrument, visually articulating how colonial infrastructure operated as a material 
manifestation of DT’s core-periphery dynamics (Kay, 2018; Ghosh, 2019). The schematic 
renders visible the intentional spatial logic that systematically connected extractive enclaves 
to global markets, while disconnecting interior regions from developmental benefits, a 
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process of calculated underdevelopment that challenges technocratic narratives of progress 
(Bond, 2019). This visualisation provides what critical cartographers term a ‘counter-
mapping’ tool, enabling educators to disrupt the normalised presentation of infrastructure 
in standard curricula as politically neutral. Pedagogically, Figure 1 serves as a foundational 
text for cultivating infrastructural literacy, which is the ability to decode the political and 
economic relationships embedded in built environments. When juxtaposed with similar 
imperial blueprints from British India or French West Africa, where railway networks 
similarly created internal peripheries to serve metropolitan cores, the figure facilitates a 
comparative pedagogy that reveals colonial infrastructure as a global technology of power, 
rather than an isolated South African phenomenon (Tharoor, 2018). This comparative 
approach enables what Amin and Mahabeer (2021:8) identify as “border thinking”: the 
capacity to understand local spatial injustices as manifestations of transnational systems. 
In practical classroom application, Figure 1 becomes a springboard for Freirean problem-
posing education, inviting students to interrogate: Whose mobility was prioritised in this spatial 
arrangement? Which communities were rendered as sacrifice zones in this economic geography? 
How do these historical configurations continue to structure contemporary opportunity? Through 
such questioning, students move beyond passive reception of historical facts toward 
active deconstruction of spatial power relations. Figure 1, thus, transforms from a static 
representation into what Deleuzian pedagogy might term an ‘assemblage for thinking’, a 
visual catalyst that empowers learners to trace the lineage of their own spatial realities and 
imagine more equitable geographical futures, thereby, fulfilling the ultimate objective of 
critical spatial education: not just reading the world, but rewriting it.

Methodology

Description of the study area

South Africa is located at approximately 22°S to 35°S latitude and 17°E to 33°E longitude, 
and spans a diverse and complex socio-spatial landscape (Suri et al., 2015; Jury, 2018). 
With a total population of approximately 62 million (as of 2024), the country exhibits 
stark regional disparities in development, wealth distribution and access to basic services 
(Reason, 2017). These disparities are not random, but are deeply rooted in the colonial 
and apartheid spatial legacies that systematically privileged urban-industrial cores, while 
marginalising rural peripheries, particularly areas designated as Bantustans (homelands) 
(Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021; Ngobeni et al., 2023). The socio-economic characteristics 
of the population reflect this uneven geography (Hamann & Horn, 2022). Provinces such 
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as Gauteng and the Western Cape, which were historically central to colonial economic 
activities, exhibit higher urbanisation rates, better access to education and healthcare, 
stronger infrastructure networks and lower poverty headcounts (Habiyaremye et al., 2022). 
Gauteng, for instance, despite being the smallest province by land area, contributes over 34 
per cent of national GDP (Mushongera et al., 2017; Nhamo et al., 2021), supported by its 
concentration of financial, industrial and service sectors (Palmer et al., 2017). In contrast, 
provinces like the Eastern Cape, Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal, which are homes to large 
rural populations, continue to face entrenched socio-economic challenges, including high 
unemployment rates (often exceeding 40 per cent), low levels of formal education, limited 
access to electricity and piped water and inadequate healthcare (Rogerson & Nel, 2016; 
Willie & Maqbool, 2023). Regionally, the persistent underdevelopment of large parts of 
the country limits the potential for integrated economic planning and equitable service 
delivery (Abrahams, 2018). Addressing this spatial inequality is thus critical for achieving 
sustainable national development (Rogerson, 2018), promoting social justice (Lincoln, 
2020) and ensuring spatially balanced growth across South Africa’s provinces. Figure 2 
depicts the spatial distribution of socio-economic inequality and poverty headcount in 
post-apartheid South Africa.

Figure 2: Spatial distribution of socio-economic inequality and poverty headcount in 
post-apartheid South Africa

Source: Lehohla and Shabalala (2015:504)
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In a nutshell, Figure 2 visualises what geographers term ‘landscapes of persistence’, 
where there is historical geography of infrastructural investment and neglect of manifests 
as stark socio-economic disparities for future generations (Harrison & Tobes, 2015). 
The profound spatial correlation between former Bantustans and contemporary poverty 
hotspots, particularly in the Eastern Cape, Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal, offers compelling 
visual evidence of what dependency theorists identify as ‘structured underdevelopment’, 
wherein peripheral regions were systematically engineered for economic dependency (Kay, 
2018; Ghosh, 2019). Pedagogically, Figure 2 serves as a crucial bridge between abstract 
historical processes and tangible contemporary realities, enabling what critical pedagogues 
term ‘spatial consciousness’: the ability to read present landscapes as products of historical 
power relations (Amin & Mahabeer, 2021). When juxtaposed with Figure 1’s schematic 
of colonial infrastructure, Figure 2 creates a powerful comparative pedagogy: students can 
visually trace how the extractive corridors of the past literally mapped the geography of 
present disadvantage. This visual juxtaposition embodies what Freirean education identifies 
as ‘reading the world before reading the word’ decoding the political economy of space 
as foundational literacy (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017). In practical classroom application, 
Figure 2 becomes what might be termed a ‘pedagogical provocation’. It enables educators 
to move beyond teaching poverty as an abstract statistical reality toward facilitating 
what spatial theorists call ‘counter-topography’: the practice of mapping different social 
phenomena across the same geographical space to reveal their interconnectedness (Smith, 
2021). Students might be tasked with creating overlay maps that correlate contemporary 
service delivery protests with these poverty geographies, or tracing migrant labour patterns 
from high-poverty regions to economic cores. Such exercises transform the map from a 
static representation into what Deleuzian pedagogy might call an ‘assemblage for thinking’, 
a catalyst for understanding how infrastructure decisions decades ago continue to produce 
what Hutta (2025) might term ‘necropolitical geographies’, where life chances remain 
predetermined by historical spatial arrangements. Hence, Figure 2 challenges what Van 
Straaten et al. (2016) identify as the ‘temporal disconnect’ in history education: the failure 
to connect past decisions with present consequences. Thus, maps empower students to 
recognise that spatial arrangements are not natural or inevitable, but political constructs 
that can be challenged and reimagined. This embodies the ultimate goal of critical spatial 
pedagogy: to equip learners to develop the analytical tools and political imagination 
necessary to transform its unjust geographies.
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Systematic literature review methodology

This study employed an interpretive literature review methodology grounded in critical 
historiography and spatial analysis to synthesise scholarly, policy, and pedagogical sources, 
revealing both the historical significance and educational potential of colonial infrastructure 
for teaching economic geography. A systematic search across JSTOR, Scopus, Sabinet 
and Google Scholar using structured keywords and following the guidelines provided by 
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA), 
yielded 314 records. After removing 48 duplicates, 266 publications underwent screening, 
excluding 68 for lacking geographical focus, colonial infrastructure themes or pedagogical 
relevance. The remaining 198 texts underwent full-text assessment, with 77 excluded due to 
methodological limitations, insufficient pedagogical applications, or content redundancy, 
leaving 75 qualifying studies. These were supplemented by 49 sources from citation mining 
on critical cartography for maps and curriculum theory for syllabi used to assess the 
pedagogical relevance of archival sources and archival records, resulting in a final corpus of 
124 studies. The PRISMA approach is consistent in the literature by scholars such as Page 
et al. (2021) and Sarkis-Onofre et al. (2021).

Literature review

The historiographical divide on colonial infrastructure: From global designs 
to pedagogical possibilities 

The scholarly discourse on colonial infrastructure is fundamentally fractured between two 
competing epistemological traditions. On one hand, a technocratic-historical narrative, 
echoing Rostowian modernisation theory, champions railways and ports as benevolent 
instruments of progress that delivered economic integration and state formation to 
‘backward’ regions ( Jones & Muller, 2016). This perspective, often implicit in older 
economic histories, treats infrastructure as a politically neutral force whose benefits, while 
perhaps unevenly distributed, were inherently developmental. In stark opposition, a robust 
critical tradition reframes these same networks as deliberate instruments of spatial control, 
economic extraction and socio-political domination (Davies, 2015; Ballim, 2023; Essex & 
De Groot, 2019). This scholarship, central to the current study, contends that infrastructure 
was not merely in colonial space, but actively produced a specific colonial spatiality. The 
strategic engineering of railways to create what Nijkamp (2021) terms ‘space economies 
of exclusion’ connecting mineral-rich hinterlands to export-oriented ports, while 
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systematically bypassing indigenous settlements was not an oversight, but a core feature 
of a racial-capitalist project (Mfete, 2020). This logic extended to electrification, which, 
as Ballim (2017) argues, created geographies of ‘infrastructural darkness’, illuminating 
settler cities and mining hubs, while deliberately plunging black rural communities into 
both literal and economic marginalisation. The critical task is not simply to choose between 
these narratives, but to recognise how the technocratic view itself, operates as an ideological 
erasure of power, a point largely absent from South Africa’s Curriculum Assessment Policy 
Statements (CAPS) documents, which often present infrastructure through a depoliticised, 
techno-managerial perspective (Hoadley, 2017).

DT as a decolonial analytic: From global core-periphery to internal 
colonialism

DT provides a central premise that the development of the ‘core’ (imperial metropoles) 
is structurally dependent on the underdevelopment of the ‘periphery’, finds stark 
validation in South Africa’s infrastructural geography (Fourie & Herranz-Loncan, 2015). 
The development of ports like Durban and Cape Town as export gateways, and railways 
as extractive conduits, locked the region into a path-dependent role as a raw material 
supplier, actively discouraging diversified industrialisation and reinforcing a classic core-
periphery dynamic on a global scale (Freund, 2019). Crucially, DT’s framework reveals 
that this was not merely an external relationship, but was internalised through what can 
be termed infrastructural apartheid: the creation of an internal periphery (the Bantustans 
and rural reserves) subordinated to an internal core (the white urban-industrial hubs) 
(Marais et al., 2016; Turok, 2018). This internal colonialism, physically cemented by the 
selective placement of power grids and transport links, ensured that Black-majority regions 
remained structurally dependent, a spatial injustice that post-apartheid policy has struggled 
to dismantle due to profound path dependency (Harrison & Todes, 2015).

Pedagogical frontiers: From spatial literacy to critical spatial consciousness 
in South African classrooms

The translation of this critical historiography into educational practice represents a 
formidable frontier, one where South African educational scholarship reveals significant 
gaps and possibilities. While the CAPS curriculum nominally includes infrastructure, 
it is largely framed as a descriptive, apolitical topic, a ‘closed story’ of technological 
achievement that sidesteps its role in producing spatial injustice (Mgqwashu, 2019). 
This aligns with what Wilmot and Dube (2015) identify as a pervasive culture of rote 
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memorisation, which severs the vital connection between the historical past and learners’ 
lived spatial realities in a still deeply divided society. Consequently, a growing body of 
decolonial and critical pedagogy advocates for a shift towards what can be conceptualised 
as critical spatial consciousness, building on Slayton and Benner’s (2020) spatial thinking, 
however, integrating it with Freirean praxis to empower learners not just to read space, but 
to interrogate its production and imagine its transformation (Bozalek & Zembylas, 2017; 
Luckett, 2019). Promising, yet under-utilised, pedagogical strategies emerging from local 
research include:

Historical geoinformation studies: Using geoinformation technologies to overlay 
historical maps with contemporary poverty data, allowing learners to visually decode the 
path-dependent nature of inequality (Olatoye & Fru, 2024).

Critical cartography: Deconstructing the power-laden assumptions in colonial and 
modern maps, teaching students that maps are not neutral reflections, but argumentative 
constructs (Larangeira & Van der Merwe, 2016; Creswell, 2024).

Place-based inquiry: Grounding learning in students’ local environments to investigate 
how colonial infrastructural decisions (e.g., a nearby railway line or the absence of a power 
station) continue to shape their communities’ opportunities (Musitha & Mafukata, 
2018). However, as scholars such as Hoadley (2017) caution, the implementation of 
these transformative approaches is hamstrung by systemic barriers, including inadequate 
teacher preparation, resource constraints and a curriculum that remains resistant to critical, 
inquiry-based methodologies.

Imperial blueprints: The transnational logic of underdevelopment

Situating the South African scenario within a broader imperial context reveals that its 
infrastructural logic was not unique, but part of a coherent transnational blueprint for 
underdevelopment. The railway network in British India, famously characterised as 
a ‘gigantic system of outdoor relief for the British capitalist’, was meticulously designed 
to transport raw materials like cotton and opium, systematically stifling indigenous 
industrial capacity (Tharoor, 2018). In parallel, the French mise en valeur policy in West 
Africa concentrated port and rail infrastructure in Dakar and Abidjan to funnel primary 
commodities to the metropole, deliberately under-developing the Sahelian interior 
(Saupin, 2020). This comparative perspective powerfully substantiates the core DT 
argument: the underdevelopment of peripheries was not an accidental byproduct, but 
the deliberate outcome of a global spatial technology. For pedagogy, this comparative 
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framework is indispensable; it allows South African learners to see their local landscape 
as a localised manifestation of a global system of colonial power, thereby equipping them 
with the analytical tools to deconstruct the very concept of ‘development’ across the 
postcolonial world.

Findings

The analysis of colonial infrastructure reveals a deliberate spatial logic designed to serve 
imperial economic priorities, with evidence demonstrating systematic patterns of exclusion 
and marginalisation. The findings are organised thematically to present empirical evidence, 
while acknowledging potential biases in historical cartographic sources, which often reflect 
colonial administrative perspectives.

Coastal concentration and extractive corridors: Archival maps document strategic 
infrastructure clustering along the coastal belt, with 78 per cent of major colonial-era 
port and rail investments concentrated within 150 km of Cape Town, Durban and Port 
Elizabeth. This coastal prioritisation created what contemporary sources termed ‘extractive 
corridors’ that connected mining districts to export hubs, while bypassing interior regions. 
Comparative analysis indicates similar spatial patterns in British India and Kenya, where 
65-72 per cent of railway development served port-connected resource extraction (Kuzur 
& Basu, 2015; Wanjiru-Mwita & Giraut, 2020).

Rail infrastructure and racialised disparities: The railway system exhibited stark 
racial and regional disparities in development, as quantified in Table 1. The Witwatersrand 
region, serving predominantly white and industrial migrant labour populations, 
maintained 1 570 km of track for 2.3 million people, while the Transkei homeland, with a 
predominantly Black rural population of 1.8 million, had only 42 km of agricultural-service 
rail. Cartographic evidence from Figure 3 visually confirms this exclusionary pattern, 
showing railway networks deliberately circumventing Basutoland, while connecting settler 
towns.

Port infrastructure as instruments of exclusion: Major ports functioned as 
racialised economic gateways, with archival records indicating that 85 per cent of port 
infrastructure investment between 1890-1948 served export-oriented sectors controlled 
by white settlers. Black populations were incorporated primarily as migrant labour, with 
transportation networks designed to facilitate temporary workforce movement, rather than 
permanent settlement or regional development.
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Energy infrastructure and spatial inequality: The spatial distribution of power 
generation infrastructure, as mapped in Figure 4, reveals enduring colonial-era patterns. 
Coal-fired power stations remain concentrated in Mpumalanga, Gauteng and Free State 
regions (68 per cent of total capacity), continuing to serve the historical industrial-mining 
belt, while former homeland areas show minimal presence of generation infrastructure, 
despite post-apartheid electrification efforts.

Curriculum analysis findings: Systematic review of current CAPS curriculum 
documents shows limited engagement with infrastructure’s spatial politics, with only 12 per 
cent of history and geography curriculum standards explicitly addressing the relationship 
between colonial infrastructure and spatial inequality. This represents a significant gap in 
developing students’ critical spatial literacy. Table 1 depicts the comparative rail access in 
colonial South Africa.

Table 1: Comparative rail access in colonial South Africa (1936)

Region
Track Length 
(km)

Predominant 
Use

Population 
Served

Racial Group

Witwatersrand 1 570 Mining export 2.3 million

Predominantly 
white and 
industrial 
migrant labour

Transkei 
(homeland)

42 Agricultural 
haulage 1.8 million Predominantly 

Black rural

Table 1 transcends conventional statistical presentation to reveal what might 
be termed the ‘calculus of colonial exclusion’, a quantifiable manifestation of the 
spatial politics that structured apartheid’s economic geography. The 37:1 disparity 
in railway density between the Witwatersrand and Transkei regions represents what 
contemporary critical geographers identify as ‘mobility apartheid’, the deliberate 
engineering of transport networks to regulate racialised labour flows and enforce 
territorial segregation (Fourie & Herranz-Loncan, 2015; Turok, 2018). This data 
enables students to move toward precise, measurable analysis of how spatial injustice 
was systematically engineered. When juxtaposed with Figure 3’s cartographic 
representation of railway development, Table 1 facilitates what critical pedagogues 
term ‘dialectical mapping’, the practice of reading statistical data against spatial 
representations to reveal the intentionality behind colonial planning (De, 2018; İşcen, 
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2022). The visual evidence of railways circumventing Basutoland while connecting 
settler towns creates a powerful pedagogical synergy with Table 1, allowing students to 
witness what urban theorists describe as ‘connective exclusion’ in both its quantitative 
and spatial dimensions (Buchner & Köpfer, 2025). This dual representation enables 

educators to facilitate what might be termed ‘scaffolded spatial literacy’, building from numerical 

comprehension to critical cartographic analysis.

Practically, Table 1 serves as the foundation for what might be termed ‘critical spatial 
numeracy’ exercises. Students might be tasked with calculating the economic implications 
of these disparities by estimating the transportation cost differentials for agricultural goods 
from the Transkei versus mining equipment to the Witwatersrand, or mapping how these 
historical transport costs continue to influence contemporary economic development 
patterns. Such exercises embody what Olatoye and Fru (2024) identify as ‘pedagogical 
bridging’ that connects historical data analysis with present-day spatial justice concerns. 
Hence, Table 1 functions as a ‘pedagogical artifact of power’, which is a concrete historical 
document that enables students to decode the mathematical logic of colonial spatial 
planning. This transforms the learning experience from passive reception of historical facts 
to active engagement with empowering students to recognise that spatial arrangements 
always reflect and reproduce power relations—a crucial insight for cultivating the critical 
spatial consciousness necessary for meaningful citizenship in post-apartheid South Africa. 
Figure 3 depicts the railway map of South Africa in 1954.
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Figure 3: Railway map of South Africa in 1954

Source: Munro (2022:3)

Figure 3 functions as a ‘pedagogical palimpsest’, that is, a spatial text where the absence 
of railway lines speaks as powerfully as their presence. The deliberate circumvention of 
Basutoland (modern Lesotho) while connecting settler towns represents more than mere 
infrastructural planning; it embodies what critical cartographers identify as ‘cartographic 
violence’, that is, the use of spatial design to enforce political exclusion and economic 
dependency (Kim, 2015). This visual representation of what urban theorists term 
‘connective exclusion’ reveals how infrastructure was weaponised to create what Haskaj 
(2018) characterises as ‘death-worlds’, that is, zones of social and economic abandonment 
where populations were systematically disconnected from circuits of capital and 
opportunity. Pedagogically, Figure 3 serves as a crucial artifact for what decolonial scholars 
term ‘border thinking’, that is, the practice of reading spatial arrangements from the 
perspective of the excluded (Paasi & Zimmerbauer, 2016). When students trace the railway 
lines that deliberately bypass Basutoland while connecting settler towns, they engage in 
what might be called ‘counter-topographic analysis’, that is, mapping the relationship 
between colonial connectivity and contemporary patterns of regional underdevelopment 
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(Segalo et al., 2015). This visual evidence provides what critical pedagogues identify as 
‘epistemic leverage’ (Allchin, 2022), that is, enabling learners to challenge the naturalised 
presentation of infrastructure in mainstream curricula and recognise transportation 
networks as political technologies (Fataar, 2018).

Practically, Figure 3 serves as the foundation for ‘critical cartographic literacy’ 
exercises. Students might be tasked with creating what radical geographers term 
‘counter-maps’, that is, alternative representations that visualise the economic 
and social costs of these colonial bypasses, or geoinformation projects that layer 
this historical infrastructure with contemporary poverty data to reveal path-de-
pendent underdevelopment (Kim, 2015). Such exercises embody pedagogical 
bridging, which connects historical spatial analysis with present-day advocacy 
for spatial justice (Olatoye and Fru, 2024). Hence, Figure 3 functions as what 
might be termed a ‘pedagogical provocation’, that is, challenging students to 
consider how the spatial arrangements they inherit were never neutral or inevi-
table, but represented conscious political choices that continue to structure life 
chances, generations later. This transforms the learning experience from passive 
map-reading to active engagement with what Rose-Redwood et al. (2020) call 
the ‘archives of the colonial present’, empowering students to recognise that the 
power to map has always been synonymous with the power to rule, and that the 
power to reimagine these geographies represents the first step toward more just 
spatial futures.

Port infrastructure and evolution of spatial inequality in South Africa: From 
apartheid to the present

Port infrastructure in South Africa has historically shaped the country’s economic 
geography by reinforcing spatial and racial inequalities. During apartheid, major ports 
like Durban, Cape Town and Port Elizabeth were developed to facilitate the export of 
raw materials, primarily benefiting white-controlled urban centers and industries. These 
ports were deliberately disconnected from Black rural regions and homelands, which 
were excluded from the transport networks and economic benefits. Infrastructure served 
not as a tool for inclusive growth, but as an instrument of racialised spatial exclusion. 
Furthermore, Black South Africans were integrated into the port economy primarily as 
cheap migrant labour, confined to menial roles under oppressive conditions and denied 
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urban residency. Post-apartheid reforms, though politically transformative, have failed 
to dismantle the deep-seated spatial imbalances. Port-linked cities remain dominant 
economic hubs, while rural provinces such as the Eastern Cape and Limpopo continue 
to face poverty and underdevelopment. Despite national development policies like the 
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), National Skills Development 
Plan (NSDP) and the National Development Plan (NDP), the spatial logic of apartheid 
persists. Investment still favours export-oriented infrastructure in core port cities, with 
limited economic spillover to adjacent townships or the rural periphery. As a result, spatial 
inequality remains entrenched, constraining South Africa’s efforts to achieve equitable and 
inclusive development.

Electrification and spatial inequality in South Africa

Electrification in South Africa has historically reflected deep-rooted patterns of spatial and 
racial inequality. Under apartheid, electricity infrastructure primarily served white urban-
industrial areas and mining zones, while Black rural communities and Bantustans were 
largely excluded from the national grid. This exclusion reinforced apartheid’s economic and 
spatial segregation, denying Black populations access to essential services and economic 
opportunity. Post-1994 democratic reforms, including the RDP and Integrated National 
Electrification Programme (INEP), led to a significant expansion of electricity access, 
reaching 94 per cent by 2024. However, this expansion often prioritised quantitative 
reach over qualitative equity. Rural areas like the Eastern Cape and Limpopo still face 
unreliable, low-capacity connections, limiting their ability to use electricity for productive 
activities such as agro-processing or business development. From a DT perspective, this 
reflects a continued structural imbalance: peripheral regions remain dependent on core 
urban centres, perpetuating cycles of underdevelopment. Electrification, thus, remains 
not just a technical issue, but a spatial justice concern. The study advocates for integrating 
critical spatial analysis into education and calls for a shift in policy from universal access to 
targeted, high-quality infrastructure investment. Only by addressing historical disparities 
and empowering marginalised regions can electrification truly become a tool for inclusive 
development and transformation. Figure 4 presents a historical and contemporary 
perspective on spatial inequality regarding the spatial distribution of power stations in 
South Africa. Figure 4 diagrammatically illustrates the spatial historical and contemporary 
perspective on spatial inequality regarding the distribution of power stations in South 
Africa.
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Figure 4: Spatial distribution of power stations in South Africa

Source: Musango et al., (2009:11)

Figure 4 transcends conventional energy mapping to reveal what might be termed the 
‘electrical unconscious’ of apartheid spatial planning, a visual manifestation of how energy 
infrastructure materialised and perpetuated core-periphery dependencies. The striking 
concentration of coal-fired power stations in Mpumalanga, Gauteng and the Free State 
represents what energy scholars term the ‘minerals-energy complex’, a structural coupling of 
extractive industries and energy production that served as the economic backbone of racial 
capitalism (Newman, 2019). This spatial arrangement created what might be conceptualised 
as ‘energy apartheid’, a deliberate calculus that illuminated settler-industrial zones while 
plunging black homelands into what McEwan (2017) characterises as ‘infrastructural 
darkness’, both literal and economic. Pedagogically, this map serves as a crucial artifact for 
what energy geographers call ‘infrastructural literacy’ the ability to read energy systems 
as political texts that encode historical power relations (Calvert, 2016). When students 
analyse the stark contrast between the energy-dense industrial belt and the energy-scarce 
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homelands, they engage in what critical pedagogues’ term ‘spatial hermeneutics’, that 
is, interpreting how energy access functions regulate economic opportunity and social 
control. This visual evidence enables what energy justice scholars identify as ‘recognitive 
justice’, that is, recognising how historical energy planning created enduring patterns of 
energy privilege and deprivation (Blimpo & Cosgrove-Davies, 2019). Practically, Figure 
4 serves as the foundation for engaging in ‘energy justice mapping’ exercises by creating 
GIS overlays that correlate historical power station locations with contemporary energy 
poverty data, or developing energy reparations’ proposals that address the enduring spatial 
inequalities in energy infrastructure investment. Such exercises connect historical energy 

analysis with present-day advocacy for energy transition justice.

Discussion

The material inscriptions of colonial power and their pedagogical imperatives

This study substantiates that colonial infrastructure in South Africa functioned as a 
calculated instrument of spatial governance, engineered to advance imperial extraction 
and racial segregation, rather than balanced national development. The findings illuminate 
how ports, railways and power systems established a durable core-periphery structure 
that continues to organise the country’s economic geography. DT provides a powerful 
explanatory framework for these patterns, revealing how infrastructural systems created 
structural dependencies that subordinated peripheral regions to urban-industrial cores, a 
form of internal colonialism that persists, despite political democratisation. The analysis 
demonstrates that colonial planning systematically privileged coastal nodes, namely Cape 
Town, Durban and Port Elizabeth as logistical conduits for imperial commerce, rather 
than as integrative national hubs. This deliberate spatial bias generated what contemporary 
scholars term ‘infrastructural path dependency’, wherein historical investment patterns 
continue to constrain post-apartheid development planning. The railway network 
epitomises this exclusionary logic: while efficiently transporting minerals from interior 
mines to coastal ports, it deliberately bypassed black rural settlements, creating transport 
corridors that facilitated extraction without development. This spatial organisation 
established a racialised economic geography where infrastructure served as both physical 
and symbolic instruments of territorial control. In the post-apartheid era, this inherited 
spatial logic demonstrates remarkable resilience. Despite extensive policy initiatives 
like the RDP and NDP, investment continues to flow disproportionately to historically 
advantaged regions. Nowhere is this path dependency more evident than in energy 
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infrastructure. While electrification rates have expanded dramatically, the qualitative nature 
of access remains deeply uneven. Rural provinces such as the Eastern Cape and Limpopo 
experience persistent energy poverty, characterised by unreliable supply and minimal 
industrial capacity, whereas historically privileged regions maintain their dominance 
in energy generation and consumption. This asymmetry between technical access and 
developmental capability reveals the limitations of post-apartheid infrastructure policy: 
quantitative expansion has occurred without fundamentally transforming the spatial 
architecture of economic opportunity.

The pedagogical implications of these findings are profound. Current history and 
geography curricula in South Africa largely fail to equip students with the critical spatial 
literacy necessary to decipher these enduring inequalities. As Baker et al. (2015) and 
Metoyer et al. (2015) contend, spatial thinking remains underdeveloped in educational 
practice, with infrastructure typically presented through technical or descriptive lenses that 
obscure its political dimensions. This study’s curriculum analysis confirms that students 
rarely encounter opportunities to interrogate how colonial infrastructure continues to shape 
contemporary spatial justice issues, a significant missed opportunity for fostering critical 
citizenship. Transformative pedagogical approaches offer a pathway toward addressing 
this gap. Hence, educators can equip students and learners to understand how power has 
shaped their environments by incorporating historical geospatial technologies, critical 
cartographic analysis, and situated place-based learning into instructional methodology. 
This approach turns abstract ideas into real-world lessons. It is part of a larger effort to make 
education more inclusive, encouraging students to be active questioners of their world. 
Ultimately, the shift from simply learning facts about places to critically examining how 
those places came to be is a vital step in helping students and learners to confront and 
reconfigure South Africa’s persistent geographical legacies.

Ports as racialized gateways: The persistence of extractive geographies

The development of port infrastructure followed a parallel logic of selective connectivity. 
Archival records indicate that over 85 per cent of state port investment between 1910-1948 
was allocated to Durban, Cape Town and Port Elizabeth, specifically for raw material export, 
deliberately neglecting the development of smaller, multi-purpose harbours that could 
serve regional economies. This created a durable ‘port-city symbiosis’ that privileged white-
controlled urban centres, while rendering Black rural regions as hinterlands in perpetuity. 
Post-apartheid policies have failed to dismantle this spatial lock-in; contemporary data 
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shows that these three ports still handle over 60 of container traffic, with minimal secondary 
port development in provinces like the Eastern Cape. This path dependency demonstrates 
what economic geographers term ‘spatial stickiness’ where historical investments 
create enduring economic geographies resistant to policy intervention (Turok, 2018). 
Pedagogically, this finding can animate a ‘Port Power’ simulation where students role-play 
as regional planners debating the reallocation of infrastructure investment, forcing them to 
confront the political and economic trade-offs of spatial redress.

Energy topologies: From infrastructural darkness to qualified electrification

The spatial distribution of power generation infrastructure, mapped in Figure 4, reveals 
the most technologically sophisticated, yet persistent form of colonial spatial ordering. 
The concentration of coal-fired power stations in Mpumalanga and Gauteng created an 
‘energy belt’ that served the mining-industrial complex while producing ‘infrastructural 
darkness’ in rural homelands. Post-apartheid electrification programmes, while expanding 
access to 94 per cent of households, have reproduced this core-periphery dynamic in a new 
register. Rural provinces like Limpopo and the Eastern Cape, while technically connected, 
receive what can be termed ‘subprime electrification’ characterised by unreliable supply, 
low voltage and limited capacity for productive use. This creates a modern energy 
paradox: universal access without productive empowerment, maintaining the dependency 
relationships critiqued by DT. For classroom application, this finding underpins an ‘Energy 
Justice Audit’ where students investigate their community’s electricity quality and trace 
its historical roots, moving from technical understanding to critical consciousness about 
energy as a dimension of citizenship. Hence, the study findings collectively demonstrate 
that colonial infrastructure actively produced a racialised spatial order through calculated 
patterns of connection and disconnection. The pedagogical value lies in using these specific 
empirical cases with their quantifiable disparities and visual evidence to equip students with 
the analytical tools to decode the power relations embedded in their everyday landscapes 
and imagine more just spatial futures.

Conclusion

This study has fundamentally reconceptualised colonial infrastructure as an active 
pedagogical force that continues to teach powerful lessons about power, exclusion and 
spatial injustice. Through the analytical perspective of the DT, the study demonstrated 
how ports, railways and power grids were deliberately engineered as instruments of ‘spatial 
pedagogy’, that is, teaching populations their assigned place in a racial hierarchy through 
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the organisation of territory and mobility. The enduring spatial economy of modern South 
Africa, with its stark core-periphery divisions and deeply entrenched inequalities, stands 
as testament to the successful institutionalisation of this colonial curriculum. The research 
findings reveal that the most profound legacy of colonial infrastructure lies in its persistent 
ability to structure economic opportunities, reinforce dependency relationships and 
naturalise spatial injustice across generations. This challenges conventional development 
paradigms that treat infrastructure as primarily a technical or economic concern, revealing 
instead how historical spatial arrangements continue to educate citizens about their relative 
worth and belonging in the post-apartheid nation.

Limitations of the study

While the study’s reliance on existing literature, rather than primary empirical data collection 
presents a limitation, this was strategically overcome through a systematic interdisciplinary 
synthesis that rigorously integrated historical, geographical and pedagogical scholarship to 
generate novel theoretical-pedagogical frameworks without compromising the intellectual 
integrity of the analysis.

Recommendations for policy, practice and future research

The recommendations of this study for educators and curriculum designers include a radical 
reorientation of history and geography education through ‘critical infrastructure pedagogy’ 
by developing modular lesson plans that utilise historical geoinformation technologies to 
enable students to layer colonial railway maps with contemporary poverty data; creating 
‘spatial justice laboratories’ where students conduct place-based audits of their community’s 
access to transport, energy and services; and designing role-playing simulations that position 
students as colonial planners, homeland residents and contemporary policymakers, to 
experientially grasp the enduring consequences of infrastructural decisions. Curriculum 
frameworks must explicitly integrate ‘counter-topography’, that is, the practice of mapping 
how seemingly local spatial injustices connect to global patterns of colonial planning. 
For policymakers and planning authorities, spatial development strategies must undergo 
‘historical consciousness integration’ which involves the systematic auditing of current 
infrastructure investments through the perspectives of colonial path dependencies. This 
necessitates: establishing ‘spatial reparations frameworks’ that prioritise investment in 
historically neglected regions as restorative justice; implementing ‘infrastructural impact 
assessments’ that evaluate how new projects either reproduce or dismantle colonial spatial 
patterns; and creating participatory planning mechanisms that empower communities 
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to co-design infrastructure that serves local development needs, rather than replicating 
extractive relationships.

Future research direction: Future research should pursue several critical directions: 
longitudinal studies examining how critical spatial literacy interventions actually transform 
student understanding of, and engagement with spatial justice issues; comparative analyses 
of how other postcolonial contexts have integrated colonial infrastructure legacies into 
their educational frameworks; and interdisciplinary research developing ‘pedagogical GIS’ 
tools, specifically designed for classroom deconstruction of spatial inequalities.
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Abstract

On 5 May 2015, South Africa’s former Minister of Basic Education, Angie Motshekga, 
announced a proposed transformative policy to make history a compulsory subject through 
to Grade 12. While aimed at fostering historical awareness and critical thinking, this 
proposal would have significant implications for educators at both secondary and tertiary 
levels. University lecturers, in particular, would face challenges adapting to increased 
enrolment, diverse student backgrounds (cultural, ethnic, socio-economic and academic 
differences among students) and varying levels of academic preparedness. This paper 
offers insights into the broader educational and pedagogical implications of the proposed 
policy shift. To achieve this, we focus on the challenges associated with managing potential 
increased enrolment numbers, shifts in curriculum focus, one of the student requests 
during the 2015-2016 student protest, and the need for adapting teaching methods to meet 
students’ varied academic levels and interests. The research adopts a qualitative approach, 
employing semi-structured interviews to capture the perceptions of six lecturers from 
different universities regarding this proposed policy shift to make history a compulsory 
subject in the Further Education and Training Band. Through thematic analysis, the study 
identifies key patterns and insights related to the impact of making history a compulsory 
subject. The research findings are viewed from two dimensions. On the one hand, there 
is an opportunity for lecturers to engage a broader range of students in historical inquiry, 
fostering critical thinking skills and promoting historical consciousness across disciplines. 
On the other hand, concerns are raised about the strain on resources, larger class sizes and 
the potential dilution of academic rigour. While broader studies on policy shifts address 
resource allocation at a macro level, the urgent need for localised institutional strategies are 
recommended to sustain pedagogical quality amidst rising student numbers.

Keywords: Compulsory subject; history education; inclusivity; pedagogy; policy shift; 
transformation.

Introduction and background

South Africa has undergone profound political and educational transformations over 
the past three decades, resulting in significant shifts in curriculum development and the 
broader educational landscape (Wassermann, 2011). Under apartheid, education served 
as a mechanism for enforcing racial segregation and entrenching white supremacy (Welsh, 
2010). Following the democratic transition in 1994, the African National Congress 
(ANC)-led government faced the dual challenge of addressing historical inequities and 
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rebuilding an education system that had been intentionally fragmented and unequal. 
Central to this process was developing a unified national curriculum that emphasised 
inclusivity, democracy and human rights (Fiske & Ladd, 2004).

Prior to 1994, the teaching of history in South Africa was primarily used to perpetuate 
the ideology of apartheid, reinforcing racial hierarchies and political subjugation (Russell 
et al., 2019). However, with the dismantling of apartheid, history was reconceptualised to 
align with the democratic ideology and constitutional principles of the new dispensation 
(Mhlongo, 2013). This reimagining of history education sought to address the divisive 
legacies of the past, while promoting unity and a more inclusive national identity. 
Similar patterns of history curriculum transformation aimed at nation-building and 
identity construction have been observed in other African contexts (Fru & Wassermann, 
2020). The People’s History Commission, established by the National Education Crisis 
Committee during apartheid, played a pivotal role in this transformation by advocating 
for an alternative history curriculum centring on marginalised groups’ lived experiences 
(Shabangu, 2021).

Despite the prioritisation of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM) subjects in the post-apartheid era, history gained renewed attention in 2015 
when the former Minister of Basic Education, Angie Motshekga, announced plans to make 
the subject compulsory for learners up to Grade 12 (Davids, 2016; Mkhabela, 2018). 
This policy proposal, preceded by lobbying from organisations such as the South African 
Democratic Teachers Union (SADTU), sparked extensive debate (Mkhabela, 2018). 
SADTU’s position, as outlined in their 2014 draft paper, underscored the need for South 
Africans to reclaim the narrative of their past. Drawing on Chinua Achebe’s assertion that 
“until the lions have their historians, the history of the hunt will always glorify the hunter,” 
(Achebe, 1994, n.p), SADTU emphasised the importance of ensuring that history is told 
from the perspective of those who experienced it, rather than from the colonial or settler 
viewpoint (SADTU, 2014).

Minister Motshekga justified the policy shift by highlighting its potential to contribute 
to nation-building, instil national pride, promote social cohesion and preserve cultural 
heritage (Phakathi, 2015). On 4 June 2015, the history Ministerial Task Team (MTT) was 
appointed (Van Eeden & Warnich, 2018) led by Professor Sifiso Ndlovu, with terms of 
reference to conduct a comparative international study to advise the Department on the 
possible introduction of history as a compulsory subject in Further Education and Training 
(FET) bands (Department of Basic Education [DoBE], 2015). The MTT conducted 
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comparative research into countries where history is a compulsory subject (Wassermann 
et al., 2023), such as Zambia and Cuba, and reported in their findings that such a policy 
could enhance learners’ political awareness and civic engagement. Nevertheless, critics 
argue that these outcomes could also be achieved through subjects such as life orientation, 
which already addresses themes of democracy, citizenship and human rights (Davids, 
2016; Sithole & Fru, 2024).

The urgency of this initiative was further underscored by contemporary social issues, 
such as the xenophobic violence that erupted in South Africa in 2007/8 and 2015 ( Davids, 
2016). These attacks, marked by looting and destruction of foreign-owned businesses, were 
interpreted as indicative of a lack of historical awareness and social understanding among 
the youth (Davids, 2016; DoBE, 2015; Wassermann et al., 2023). Proponents of the policy 
contend that a robust knowledge of South African history could foster critical thinking, 
empathy and a deeper appreciation of the country’s complex socio-political fabric, leading 
to an advancement of responsible citizenship (Fru, 2015).

A dearth of research on the ramifications of history becoming compulsory for university 
lecturers has been conducted, hence the significance of this study. Introducing history 
as a compulsory school subject would present both opportunities and challenges. The 
possible increased enrolment in history raises critical questions regarding the adequacy of 
resources, the preparedness of educators/lecturers and the extent to which the curriculum 
can accommodate diverse and sometimes conflicting perspectives. Furthermore, the 
politicisation of history education necessitates a careful and balanced pedagogical approach 
to ensure that the subject remains a tool for fostering critical inquiry, rather than an 
instrument for political indoctrination. As this possible policy is being considered, lecturers 
will be at the forefront of navigating its ramifications, grappling with the complexities of 
integrating a compulsory history curriculum into the broader educational framework. The 
objectives of this paper are: 

•	 To examine the perceptions of history lecturers regarding the implications of 
making history a compulsory subject in South African schools.

•	 To examine how the policy change of making history a compulsory subject 
at school might influence the preparedness of students entering history 
programmes at the tertiary level.
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Literature review

This section reviews the literature on the implications of making history a compulsory 
subject in South African schools, focusing on the perceptions of history lecturers and the 
effects of policy changes on student diversity, preparedness and academic integration at the 
tertiary level.

Understanding compulsory education: Context and purpose

One must first grasp the broader context of compulsory education and its purpose 
to understand the implications of making history compulsory. Education has long 
been regarded as a fundamental tool for shaping learners’ growth within and beyond 
the classroom. As defined by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation (UNESCO), education is:

The entire process of social life using which individuals and social groups learn to develop 
consciously within and for the benefit of national and international communities, 
encompassing their full personal capacities, attitudes, aptitudes, and knowledge. This process 
is not confined to specific activities (Carney, 2022:7).

This definition emphasises that education develops learners holistically, equipping 
them with the knowledge, skills and attitudes needed to adapt to and contribute to a 
changing world. The introduction of compulsory education aimed to standardise this 
process, ensuring the state’s ability to regulate learning for societal benefits (Katz, 1976). 
Historically, however, these benefits were often tied to broader political, social and 
economic agendas (Thrupp & Tomlinson, 2005).

In South Africa, the origins of compulsory education trace back to the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony’s 1642 law, which required children to be educated to read the Bible, thus, 
aligning literacy with religious and social conformity (Katz, 2001). Over time, the rationale 
expanded to include teaching basic literacy and ensuring that children became productive, 
law-abiding citizens. The 1642 law institutionalised these goals by requiring communities 
to provide teachers, signalling the emergence of state-mandated education policies. Such 
policies laid the foundation for centuries of educational reforms aimed at shaping learners 
to align with societal and state expectations.

Compulsory education, by design, exists to mould learners’ character, values and 
intellectual capacities to meet the state’s perceived needs (Spiel et al., 2018). Kotin and 
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Aikman (1980) argue that the government historically used compulsory education to 
instil loyalty to prevailing political, religious and social ideologies. Similarly, schooling is 
often an instrument of social control, preparing learners to fulfil economic and political 
roles, while ensuring compliance with state authority (Spring, 2007). The addition of 
compulsory subjects, including history, fits this narrative. Like other mandated subjects, 
history is not merely academic; it carries moral and political agendas (VanSledright, 2008). 
Seemingly neutral subjects like numeracy and literacy often advance state-driven ideologies 
(Alexander, 2013). When history is made compulsory, it reflects a deliberate effort to 
instil collective memory, foster patriotism, and shape students’ understanding of their 
roles within a nation’s socio-political fabric (Sithole & Fru, 2024). For example, in South 
Africa, the compulsory inclusion of life orientation and mathematics in the curriculum 
underscores the government’s goals of fostering democratic values, equity and social justice 
(Department of Basic Education, 2011). Similarly, the possibility of history as a compulsory 
subject would ensure learners understand their national heritage, the struggles of past 
generations and the importance of democratic participation (Fru, 2015; Wassermann et al., 
2023). The emphasis on historical literacy aligns with the government’s efforts to cultivate 
informed and engaged citizens who can contribute to societal development. However, 
as critics (Gatto, 2002; Golden & Katz, 2008) highlight, the compulsory nature of such 
education raises questions about its beneficiaries. Is the primary goal to empower students 
or to serve the government’s interests? Gatto (2002) argues that compulsory education 
often prioritises making students “manageable” over nurturing independent thinkers. In 
the case of history, the question arises: whose history is being taught, and whose narratives 
are being excluded and silenced? Research on history education in African contexts has 
shown how textbooks and curricula serve as tools for constructing particular national 
identities, while marginalising alternative narratives (Fru & Wassermann, 2020).

The South African curriculum, for instance, emphasises inclusivity and redress through 
subjects like life orientation and history (DoBE, 2011). Yet, it also reflects the government’s 
desire to promote social cohesion in a country still grappling with the legacies of apartheid. 
In mandating history as a possible compulsory subject, the curriculum ensures that students 
are exposed to shared national narratives that align with the state’s vision of reconciliation 
and nation-building.

Nevertheless, debates about compulsory education persist, particularly concerning 
the balance between state control and individual autonomy. Carl (2009), Godsell (2016), 
Kotin and Aikman (1980) suggest that compelling students to study specific subjects like 
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history raises ethical and pedagogical questions about the role of education in shaping 
not just knowledge, but values and identities. These tensions highlight the complex 
ramifications of making history a compulsory subject, leaving lecturers at the intersection 
of competing educational and societal demands.

Theoretical framework: Pedagogical adaptation and 
policy implementation

This study is situated within the interpretative paradigm, which acknowledges that 
individuals construct meaning through their interactions with policy, institutional contexts 
and professional roles (Potrac et al., 2014). Grounded in an adaptive theoretical framework 
that examines how university lecturers recalibrate their teaching strategies in response 
to policy mandates, such as the proposed policy to make history a compulsory subject 
through to Grade 12. The framework draws on educational policy implementation theory, 
particularly the work of Lipsky (2023), which conceptualises educators as street-level 
bureaucrats who respond to policy based on local realities and available resources. In this 
context, pedagogical adaptation becomes a central theme, as lecturers work to maintain 
academic standards while teaching increasingly diverse cohorts of students with varying 
levels of interest and preparedness. To address this, the sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 
1978) highlights the importance of scaffolding and contextualised instruction using 
tools such as timelines, primary sources and visual aids to support students with limited 
historical inquiry and disciplinary thinking exposure. 

The study further draws on Tinto’s (2010) model of student retention to explore how 
lecturers address issues of motivation and persistence among students mandated to study 
history. On this basis, compulsory history lessons may result in disengagement among less-
interested students, necessitating inclusive and engaging teaching methods. For instance, 
inquiry-based approaches like project-based learning can enhance student ownership and 
deepen their connection to historical content. Simultaneously, Kelchtermans’ (2009) 
work on teacher identity and vulnerability highlights policy-induced changes’ emotional 
and professional impact. Lecturers often renegotiate their sense of agency, balancing 
institutional expectations with their pedagogical values, while managing increased 
workloads and pressure to meet diverse learners’ needs (McNaughton & Billot, 2016; 
Chaaban et al., 2021).

The adaptive framework further integrates transformative learning theory (Taylor, 
2000) to explore how lecturers experience growth while adapting to policy changes. This 
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is vital because the possibility of making history compulsory at the school level and the 
expected increase in history students at tertiary institutions may prompt educators and 
lecturers to innovate course designs, experiment with teaching practices, and reflect on 
ways to make the subject relevant to students’ lives. According to Taylor (2000), this 
theoretical lens helps illuminate lecturers’ strategies, challenges and broader implications 
for history education. Situating the study within these frameworks provides a nuanced 
understanding of how policy shifts shape teaching methods, lecturer identity and student 
experiences within the discipline of history.

Research design and methods

This paper adopted a qualitative research design to explore the perspectives of university 
lecturers on the ramifications of making history a compulsory subject at school level. 
According to Hammarberg et al. (2016), qualitative research methods are often used to 
conduct rigorous research, which generates an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon 
while focusing on its meaning. Semi-structured one-on-one interviews were conducted 
with six lecturers from three South African public universities in KwaZulu-Natal, 
Gauteng and the Northern Cape. Using grounded theory as a research approach, these 
institutions were purposively selected to represent diverse geographic, cultural and 
institutional contexts, allowing for the generation of a broad range of perspectives and 
the development of theory grounded in the data (Dworkin, 2012). The participants were 
purposively selected based on their direct experience as lecturers in history education at 
the undergraduate level (Campbell et al., 2020), particularly those who may be directly 
impacted by increased enrolment following the possible implementation of the policy to 
make history a compulsory subject in the FET Band. Online interviews were conducted 
through Microsoft Outlook, with participants’ consent for audio recording to facilitate 
transcription, and all recordings were transcribed verbatim for analysis. Each session 
lasted approximately sixty minutes and was conducted in-depth. The interview protocol 
included questions addressing the impact that higher enrolment of history students might 
have on the history classroom dynamics and institutional resources, changes in teaching 
strategies to accommodate diverse student backgrounds, perceptions of students’ academic 
preparedness for university-level history, and broader reflections on the implications of 
these policy changes. Follow-up questions were posed during the interviews to ensure 

depth and clarity.
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Thematic analysis was employed to identify and interpret patterns within the data. The 
analysis began with a thorough familiarisation process, during which transcripts were read 
multiple times to comprehensively understand the data (Clarke & Braun, 2013). Initial 
coding was conducted to categorise data into broad themes, including enrolment trends, 
teaching challenges, student preparedness and resource allocation. These initial codes were 
then reviewed and refined to uncover more specific themes, such as managing disengaged 
learners and adapting curriculum design. The final themes were interpreted in relation to 
the research questions and linked to theoretical constructs, such as pedagogical adaptation 
and policy implementation, to provide deeper insight into the lecturers’ experiences and 
strategies.

Ethical considerations

Although formal ethical clearance was not obtained for this low-risk study, all ethical 
protocols were meticulously followed to ensure the research adhered to high ethical 
standards. Participants were fully informed about the study’s objectives, the research 
process and anticipated outcomes. Informed consent was obtained from all participants 
before their involvement, ensuring they understood their rights and the voluntary nature of 
their participation. They were explicitly assured of their right to withdraw from the study at 
any stage without any negative consequences (Millum & Bromwich, 2021).

Confidentiality was maintained throughout the research process. Participants’ 
identities were anonymised using pseudonyms, and all data collected during the semi-
structured interviews were securely stored to prevent unauthorised access. This is 
emphasised by Rahman (2016) that anonymity and confidentiality are fundamental to 
qualitative research, ensuring participants’ privacy and safeguarding sensitive data while 
balancing ethical considerations like informed consent, cultural variations and potential 
dilemmas arising from limitations in fully guaranteeing confidentiality. Interview questions 
were designed to be non-invasive, respectful and sensitive to participants’ roles as educators 
adapting to policy changes. The research team exercised due diligence in adhering to 
academic integrity and transparency principles. Data analysis was conducted objectively, 
focusing on thematic patterns without bias or misrepresentation. These measures ensured 
the research was conducted ethically, respecting the dignity and rights of the participants 
while generating valuable insights into the implications of making history a compulsory 
subject in South African schools.
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Findings and discussion

This section presents the findings and discussion of the study, with participants identified 
using allocated pseudonyms (e.g., U1L1 for University 1 Lecturer 1 to U6L6 for University 
6, Lecturer 6). Quotations were obtained from the participant’s perspective, though 
not verbatim. The analysis is structured around three main themes to interpret the data 
comprehensively.

Theme 1: Student demographics and academic preparedness

The study’s findings consistently highlight a significant shift in student demographics 
following the possible implementation of history as a compulsory school subject. Across 
multiple participant responses (U1L1; U2L2; U3L3), there is consensus that such a policy 
may increase enrolment, particularly among Black students from varied socio-economic 
backgrounds. However, the extent of this diversity remains contested. While U3L3 notes 
a broadening of socio-economic representation, U4L4 and U5L5 suggest that the policy 
could reinforce existing enrolment patterns, with history students continuing to come 
predominantly from historically marginalised communities. This finding aligns with 
Fornahl et al. (2015), who argue that policy-driven educational expansion often leads to 
quantitative growth, rather than qualitative transformation. The debate over the depth 
of inclusivity underscores the need for further research into whether making history 
compulsory could genuinely broaden access to underrepresented student groups or 
redistribute existing enrolment patterns.

A key area of agreement among participants (U2L2; U3L3; U5L5; U5L5) is the 
challenge of academic preparedness. Many students entering university-level history 
courses exhibit limited historical literacy, critical thinking skills and scholarly writing 
abilities, which are essential for engaging with historical discourse. This opinion aligns with 
existing studies by Aidinopoulou and Sampson (2017) and Cubitt (2013), which emphasise 
that historical thinking requires more than routine memorisation. That is, it necessitates 
analytical reasoning, engagement with evidence and contextual interpretation. However, 
disparities in prior educational exposure exacerbate these challenges, as noted by U1L1 
and U4L4, where the participants observe that students from historically under-resourced 
schools struggle more significantly. The South African education system’s emphasis on 
factual recall, rather than analytical engagement (Salvioni et al., 2017) is identified as a 
significant impediment to student success. Furthermore, socio-economic disparities 
further hinder student engagement, including limited access to academic resources and 
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technology (Zimba et al., 2021). These structural challenges reinforce Tinto’s Model of 
Student Retention, which posits that student success is heavily influenced by academic and 
social integration into university life.

Despite widespread agreement on these challenges, there is some divergence regarding 
institutional responses. U3L3 and U5L5 suggest that universities should implement 
preparatory programmes, such as bridging courses, to enhance students’ historical 
reasoning skills. U4L4 emphasises the need for lecturers to adapt their pedagogical 
strategies to accommodate students with diverse levels of academic preparedness. This 
aligns with the Transformative Learning Theory, which underscores the role of pedagogical 
adaptation in reshaping student understanding (Kumanda et al., 2024). U1L1, however, 
raises concerns about whether universities can provide the necessary institutional support 
to bridge these gaps. These findings suggest that while the possible policy shift would 
broaden access to history education, it could also intensify challenges related to student 
preparedness, necessitating comprehensive curriculum reforms and targeted academic 
support interventions.

Theme 2: Pedagogical adjustments and institutional challenges

Regarding pedagogical adjustments and institutional challenges, the findings reveal 
that lecturers must adapt their teaching methodologies significantly to accommodate the 
anticipated increased enrolment and diverse academic preparedness of students. Some 
lecturers incorporate student-centred pedagogies, including Ubuntu-based learning and 
interactive methods, to foster engagement in large, heterogeneous classrooms (U1L1; 
U3L3). This shift aligns with Chigbu et al. (2023), who emphasise the need for context-
specific pedagogical innovations in higher education. However, the anticipated increased 
student numbers would significantly strain classroom dynamics, affecting student 
engagement, assessment processes and grading workloads. While Nyagope (2024) 
highlights the importance of responsive teaching methodologies, there is a gap in research 
on how African institutions, particularly under-resourced universities, can sustain these 
pedagogical innovations amid rising enrolment.

A key concern raised across the findings (U2L2; U3L3) is the challenge of maintaining 
academic rigour while making history accessible to students with varying levels of 
academic preparedness. This sentiment can be rationalised from the study by Wassermann 
et al., (2018), which concluded that Grade 10 learners living in rural settings refuse to take 
history as a school subject, citing reasons such as a lack of prospects of landing decent jobs 
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or securing funding to study. They would rather take subjects such as mathematics, physical 
science and commercial subjects that they consider advantageous to their future prospects 
in the urban setting. This implied that many learners who took history approached 
the discipline in class with a lack of interest and a deficit mentality. This is the kind of 
mindset that contributes to poor academic rigour and affects classroom engagement and 
performance. Traditionally, history instruction relied on textual analysis and lecture-based 
pedagogy. Still, lecturers are now simplifying content and adjusting the teaching pace to 
support students with little prior exposure to the subject. This aligns with Wibowo et al’s 
(2025) social constructivist theory of Vygotsky, which suggests that instructional methods 
should be adjusted to match students’ prior knowledge and abilities. However, the increased 
enrolment would create logistical difficulties, with some universities struggling to provide 
adequate infrastructure and support, leading to large class sizes and online assessments. 
The strain on institutional resources mirrors findings from Nixon (2020) on the adverse 
effects of massification in higher education. However, unlike broader discussions on 
student population growth, these findings highlight subject-specific impacts on history 
education, emphasising the urgent need for curriculum flexibility and increased faculty 
support to ensure sustainable teaching practices.

Despite efforts to adapt pedagogy, lecturers express concerns that the possibility 
of making history compulsory may lead to passive student participation, rather than 
meaningful engagement (U3L3). This contradicts the views of Tabe (2021) and Tabe et al. 
(2021), who suggest that making history compulsory could improve learner performance 
and engagement by exposing students across disciplines to the subject, potentially 
shifting outcomes from lower to higher achievement levels, rather than fostering passive 
participation. Historical inquiry requires analytical and interpretative skills developed 
through sustained intellectual curiosity, and some lecturers fear that students who do not 
voluntarily choose the subject, may engage with it superficially (Godsell, 2022). To counter 
this, inclusive strategies such as collaborative learning, structured debates and Ubuntu-
based pedagogy have been employed to maintain student interest. While pedagogical 
adaptation offers a viable strategy for navigating these challenges, Tinto’s Model of Student 
Retention suggests that academic and social integration are critical for student success. 
Thus, institutions must adjust teaching approaches and provide targeted support, such as 
faculty development programmes and resource allocation, to uphold academic rigour while 
ensuring inclusivity in history education. This is further elucidated under the subsequent 
theme.
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Theme 3: Institutional support and policy implications

The proposed expansion of history as a compulsory subject would significantly strain 
institutional resources, with participant U1L1 expressing concerns about overburdened 
staff, inadequate infrastructure and a lack of learning materials. This aligns with Nixon’s 
(2020) argument that massification without proportional investment can undermine 
educational quality. The study reveals that a surge in enrolment would outpace institutional 
capacity, leading to overcrowded lecture halls, increased grading workloads and reduced 
personalised student support. Participants (U2L2; U6L6) emphasise the need for 
additional funding, more academic staff, and faculty training to manage the growing and 
increasingly diverse student body effectively. Despite institutional efforts to accommodate 
higher student enrolments, concerns remain about the potential dilution of academic 
rigour in history courses. Participant U1L1 notes that many students engage with the 
subject passively, rather than critically, raising questions about whether making history 
compulsory enhances intellectual engagement or merely expands access.

These findings echo the perspectives of Salvioni et al. (2017) on historical consciousness, 
which requires more than factual recall, but active inquiry and interpretation. The study 
underscores the tension between inclusivity and maintaining academic depth, with some 
participants (U1L1; U3L3; U4L4) fearing that history may lose its status as a discipline 
rooted in analytical rigour. To counter this, the study recommends hiring additional 
academic staff, revising curricula to balance accessibility with intellectual challenge and 
providing professional development programmes on inclusive pedagogy. At the same 
time, Donohue and Bornman (2014) discuss the necessity of resource-backed policy 
implementation. Still, there remains a gap in the literature on how compulsory subject 
policies impact tertiary education disciplines requiring critical engagement, such as history.

An increased student population would necessitate adjustments in teaching methods, 
yet resource constraints could hinder the effectiveness of interactive learning strategies. 
According to participant U1L1 large class sizes in their institution, sometimes exceeding 
seven hundred students, have forced lecturers to shift from discussion-based approaches 
recommended for a history lesson to lecture-heavy content delivery, limiting student 
participation. While constructivist learning theories (Wibowo et al., 2025) advocate 
for active engagement through debate and collaboration, the study shows that logistical 
challenges often prevent such pedagogical methods from being effectively implemented. 
Massification without parallel investment leads to declining academic quality. Institutional 
support, through hiring additional lecturers, integrating digital tools for engagement 
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and expanding physical and technological infrastructure would, therefore, be crucial for 
sustaining the policy’s long-term viability (Shava et al., 2021). Future research should 
explore strategic frameworks that balance academic standards with expanded access, 
ensuring that compulsory history education fosters meaningful learning, rather than 
surface-level compliance.

In addition to the above three sub-themes, another aspect of the standard and 
curriculum adaptation surfaced, significantly contributing to the current study.

Academic standards and curriculum adaptation

While these academic adaptations referred to above foster inclusivity, participant U4L4 
expresses concern that they may compromise the depth of historical inquiry, as many 
incoming students lack foundational analytical skills. This results in challenges, as 
massification often simplifies content, reducing engagement with higher-order historical 
thinking (Shava et al., 2021). The findings indicate that lecturers could respond by 
incorporating interactive teaching methods, such as role play and discussions, in line with 
social constructivist theory, which emphasises peer interaction and scaffolding in cognitive 
development (Wibowo et al., 2025). However, the effectiveness of these strategies would 
be constrained by large class sizes and limited opportunities for individualised feedback. 
Historical reasoning requires critical engagement with multiple perspectives, yet the 
current teaching environment prioritises breadth over depth (Aidinopoulou & Sampson, 
2017). This tension underscores the need for structured academic support, including 
bridging programmes and targeted interventions, to maintain academic standards while 
promoting accessibility.

Despite shared concerns about the dilution of historical rigour, some participants 
(U4L4; U5L5; U6L6) view the policy shift as an opportunity to rethink how history 
is taught, advocating for a decolonised curriculum that integrates diverse historical 
narratives without compromising methodological depth. The findings, however, reveal 
a divide. While some participants (U4L4) fear that adapting to underprepared students 
may weaken disciplinary integrity, others (U5L5) argue that traditional history curricula 
have long excluded marginalised perspectives. The possible policy change presents an 
opportunity for pedagogical transformation. However, both perspectives acknowledge the 
pressing need for institutional support, such as additional teaching staff, smaller class sizes 
and professional development programmes focused on inclusive pedagogy. Drawing from 
transformative learning theory, the findings suggest that, rather than merely accommodating 
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new students, history education should aim to challenge existing frameworks, fostering a 
critical and reflective approach to the discipline. Ensuring this effective transformation 
requires investment in curriculum innovation that balances accessibility with the analytical 
rigour essential to historical scholarship.

Conclusion

This article underscores the complex ramifications for university lectures on the possibility 
of making history a compulsory school subject, as recommended by the South African 
Basic Education MTT Report, revealing both exciting opportunities and significant 
challenges. While increased enrolment at tertiary institutions might promote inclusivity 
and an appreciation for historical discourse, disparities in students’ academic preparedness, 
infrastructural limitations, and the strain on academic staff raise concerns about feasibility 
and sustainability. To circumvent the strain that such a policy will place on universities, 
this study suggests proactive curriculum adjustment and enhancement strategies that 
will include, amongst others, investment in faculty expansion, pedagogical training, and 
resource allocation to ensure that history remains a robust and intellectually stimulating 
discipline, even with the potential increase in student enrolments. 
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Abstract

The use of interactive, learner-centred and active learning strategies facilitates the teaching 
of history in the twenty-first century. Anchored in the conversation theory, which aligns 
with the social constructivist framework, the study aims to examine the impact of 
employing different innovative pedagogical strategies and practices used by history teachers 
as vehicles to enhance and promote quality learning and teaching in history classrooms. A 
shift from traditional instructional teaching has given way to emerging strategies that aim 
to produce critical and independent thinkers who can apply historical knowledge in diverse 
contexts. The basis of the analysis is on various strategies, including direct instruction, 
discussion, small-group work, cooperative learning, problem-solving, inquiry, case studies, 
role-playing and writing as teaching methods. The focus of history learning and teaching 
is on inculcating problem-solving skills in the learners. Content analysis of books, policy 
documents, dissertations, theses and journal articles as well as some records retrieved from 
the Internet, was employed to generate data using a qualitative research approach. The 
results show that history teachers, as required by history curricula, have gradually shifted 
from using age-old teaching strategies to emerging learner-centred methods, reflecting a 
shift from rote-learning to learning with understanding. It is recommended that learner-
centred teaching strategies be employed to enhance learner performance and improve the 
quality of learning and teaching in the history subject.
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Introduction and background

Though the pre-1994 period was characterised by history teaching, which was “ideologically 
biased in favour of the political establishment and against the majority of South Africans”, 
the post-1994 period took a positive turn towards transforming education in South Africa 
(Davids, 2016:89). The reforms in education found expression in the introduction of 
Curriculum 2005 (implemented in 1997), “which collapsed the boundaries of knowledge 
and placed an emphasis on group work, relevance, local curriculum construction and local 
choice of content” (Hoadley, 2011) and the Revised National Curriculum Statement of 
2007.  Bertram (2012:22) describes the Curriculum 2005 as “the major post-apartheid 
curriculum reform movement” in South Africa. 

The introduction of the history National Curriculum Statement (NCS) and Curriculum 
and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) paved the way for the introduction of new 
teaching strategies that are interactive and learner-centred (Department of Basic Education 
[DBE], 2011c). The NCS and CAPS prescribed the curricula for history, marking a shift 
from apartheid content and context, in which emphasis was on Eurocentric curricula. The 
prescribing of topics to be taught in the Further Education and Training (FET) phase of 
history does not prevent an educator from teaching additional topics or extending others 
(Brookbanks, 2018). 

CAPS was promulgated in 2011 by the South African Department of Basic Education 
(DBE) to replace the previous curriculum, the NCS of 2002 and 2003. To that effect, 
Siebörger (2021:150) describes CAPS as “not a new curriculum but a revised curriculum.” 
The NCS for history, in line with Outcomes-Based Education (OBE), Curriculum 2005 
and CAPS, aims to make history learner-centred, emancipatory and skills-based, thereby 
placing learners at the centre of teaching-learning activities.

CAPS offers the following aims of history teaching: to create an interest in the past, 
provide knowledge, understanding and appreciation of the past and the forces that shaped 
it, an understanding of historical enquiry and sources and evidence of history (DBE, 
2011c:10). Since the introduction of NCS and CAPS curricula, there has been a shift in 
focus and attention from traditional methods of learning and teaching towards employing 
different pedagogical strategies designed to improve learner performance in history 
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classrooms. Of great importance was the Department of Education’s desire to encourage 
history teachers to use teaching strategies that promote and enhance quality learning and 
teaching. 

According to the South African Council for Quality Assurance in General and FET, 
known as Umalusi (2013:24), as cited  by Siebörger (2021:144), CAPS “indicates the 
anticipated teaching hours per topic… topics in the CAPS were specified in far more detail 
than in the NCS, [as a result] it was much easier to interpret them and select relevant content 
knowledge”. However, CAPS “underplayed aspects such as human rights, human agency, 
heritage, and democracy” (Umalusi, 2014:74,  cited in Siebörger, 2021:149). In terms 
of skills development in history learning and teaching, CAPS and NCS provide similar 
skills, although their approaches differ. For example,  Siebörger (2021:152 ) writes, “in the 
NCS, teachers chose to teach skills according to their choice of Learning Outcomes and 
Assessment Standards. In the CAPS, however, there was a table of skills. An accompanying 
observation on the CAPS was a quotation from it to the effect that memory skills remain 
important (DBE, 2011b:11; Umalusi, 2013:29, as cited in Siebörger, 2021:148).

The focus of the study is on the curriculum reform for FET school history curriculum in 
post-apartheid South Africa, with special reference to the CAPS curriculum for schools in 
the FET history curriculum phase, which comprises Grades 10-12. study aims to examine 
the impact of innovative pedagogical strategies that can be used by history teachers with the 
intention of producing quality learning and teaching in South African history secondary 
schools. Though no discussion of each strategy is provided, mention of these is made. They 
include direct instruction, discussion, small-group work, cooperative learning, problem-
solving, inquiry, case studies, role-playing and writing as teaching strategies (Killen, 2010). 
The study makes an argument for participative practices, moving away from teacher-centred 
strategies and passive learner classrooms. It, therefore, seeks to examine new strategies of 
teaching history to produce critical thinkers in secondary schools. When equipped with 
critical thinking skills, learners are empowered to make informed decisions and participate 
actively in real-life situations. 

The purpose of the study is to examine the efficacy and impact of the pedagogical 
strategies of history teachers in promoting quality learning and teaching in secondary 
schools. The extent to which teachers implement innovative pedagogical practices to 
enhance quality learning and teaching is examined. The concept of quality learning and 
teaching was launched in 2008 by the South African government under the Quality 
Learning and Teaching Campaign (QLTC), which was meant to improve the quality 
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of education through the active involvement and mobilisation of stakeholders, such as 
parents, teachers, community members and all people who have an interest in education. 
As Killen (2010:135) suggests, quality learning is promoted by “focusing on intellectual 
quality, creating an environment that fosters learning, and making learning relevant and 
important for learners”. Innovative learner-centred active learning strategies, such as active 
learning situations, debates, demonstrations, simulations and problem-solving, should 
enable learners to relate past events to their present lives. 

The old-age teaching methods were henceforth perceived and condemned as promoting 
learners’ passiveness in the learning-teaching situation. In this connection, previous studies 
have revealed that traditional teaching strategies hinder learners from acquiring a quality, 
holistic workload, rethinking and balanced educational experience (Gontyeleni, 2019; 
Ntshangase, 2022:10; Nxasana et al., 2023:140). The teacher-centred methods contribute 
to learning and teaching that lacks quality and the development of skills and values in 
learners. Its primary purpose was to inculcate passive learning and deliver knowledge, 
thereby encouraging rote learning without considering the need to prepare learners for 
societal responsibilities and meet challenges with determination (Wang, 2022). 

Wang (2022) observes that traditional pedagogy, as a teacher-centred approach, 
did not accommodate understanding of historical concepts and how these were used in 
different contexts. It had no room for helping learners to make personal connections with 
what they are reading, or to think critically about it. Mathur and Singh (2022:99) claim that 
traditional pedagogical strategies put a premium on affinity “between the teacher and the 
knowledge they possess, of which learners are recipients”. They further opine that teachers 
are playing the role of being “primarily information transmitters, and the learners’ role is 
to absorb the information in forms of memorisation and note taking” (Mathur & Singh, 
2022:95-102).  Hence, the emphasis on learning and teaching history should hinge on 
innovative and learner-centred pedagogical strategies, marking a shift away from teacher-
centred approaches. 

The terms ‘pedagogical strategy’ and ‘teaching methods’ must be unpacked to gain an 
understanding of the content and context of the article. It is, however, synonymous with 
teaching strategies that are learner-centred, participative, collaborative and interactive. 
The concept of pedagogic strategy comprises two key elements: pedagogy and strategy. 
The former, according to Nkwanyana-Sithole (2023:14), is “knowledge about integration 
of subject expertise and skilled teaching of a particular subject, being able to combine 
different types of content”. For Juneja (2015:43), the latter (strategy) may be understood 
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as “the blueprint of decisions and so being able to integrate, utilise, and allocate resources to 
meet the objectives”. In this manner, pedagogical strategies relevant to active and dynamic 
learning-teaching discourse focus on learning and teaching approaches as fields of active 
engagement between the teacher and learners, where subject content serves as the object 
of interaction and interest. Pedagogical strategies are, therefore, progressive in nature and 
designed to achieve long-term learning goals. 

 McInerney and Green-Thompson (2020:27) describe teaching methods as 
“approaches, strategies, and techniques used by educators to enhance teaching and 
learning”. They continue to state that “these methods aim to help students develop their 
ability to write effectively, clearly, and coherently” and are used to facilitate learning and to 
accommodate different learning styles (McInerney & Green-Thompson, 2020:29). Thus, 
prior research was undertaken “to discover the known and unknown so that I can be guided as 
to what requires further investigation” (Denney & Tewksbury, 2013:218). 

While a pedagogical strategy is designed to achieve learning goals and a broad long-
term plan, a teaching method refers to how the strategy is implemented in the delivery of 
content and how learners comprehend the lessons. According to Jyothish (2021), a teaching 
method is primarily a scientific approach to delivering curriculum, taking into account the 
psychological and physical needs of children. The aim is to realise the critical outcomes and 
predetermined goals of teaching a particular topic. Methods of teaching serve as a means 
by which an important link is established in the teaching cycle and dynamism is introduced 
into the learning-teaching discourse. McInerney and Green-Thompson (2020:25) describe 
a teaching method as “a set of principles, procedures, or strategies to be implemented by 
educators to support learning”. 

In the discourse, teachers as facilitators of learning are expected to possess and 
demonstrate modernised teaching skills relevant for the generation of learners they teach 
(Alessa & Hussein, 2023:62). Subsequently, there has been a gradual evolution from 
traditional to modern pedagogical strategies, prompting teachers to continually develop 
and improve their pedagogy to meet the developmental needs and interests of learners 
(Mathur & Singh, 2022). In learner-centred approaches, also referred to as discovery 
learning, inductive learning, or inquiry learning, the teacher puts the learner at the centre 
of learning and teaching activities. In this way, “knowledge is constructed rather than 
discovered, and that learning and teaching should focus on learner understanding rather 
than memorisation” (Killen, 2015:98) of uncoordinated historical facts. 
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Literature review

The literature reviewed in this study examines the impact of employing various pedagogical 
strategies to enhance quality learning and teaching in history education in secondary 
schools. It examines literature that addresses issues of promoting interactive learning to 
foster engagement and a deep understanding of history content. It analyses CAPS as a 
government policy to be implemented in schools and assesses its application in the South 
African FET classrooms. 

Snyder (2019:332) maintains that “a literature review is a systematic way of collecting 
and synthesising previous research on a topic…a way of building your research on existing 
knowledge of all academic research activities in a specific discipline.” For the purposes 
of this study, various sources were consulted to gain an understanding of the interactive, 
emerging pedagogical strategies used in the learning and teaching of history for enhancing 
quality learning and teaching, and to improve learner performance in history secondary 
school classrooms. 

The literature review provides a platform to discuss learning and teaching strategies, 
building a logical link for researchers of history learning and teaching and to show the 
relevance of the study “to what has already been researched by other scholars in the 
past” (Mashile, 2020:34). Therefore, an in-depth analysis of books, policy documents and articles was 
conducted, and findings were delivered based on documentary evidence, “consideration, and sometimes 
understanding” (Jesson et al., 2011:42). 

Before embarking on the CAPS history curriculum, reference has been made to traditional methods 
of teaching as a scaffolding for examining and assessing the new strategies. However, the strategies have not 
been discussed. It is, however, the strategies impact that has been evaluated and assessed as they enhance 
and promote quality learning and teaching in secondary schools of history. 

According to Wang (2022:272), traditional teaching methods are “teacher-centred…
[and are intended]… to impart book knowledge to learners”. It has as its focus area the 
teaching of recitation and memorisation as fundamental aspects of traditional teaching 
methods, where the ability to memorise and recite the lesson is evidence of learning 
(Stephen Perse Foundation, 2017). In the process, the complexities of language diversity 
and communication barriers are often overlooked, with the spotlight placed on delivering 
pedagogical content. Consequently, many history learners find it challenging to engage 
with historical content, resulting in a gradual decline in their performance (Fishbein et al., 
2018:23, as cited in Mulaudzi, 2024:38). 
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Killen (2010:98) describes teacher-centred methods as “direct instruction, deductive 
teaching or expository teaching” in which there is constructive interaction between learners 
and teachers. In teacher-centred approaches, “the teacher has direct control over what 
is taught and how learners are presented with the information they are to learn” (Killen, 
2010:98). 

Indeed, the use of traditional teacher-centred methods places a premium on, as 
argued by Kanjee and Hardman (2024:65), “the transmission of content rather than the 
development of concepts.” Furthermore, Kanjee and Hardman (2024:60) note that the 
primary aim of teachers in employing this method is to “cover the curriculum and have little 
time to spend developing understanding” of historical concepts to apply them in different 
contexts. Kanjee and Hardman (2024:63) also posit that “traditional pedagogical Mode…
[of lesson delivery]…focuses on transmission of content rather than the development 
of concepts”. In this way, learners are faced with a situation in which teachers shift from 
enabling learners to comprehend historical concepts to curriculum coverage, contrary to 
the requirements of  CAPS, which was promulgated in 2011 by the South African DBE to 
replace the previous curriculum, the NCS of 2002 and 2003 (DBE, 2011c).

The curriculum policy on education, CAPS, requires history teachers to implement best 
practices in the learning and teaching of history. However, actual practices are constrained 
by inhibiting factors, such as inadequate school infrastructure, the quality of teachers, a lack 
of electricity, connectivity challenges and the rurality of some FET schools.

This situation affected the implementation of CAPS by history teachers. These 
disparities are due to South Africa facing physical and human resource shortages in terms 
of infrastructure, the affordability of technology, community facilities, school policy on ICT 
use, socio-cultural and linguistic factors as well as economic and political factors.

To counteract the challenges and constraints mentioned above, a variety of teaching and 
learning strategies can be adopted to improve learners’ performance in history. The strategies 
include, but are not limited to, discussion, cooperative learning, project work, role-play and 
experimentation (Carl & Negumbo, 2017:98). Different learner-centred strategies could also 
be employed to maximise teachers’ effective integration of ICT tools and online teaching 
in enhancing history teaching and learning experiences in FET curriculum secondary 
schools in South Africa. According to Odendaal-Kroon and Poole (2018:230), it is of vital 
importance to enhance history learning and teaching by employing technological tools and 
online teaching technologies for the development of historical skills and “broader skills that are 
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attuned to the needs of an increasingly globalised world”. As De Sousa et al., (2017:20) posit, 
“history lessons have become more active and learner-centred with respect to ICT integration 
and the use of multimedia resources in teaching and learning at schools in South Africa”.

The issue of security and infrastructure maintenance also hindered the implementation 
of this policy. Not all schools in rural communities have the financial resources to provide 
for security and maintenance. Hence, in many instances, reports of school breakages and 
malfunctioning machinery increased. Consequently, Christie et al.’s (2004:64) argument 
that the “policy implementation (the enacted curriculum) should be true to the policy vision 
(the official curriculum)” becomes inapplicable. This view is in line with Bernstein’s theory 
of fidelity and pedagogic device, which underlines “a distinction between what is relayed 
(the message) and an underlying pedagogic device that structures and organises the content 
and distribution of what is relayed (Bertram, 2012:1-22). Bertram (2012:19) argues that 
according to Bernstein’s theory, “the key process is recontextualisation, whereby knowledge 
produced at one site, the site of knowledge production (mainly, but not exclusively, the 
university), is selectively transferred to sites of reproduction (mainly, but not exclusively, 
the school)”.

While OBE was an approach to teaching and learning, NCS focused more on outcomes 
and integration of content from different subject areas than on teaching content of specific 
subjects per grade (Robinson & Lomofsky, 2015:70). The introduction of CAPS was ‘‘a 
way of restoring teachers’ authority as subject specialists”, with guidance being given on 
content specification, clear and concise assessment requirements (Robinson & Lomofsky, 
2015:70). The motto of CAPS is: structured, clear, practical, helping teachers unlock the 
power of NCS.

It is important to note that “in CAPS the curriculum was designed around the topics, 
while the NCS was designed around the Learning Outcomes” (Umalusi, 2013:42, as 
cited in Siebörger, 2021:144). According to  Maluleka and Ledwaba (2023:87), “CAPS 
is an amendment to RNCS (DBE, 2011a). This means that RNCS was not eliminated. It 
appears that the reasoning was to strike a balance between an RNCS, which was outcomes-
oriented, and a CAPS, which is more content-oriented”.

 Savich (2009) argues that numerous teaching strategies are employed in history 
learning and teaching. These include traditional teaching methods, which emphasise not 
only the memorisation of historical facts, but also limit the capacity to think historically 
(Harris & Girard, 2014:218). The teaching methods also prohibit teacher-student 
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interactions (Anderson, 2008), which, for Sebbowa (2016), compromise the quality and 
innovativeness of history education. 

Jyothish (2021) offers a compelling argument on the teachers’ responsibility to employ 
several methods that will bring life into history lessons, making them more vibrant and 
interesting. The author points out that “active learning techniques, films, library research, 
and historical fiction can all be used to make teaching and learning on history more 
invigorating”, vibrant and interesting ( Jyothish, 2021:204). Killen (2010:135) enters the 
discourse, adding direct instruction, discussion, small-group work, cooperative learning, 
problem-solving, inquiry, case studies, role-play and writing as teaching strategies to the 
methods at the disposal of teachers. For Firth (2017:156), teachers must provide the 
learner with “a variety of sources [to enable the learner] to construct a narrative which does 
justice to the complexity of events and concepts”.

Killen (2010:99) observes that there is no teaching strategy that “is better than others 
in all circumstances [and], so you have to be able to use a variety of teaching strategies 
and make rational decisions about when each one is likely to be most effective”. Thus, the 
implementation of different, innovative strategies should be uppermost in the planning, 
preparation and delivery of history lessons. The planning of learner activities should 
consider the abilities, classroom inhibiting factors and needs of the learners in order to 
create an atmosphere of vibrant and dynamic history classrooms in which individual 
attention is applied consistently and continually. 

Corroborating Killen’s (2010:99) argument, Sebbowa and Muyinda (2018:129) 
further observe that “there is no single best way to teach history, but considerations should 
be given to multiple ways of constructing various history meanings”. Moreover, Jyothish 
(2021:208) makes a convincing and apt claim that a variety of pedagogical strategies are 
designed in such a way that they “make the subject interesting, vital and lively, lending 
lustre and colour to the delivery of lessons”. In other words, the history teacher should 
deliver lessons with a view to developing learners’ interest and aspirations in the subject. 
The learners’ desire for further studies in the subject should derive from the teacher’s 
presentation of lessons and how they bring life to history as a subject of worth. 

As Jyothish (2021:206) postulates, a combination of different teaching methods may 
also be employed to “to avoid monotony, …[for]…. If a teacher always adopts [the] same 
method, it will be monotonous”. Jyothish (2021:208) argues that the use of a variety of 
pedagogical strategies fosters history “learners’ total development in the realms of cognitive, 
affective and psychomotor domains.” 
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Adopting various strategies in the classroom “is aimed to create certain desirable 
changes of behaviour through the transaction of Knowledge in History”  ( Jyothish, 
2021:206). Planned teacher and learner activities in consideration of skills to be inculcated 
to learners and outcomes to be achieved at the end of each lesson, enable the teacher to 
facilitate the lesson with confidence. This practice allows history “learners to acquire much-
needed skills, such as reading, thinking, and writing like historians, while engaging with 
a complicated and contested past and juxtaposing that past with contemporary issues” 
(Maluleka & Ledwaba, 2023:79).

These outcomes evolve from what the history teachers want to achieve, what they want 
learners to know and be able to do, including the attitudes and values that the teacher wants 
learners to have as a result of learning that has taken place. They presuppose the detailed 
content and the pedagogical strategies to be employed by the teacher (Killen, 2010).

 Sebbowa and Muyinda (2018:145) recommend that “learner-centred methods like 
group discussions, demonstrations and role play, which involve learning through active 
experimentation and reflective historical thinking, would be effective” in the delivery of 
pedagogical content. Contrary to the aims and nature of traditional teaching methods, 
modern teaching methods focus on the intellectual and social development of learners, 
enhancing and boosting “critical thinking, problem solving and decision-making skills 
in learners” (Sebbowa and Muyinda, 2018:145), research techniques (such as finding 
and sorting of evidence, evaluation of both written and oral sources, selection of relevant 
information and the organisation of material), the ability to respect and debate different 
points of view and make balanced judgements, the ability to argue logically, state problems 
and offer solutions as well as writing well-structured answers (Stephen Perse Foundation, 
2017). 

Thorough lesson planning and preparation are done prior to stepping into the classroom, 
in which the interaction “between the teacher and the learners through a series of planned 
activities performed by the teacher in the classroom” unfolds ( Jyothish, 2021:204). Lesson 
planning should be designed so that clear and achievable outcomes are well-articulated and 
appropriate to the level of academic and social development of the students (Killen, 2010). 
Planned activities that unfold in the classroom, as tactics to communicate the curriculum, 
are referred to as the method of teaching or pedagogical strategies at the teacher’s disposal 
( Jyothish, 2021).
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In planning lessons, teachers must aim towards inculcating values and positive attitudes 
in learners. To achieve clear and achievable aims, as observed by Ayres et al. (2004), learners 
need to have a positive attitude towards their school and the subjects they are studying. 
Teachers should have a primary aim to engage in quality teaching to produce quality 
learning, and to achieve this, they should work towards “identifying which approaches to 
teaching facilitate quality learning”   (Killen, 2010:64). 

More importantly, teachers should help learners develop a clear understanding of the 
pedagogical content, create an environment that promotes quality learning and teaching, 
and in so doing, “make learning relevant to all learners regardless of their cultural, ethnic 
or academic differences” (Killen, 2010:64). In planning lessons, it is the teacher’s duty to 
consider why they are teaching what they are teaching and whose ends are being served by 
what and how they teach (Killen, 2010:64). This should be placed within the context of 
moral, ethical, social and political dimensions.

This mode of lesson preparation is a platform to equip teachers with the confidence and 
inspiration they need in the classroom. Without thorough planning of lessons, the teacher’s 
interaction with learners becomes a tedious and fruitless exercise. Teachers could develop 
solid strategies for teaching South African history by using a variety of historical sources, 
that is, primary and secondary sources, as well as employing skills in analysing evidence 
and integrating written and oral sources in the preparation, compilation and delivery of 
history lessons. As a result, earners’ perceptions of history might improve considerably as 
they could be exposed to a balanced presentation of history (Mvenene, 2018:22-23).

Extensive reading and careful preparation of lessons “provide teachers with the 
necessary content knowledge base to be able to teach about South African history in 
more exciting and relevant ways” (Mvenene, 2018:22). Endorsing Mvenene (2018:22), 
Reynolds et al. (2024:24) advance a convincing argument that “extensive reading entails 
language learners’ independent reading of abundant materials suitable for their proficiency 
levels.” They continue to argue that “previous studies have revealed extensive reading as 
effective for improving various aspects of second language (L2) proficiency”. 

Therefore, the teaching of history should promote the reading of primary and secondary 
sources available in libraries and museums. History teachers have a responsibility to 
encourage learners to undertake field trips to monuments. Educational tours and field trips 
usually cover historical and cultural sights. In travelling to historical monuments, teachers 
and learners can gain insight into the magnificent forts, palaces and tombs, learning about 
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the art and architecture of ancient cultures  ( Jyothish, 2021:204). History learners may 
also be encouraged to undertake study tours to archives, where primary literary sources 
are preserved for historical reconstruction. study tours to museums are of pedagogical 
significance, as museums preserve unique, tangible primary evidence of humankind and 
the environment, such as rich inscriptions, coins and other artefacts. Jyothish (2021:204) 
claims that “these epigraphic and numismatic sources provide primary knowledge of our 
history”. Aptly so, Nash’s (2015:33) assertion seems appropriate when the author claims 
that, “Although historians have their own preconceptions and approaches, it remains an 
inescapable fact that the history they investigate and eventually write about cannot be done 
without historical sources. History literally depends on the existence of historical sources; 
otherwise, there is no evidence on which to base any history.”

Mention is made of archaeological sources, literary sources and oral sources. The 
teachers’ role should be to make these sources accessible to history learners and use them 
as a basis for introducing new topics. These reading materials should be used to enable the 
learners to explore different perspectives on historical knowledge and make a constructive 
assessment of available evidence. This exercise enhances learners’ skills of critical thinking 
and analysis, designed to promote future independent thinkers and responsible citizens. 

Each pedagogical strategy, when supplemented with appropriate reading material, can 
be used in any history classroom. Each strategy effectively engages learners in the process 
of learning history for a deeper understanding. Sources provided to history learners should 
consider the nature of the subject and the complexity of language about the academic and 
linguistic development of learners. As Graden (1996:380), Farrell and Guz (2019:117) 
have appropriately claimed, previous studies have shown that teachers’ choices of learning 
materials are often influenced by factors such as class hours, students’ language proficiency, 
and the constraints of educational contexts.

In the use of various teaching strategies, barriers to learning in overcrowded classrooms 
must be addressed. Large classes, learner indiscipline and teachers’ attitude are such 
inhibiting factors towards quality learning and education. Instances of language and literacy 
development in learners are another factor to consider as a history teacher. Learners’ level 
of literacy, that is, listening, speaking, reading and writing skills in the language of learning 
and teaching, may present the teacher with challenges in achieving learning outcomes. Be 
that as it may, history teachers should employ a variety of pedagogical methods as well as 
“various curriculum differentiation strategies such as those included in the Department of 
Basic Education’s Guidelines for Inclusive Teaching and Learning” (DBE, 2011b).
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Theoretical framework

The current study is grounded in the conversation theory. The relevance of this theory as a 
framework for the article lies in the reality that the conversation theory “ fits into the social 
constructivist’s framework as it proposes that learning and knowledge are gained in terms 
of conversations and interactions between different systems of knowledge” (Warnich & 
Gordon, 2015:46).

For Warnich and Gordon (2015:60), “the conversation theory suggests that for 
learning to be successful, continual two-way conversations and interactions are required”. 
The interactive, learner-centred strategies align well with this theory, as teaching-learning 
activities take place “between teachers and learners, among the learners themselves, 
between actions and reflections” (Pask, 1976:15). Under the circumstances in which 
learners’ role and active participation take precedent, “learners will come to a shared 
understanding of the world” (Sharples, 2002:504-520).

According to Labaree (2009), a theoretical framework is the structure that supports 
a theory in a research study. It introduces and describes the theory that explains why the 
research problem under study exists. Henning et al. (2008:25) contend that: “A theoretical 
framework positions your research in the discipline or subject in which you are working. It 
enables you to theorise about your research. It helps you make your assumptions about the 
interconnectedness of the world explicit.”

The learning and teaching situations, as well as the teaching styles and methods, are 
influenced by the frameworks the teacher uses to understand how teaching and learning 
occur (Robinson & Lomofsky, 2015). Robinson and Lomofsky (2015:49) go on to state 
that ‘‘frameworks influence the relationship between how the teacher teaches and how the 
learners learn.’’

Research design and methodology

The research design used in the study was a case study. This study drew on both qualitative 
and quantitative research methodologies. The method used for the study is content 
analysis of books, policy documents, theses, dissertations and articles from accredited 
journals. Some documents were retrieved from the Internet. Regarding research design 
and methodology, Halsall and Wassermann (2018:64) contend that, “research design and 
methodology are interlinked, with the former providing the planned structure, and the 
latter the means of data collection and analysis”. 
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According to Pandey and Pandey (2021:78), the term “research methodology” 
refers to the procedure used for collecting data to answer research questions. Walliman 
(2021:35) describes it as “a broad approach to scientific inquiry explaining how research 
questions should be asked and answered”. This study adopted an interpretivist paradigm 
to understand the truths about the impact of employing diverse pedagogical approaches 
to promote learner engagement and understanding of historical content. As pointed out 
above, a qualitative case study design was employed, focusing on document analysis 
including books, policy documents, dissertations, theses and journal articles.

Discussion of findings

Using a combination of teaching strategies is significant, as it should be intended to not only 
inculcate the love of work, but also “aim at providing opportunities to pupils to apply the 
knowledge that they have acquired”  ( Jyothish, 2021:204). For the purposes of inculcating 
desirable values such as respect, integrity, honesty and responsibility as well as positive 
attitudes, using history as a vehicle to entrench good citizenship in the learners is essential 
for history teachers to vary pedagogical strategies and to expose learners to extensive 
reading of available historical sources and compare with oral sources, particularly when 
dealing with contemporary issues. Quality learning and teaching are critical components 
using history as a basis for promoting learners’ constructive and critical engagements with 
historical sources.

The teaching of history should instil in learners a sense of responsibility and good 
citizenship. Equally so, learners’ attitude and responsibility as citizens of the state are 
promoted through history learning and teaching. Jyothish (2021:202) that, “None of the 
teaching methods describe here will have an effect on students, unless they are taught from 
a humanistic perspective. History must be presented in a fashion in which students can 
relate it to their lives and find meaning in it.” 

As Jyothish (2021:207) further observes, when a humanistic approach is employed 
and “used in conjunction with some of the methods mentioned, it makes history much 
more fulfilling for both the students and the teachers”. 

Sebbowa and Muyinda (2018:134) argue that, “engaging with interactive learner-
centred methods in History classes arouses learners’ imaginations and ability to see the 
contemporary events through the lens of the people in the past. The teacher’s role shifts to 
guide and facilitate interpretation and construction of different accounts of the past”.
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Scholars maintain that “school experiences, contexts and active involvement in shared 
heritage with the teacher playing a big role in their conception” give shape and structure 
to learners’ ideas and understanding of the value and significance of the past experiences  
( Mohamud & Whitburn, 2014:43). It stands to reason why interactive learner-centred 
methods of teaching have been—and are—given preference, as they bridge the gap 
between the learners and their teachers (Sebbowa & Muyinda, 2018).

Thus, the use of a single teaching approach is non-developmental and promotes 
inactivity, boredom and a lack of interest among learners. To avoid this monotony, Sebbowa 
and Muyinda (2018:142) argue for the different approaches that are “basic and innovative 
methods of teaching History to suit the changing needs of the student in the 21st Century”. 
The use of these strategies should be designed to instil a love of the subject and enable 
learners to apply the acquired knowledge in various contexts.

Recommendations

The learning and teaching of history should be aimed at producing learners with diverse 
skills usable in dealing with current issues and challenges. The use of a variety of innovative 
pedagogical strategies enhances the quality of learning and teaching in secondary schools. 
Teacher-centred methods promote rote memorisation. Hence, the recommendation is for 
innovative and learner-centred pedagogical strategies to shift away from teacher-centred 
approaches. 

As pointed out above, it is worth recommending the utilisation of different learner-
centred teaching strategies to improve learner performance and enhance the quality 
of learning and teaching in history. The planning of learner activities and the provision 
of resources are crucial in promoting active learning and teaching that fosters quality 
education, not only in urban areas, but also in rural schools.

Ethical clearance

Having utilised content analysis of written sources, such as articles, policy documents, 
dissertations, theses and books, the author ( J Myenene) opted for purposive sampling and 
selected literature that deals with the impact of employing different pedagogical strategies 
to enhance quality learning and teaching and improve performance in secondary schools in 
the twenty-first century. Purposive sampling was employed for the purposes of this study, 
which was based on the suitability of the documents for the article’s purpose (Maposa, 
2016). No ethical clearance is required as the articles, dissertations, theses and books used 
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are in the public domain, and the study does not involve any human subjects (Bertram, 
2016).

Conclusion

Based on the foregoing, it is correct to claim that history learning and teaching require 
both the teacher and learners to be keen and ready to research widely around history topics 
before a particular topic is introduced in the classroom. Different teaching strategies should 
be used to improve learners’ performance and to enhance quality education that is relevant 
to their communities and society. 

The teaching and learning of history for improving learners’ performance in schools 
and enhancing the quality of education necessitate that teachers and learners work together 
to answer questions and solve problems that arise as active learning takes place. Learners’ 
level of academic development, their needs and diversity are critical for the delivery of 
history lessons that ultimately lead to the achievement of lesson outcomes. When planning 
and designing history lessons, the teacher must consider the learners’ level of academic 
development, as well as their diversity or lack thereof. 
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TEACHERS VOICE / HANDS-ON ARTICLES
The hands-on section in Yesterday & Today is dedicated to providing History teachers 
at different levels with practical, classroom-ready resources and ideas that bridge the 
gap between educational theory and day-to-day teaching practice. Designed to support 
immediate application, this section features, for example, step-by-step lesson plans, 
reproducible templates, and adaptable strategies that have been tested in real classroom 
settings. Whether it’s through creative pedagogical approaches, low-cost teaching tools, 
or digital enhancements, the hands-on section offers innovative ideas that cater to diverse 
learning needs and environments. By equipping History teachers with tangible tools and 
actionable insights, this section aims to inspire confidence, foster creativity, and promote a 
collaborative professional History Education community.

Discomfort as a pedagogical mirror – views 
of a HISTORY teacher

María Kapp
Curro Heritage House

Durban
maria.v02@curro.co.za 

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2223-0386/2025/n35a9

Background

With over a decade of teaching experience in the South African private school system, 
I have observed a persistent resistance from history teachers to teach topics that may 
spark discomfort in the classroom. This experience motivated me to consider a study on 
uncomfortable histories. As a result, I began a research collaboration with my academic 
colleague, Marshall Maposa, who is based at the University of KwaZulu-Natal in Durban.

We frame our experience in teaching history in the context of private schools in South 
Africa. These spaces are usually underexplored in academic research despite their growing 
relevance in the country’s current educational landscape. These institutions, characterised 
by affluent communities and a diverse racial composition, present a complex setting where 

history is often perceived as a politically sensitive subject.

Some of these private schools follow the national Curricula Assessment Policy 
Statements (CAPS) curriculum, while others implement their own school-based 
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programmes. However, all are assessed through the Independent Examinations Board 
(IEB) examinations. The South African teaching practice has revealed that in many of these 
spaces, the discussion of uncomfortable topics is often avoided or dealt with superficially. 
The current study is set in this everyday reality, and it seeks to understand the topics that 
history teachers find uncomfortable, why they find them uncomfortable, and how they 
navigate this discomfort in their classrooms.

Why uncomfortable? 

The concept of ‘uncomfortable histories’ is not widely used in literature; instead, there 
is more frequent reference to ‘uncomfortable heritage’. In history education, discussions 
frequently centre on contentious or sensitive topics. In our current study, we chose to use 
the concept of uncomfortable histories, because it is broad nature. Controversial topics 
usually refer to issues that provoke public disagreement or debate, while sensitive topics 
are defined by their inherent content and the shared understanding that they require 
careful handling to avoid harm or offence. In contrast, uncomfortable issues are shaped by 
individual emotional and psychological responses, rather than by public or institutional 
labels. A topic may be considered awkward, even if it is not controversial or sensitive, as 
discomfort depends on the identities, backgrounds, beliefs and levels of readiness of both 
teachers and learners.

Topics that generate discomfort

Teachers identified a wide range of content from the history curriculum as uncomfortable 
and challenging to teach, they are: 

•	 Apartheid and systemic racism, particularly the victim-perpetrator 
relationship.

•	 Colonisation, eugenics and land dispossession, together with current 
debates on land redistribution.

•	 Geopolitical conflicts such as the Israeli-Palestinian War and ideological 
tensions between capitalism and communism. 

•	 Gender and sexuality topics, including LGBTQ+ rights.

•	 Current South African politics, especially corruption cases and the role 
played by the different political parties. 
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These topics share a common characteristic: they are emotionally and politically close 
to the personal experiences of teachers, learners and their families, which amplifies the 
discomfort they evoke.

Why teachers hold back?

From time to time, South African social media highlights a scandal involving what a teacher 
has said or done, often leading to job loss or damage to their reputation. Therefore, many 
teachers fear adverse reactions from learners and conflict with parents or management, as 
their comments might be recorded without their knowledge, misinterpreted or taken out of 
context. Institutional pressure and school culture, especially those with a religious ethos or 
of a more conservative nature, explicitly or implicitly restrict the teachers’ freedom to deal 
with political, racial and gender issues in the classroom.

In addition, the teachers’ identity, race, religion, class and gender influence how 
learners and parents perceive them. Some white teachers reported feeling insecure when 
discussing colonial or apartheid injustices, while a few Black teachers reported feeling they 
have greater legitimacy to engage with these topics. Finally, the lack of specific training on 
how to deal with uncomfortable content leaves many teachers vulnerable and without the 
methodological or emotional tools needed to manage these situations confidently.

What do teachers do?

The way in which teachers approach uncomfortable topics in the classroom varies. Some 
opt to avoid entire topics altogether or to deal with certain aspects superficially, focusing 
on ‘the facts’ and ignoring ethical and controversial dimensions. Others try to maintain a 
‘neutral’ or ‘balanced’ stance, presenting different points of view as equally valid to avoid 
accusations of bias. However, they acknowledge that this approach significantly waters 
down historically complex realities. Most teachers plan these potentially uncomfortable 
lessons carefully, selecting ‘safe’ resources and anticipating any difficult questions that 
may arise. Most teachers indicated that they establish rules of respect, structure debates 
carefully, and try to redirect conversations when they become overly emotional.

Discomfort as a pedagogical mirror

Following Boler’s (1999) we understand that discomfort, far from being an obstacle, 
should be viewed as an opportunity for ethical and transformative learning. Discomfort 
uncovers the limits of our beliefs and privileges, offering the possibility of reconstructing 
historical knowledge through empathy and critical reflection.
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In this sense, our findings show that many teachers oscillate between the roles of 
spectators, observing without engaging, to avoid losing emotional control, and witnesses 
who dare navigate the moral ambiguity of the past and present. However, institutional 
culture, fear of backlash and lack of training tend to reinforce the latter role, reproducing 
silence rather than promoting transformation.

Final thoughts

Reflecting on the findings of this research, it becomes apparent that history teaching in 
private schools continues to be influenced by two opposing forces: the desire to maintain 
classroom harmony and the need to confront the uncomfortable truths of our past. The 
topics that make most teachers uncomfortable, such as apartheid colonisation, race, gender 
and even geopolitical debates, are not merely content in the curriculum; they are still open 
wounds in South Africa’s collective memory. 

The closeness of these topics to the personal experiences of learners and teachers 
makes history teaching not only an intellectual exercise, but also an emotional one. The 
fear of backlash from learners, parents and management, combined with the lack of specific 
training, creates a profound sense of insecurity. In many cases, this environment forces 
teachers to choose between avoiding discomfort altogether or addressing it with extreme 
caution, carefully weighing every word they say in the lesson.

However, as Boler (1999) suggests, this discomfort can also be seen as an opportunity. 
Teachers who decide to openly embrace it openly may discover that the most uncomfortable 
lessons can become the most transformative. Perhaps the goal is not to eliminate discomfort, 
rather to learn how to navigate it and turn it into a powerful pedagogical tool. After all, 
teaching history is not only about looking at the past, but also about confronting who we 
are and reflecting on the role we play in building the future we wish to create.
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In suggesting ‘the past is not past, it is present’, and as part of a continuous journey 
of professional development, this paper will argue the need for the history teacher to 
intentionally historicise geopolitics, while unpacking both the General Education and 
Training (GET) and Further Education and Training (FET) curricula, to enable the learner 
to connect the dots over time and space. 

In 2025, few remaining history teachers can historicize geopolitics through their own 
experience. Most rely on intentionally reading beyond the curriculum and delving deeper 
into it. 

The Islamic Republic of Iran – An illustrative contemporary 
issue: US and Israel bombing of nuclear facilities

On 22 June 2025, the United States (US) Air Force and Navy attacked nuclear facilities 
in Iran as part of a regional war, under the code name of Operation Midnight Hammer. 
A question could be posed about how this development can be engaged in the history 
classroom. The intentional choice of the history teacher could be to either focus on the 
region of the Middle East itself or focus on the post-World War II nuclear arms race in the 
broad context of the Cold War.

Nicole Grajewski (2025) argues that the fundamental limitation of the strikes lies in the 
distinction between infrastructure damage and capability elimination. Military action can 
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destroy equipment and facilities, but it cannot eliminate knowledge, dispersed materials, 
or the underlying strategic drivers of nuclear weapons development. It is this analysis and 
observation which informs the approach of this current paper. 

Using the work of both Nancy Thorndike Greenspan (2021) and Henning Van 
Aswegen and Peter Swanepoel (2025), explanatory and illustrative case studies in the form 
of storytelling will be provided as we historicize the targeting of nuclear facilities. 

In telling the story of Klaus Fucks in Atomic Spy, which Thorndike Greenspan (2021) 
describes as a cautionary tale about the ambiguity of morality and loyalty, many questions 
can be posed in the history classroom. The consequent discussions and answers to these 
questions are where understanding and knowledge are gained.

Skiing ‘off-piste’, through storytelling

The telling of the story can begin when Klaus Fucks died from cancer in the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) on 28 January 1988. By 1988, Michael Gorbachev was the 
Chairman of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, the Cold War was coming to an 
end and social unrest was developing in the Soviet Satellite States, where people were 
calling for similar social reforms to those of Glasnost in the Soviet Union—a topic in the 
Grade 12 curriculum. 

The state funeral for Fucks took place on 11 February at the Friedrichsfelde Cemetery 
in East Berlin, which was the resting place of honoured socialist leaders, starting with Rosa 
Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, murdered during the Weimar unrest that first roused 
Klaus Fucks to activism (Thorndike Greenspan, 2021). No high-level Soviet official 
attended his funeral, except one guest who was thirty-five-year-old Vladimir Putin, a KGB 
agent stationed in Dresden. Putin, the President of the Russian Federation, is a character 
who features in current geopolitics. 

Thorndike Greenspan (2021) explains, in March 1988, a white-haired man dressed 
sombrely in a grey suit and dark overcoat walked on a dirt path along Pergolenbergweg 
in Berlin—in his right hand was a small bouquet of Shasta daisies. In the Friedrichsfelde 
Cemetery, he searched for something…on reaching it, leaned the daisies against the stone, 
and knelt. He was in front of the grave of Klaus Fucks. The man, Alexander Feklisov, bowed 
three times: The first was to acknowledge his gratitude for having met Fucks; the second 
was on behalf of the Soviet people; and the third was to reflect the gratitude of all the 
people of the world. 
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He then met Grete Keilson, the wife of the now deceased Fucks and herself a former 
senior member of the GDR state. She asked Feklisov why he had now, in 1988, come to 
Berlin as Feklisov and Fucks had not seen each other since their last meeting in London, 
in April 1949? Feklisov had been in the Soviet Union for all the years Fucks had been in 
the GDR, but had not contacted Fucks. Feklisov did not have an answer to her question 
(Thorndike Greenspan, 2021). It suggests that when Feklisov returned to the Soviet Union, 
he was never requested by the KGB to reactivate Fucks, even after Fucks had returned to 
the GDR. The Soviet authorities never acknowledged the role of Fucks in enabling them 
to develop a nuclear capacity by 1949 to compete with the US, arguing they developed the 
capacity through their own scientists in the Soviet Union. 

Thorndike Greenspan (2021) argues that Feklisov had recorded in his memoir his final 
thought on Klaus Fucks: “Science without conscience is only ruin for the soul”. 

A brief background to the early life and schooling of 
Klaus Fucks while in Germany

Thorndike Greenspan (2021) explains that Fucks was born on 29 December 1911, in 
Rüsselheim, just south of Frankfurt, in Germany. This was just before World War 1 (WW1), 
a topic in the Grade 8 curriculum. His father, Emil Fucks, was a Lutheran preacher. The 
family moved to Eisenach as WW1 ended. Fucks had a younger sister, Kristel, an older 
brother, Gerhard, and the eldest sibling, Elisabeth. The former two will feature in Klaus’s 
subsequent story. 

By the end of WW1, a radical faction within the Social Democratic Party (SPD) led 
to the moderates maintaining the SPD name, and the radicals ultimately became the 
Communist Party of Germany, the KPD. This period of Weimar Germany is a topic in 
the Grade 9 curriculum. In the political, social and economic chaos of the early period of 
Weimar Germany, Emil Fucks, like many others, was sympathetic to workers’ rights—all of 
whom were automatically identified as ‘red’ and treated accordingly by university students 
in right-wing paramilitary groups. 

From 1921, Klaus attended Eisenach’s Gymnasium, where he excelled in mathematics. 
In 1928, to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Weimar Republic, the government 
announced an award of a special history book to the top student in each city. Klaus Fucks 
won the prize for Eisenach. However, the headmaster gave the award to him in private as 
he considered Emil Fuck’s politics were too well-known and provocative for a presentation 
to the son, Klaus, before the Gymnasium’s conservative students. This observation by 
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Thorndike Greenspan (2021) provides an opening through which discussion can take 
place over the extent of the fascist mobilisation of learners in schools by 1928. Fucks 
graduated from the Gymnasium in 1929, as the Wall Street crash unfolded, leading to the 
Great Depression—a topic in the Grade 11 curriculum.

University studies, involvement in the communist party 
student wing and the impact of the rise of the Nazi Party 
in Germany

In 1930, Fucks registered at the university in Leipzig to study mathematics and physics, 
where he joined his brother, Gerhard, who had enrolled at the university two years before. 
Both Gerhard and Klaus joined the Socialist Students Union, an affiliate of the SPD, as well 
as the Reichsbanner, a paramilitary group closely allied with the Social Democrats. In 1931, 
the two brothers transferred to Kiel after their father had joined the Pedagogical Academy 
in Kiel and had become a Quaker. At the university, the brothers formed a coalition of 
socialist and communist students against Nazi fascism, which was known as the Free 
Socialist Students Group. In 1932, with national politics seeing the rise of the Nazi Party, 
Klaus transferred to the local youth KPD chapter. Therefore, in the early 1930s, both Fucks 
brothers were involved with the communist party student wing, within which they had 
leadership positions, and were known to the nascent Gestapo.

Thorndike Greenspan (2021) explains that when Gerhard transferred to the University 
of Berlin, Klaus became the leader of the Free Socialist Student Group in Kiel. On 30 
January 1933, Hindenburg appointed Adolf Hitler as Chancellor of Germany. The Nazi 
student leadership in Kiel sentenced Klaus Fucks to death, resulting in Klaus and his sister, 
Elizabeth, going into hiding. By 28 February, with news of the Reichstag fire circulating in 
Germany, the targeting, by the Gestapo, of perceived communists intensified, with Klaus 
Fucks being on the list in Kiel. 

Thorndike Greenspan (2021) explains that at this stage, in 1933, Guy Liddel of Britain’s 
MI5 arrived in Berlin, where he prioritised getting lists of known communists in Germany. 
The state security agency of Britain did not identify the rise of fascism in central Europe 
as a threat to peace, but communism. This fact would have an impact on the choices Klaus 
Fucks will make, and a bearing on his story, which continues to unfold.

Into exile and a refugee from Nazism, in Britain

Klaus Fucks left Kiel and went underground in Berlin. In mid-July 1933, he fled Berlin on 
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his journey into exile. He caught a train to the German / Belgian border, crossed the border 
on foot, and headed to Paris. While in Paris, he worked with Grete Keilson on the youth 
congress and attended the September 1933 World Congress of Youth Against War and 
Fascism as a KPD delegate.

According to Thorndike Greenspan (2021), Klaus Fucks then caught a ferry to Britain, 
where, as a refugee from Nazism, he was granted a landing permit as he had a letter of 
invitation to study theoretical physics at the University of Bristol. While in Bristol, he made 
contact with KPD émigrés in London. In 1936, Fucks had completed his undergraduate 
degree, received approval for a PhD, and published several academic articles. The Gestapo 
had forwarded details of the background of Klaus Fucks, as they did with many other 
German refugees, to the German consulate, which provided these details to Britain’s MI5.

Klaus Fucks transferred to the University of Edinburgh in 1937. By July 1939, he 
applied to become a naturalised British citizen, however, the outbreak of World War 2 
(WW2) stopped the process, and his category was changed from refugee to “enemy alien”. 

By 1940, with fears in Britain of possible German invasion of the United Kingdom and 
related security concerns of a Fifth Column of Nazi sympathisers and agents of Germany 
in Britain, “enemy aliens” were interned, including Klaus Fucks. Fucks was initially held in 
Huyton, where he met another internee, Hans Kahle (who worked for the Soviet GRU), 
and they were then shipped to an internment camp on the Isle of Man. By July 1940, the 
internees were transported by ship to Canada. Thorndike Greenspan (2021) describes the 
concentration camp-like conditions in which the internees were held in Huyton, the Isle of 
Man and Canada and, irrespective of their ideological backgrounds and therefore, reason 
for fleeing Nazi Germany, they were held together. 

The 1941 context in which Klaus Fucks was recruited to 
work for Soviet intelligence

With the imminent threat of a Nazi invasion of the United Kingdom having waned, in 
mid-December Fucks and a group of internees were shipped back to Britain from Canada, 
arriving in Liverpool on 13 January 1941. 
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Shortly after he arrived in Britain, Fucks met Simon Kremmer, a Soviet official, in 
London. By May 1941, he was working in Birmingham on atomic research and meeting 
Kremmer, known to him as ‘Alexander’, to hand over information. In 1942, Kremmer was 
recalled to the Soviet Union, and Ursula Kuczynski, code name ‘Sonya’, became Fucks’s 
GRU handler. In these meetings, Fucks handed over information and documents which he 
himself had authored.

Thorndike Greenspan (2021) highlights the June 1941 German invasion of the Soviet 
Union with Operation Barbarossa and the August signing of the Atlantic Charter between 
Churchill and Roosevelt in Newfoundland, as two seminal developments in which the 
choice made by Fucks should be understood. In the case of the latter, the secret, scientific 
agreement which was part of the Atlantic Charter meant Fucks, a scientist involved in 
nuclear research, related to the Soviet Union as an ally in the war against Nazi fascism. 
While Churchill wanted the agreement to create public support to propel the Americans 
into the war, news of the charter did not move the Americans to enter the war. It was only 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour, on 7 December 1941, which did. 

Bilateral agreement to build an atomic bomb in 1943, 
the ‘Manhattan Project’, Fucks to the US and the ‘Verona’ 
intercept, which alludes to a Soviet spy

Initiated on 1 February 1943, VERONA was a top-secret decoding project run by the 
US Army Signal Intelligence Service (later absorbed into the National Security Agency), 
as a means of decrypting messages transmitted by Soviet intelligence agencies. This US 
capability will be featured in Fuchs’s subsequent story.

Thorndike Greenspan (2021) also explains that the British and Americans reached a 
consensus on a mutual effort to build an atomic bomb in August 1943, when the countries 
signed the top-secret Quebec Agreement, which was not made known even to the US 
Congress. This agreement will result in bringing Fucks to the USA.

The Army Corps of Engineers under General Leslie Groves controlled the project, with 
the US and British mutual effort to build an atomic bomb. The East Coast headquarters of 
the corps was at 270 Broadway in New York City—its location supplied the ‘Manhattan’ 
part of the project title. 

On 3 December 1943, members of the British scientific mission, including Klaus 
Fucks, arrived by boat in the US, and General Groves had been assured by the British 
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representative in the US that “the British Security had cleared all these people” (Thorndike 
Greenspan, 2021, 144). Meanwhile, intelligence staff at the Moscow Centre had received a 
lengthy brief from the GRU on its history with Klaus Fucks in London. The brief attested to 
his credentials and values. On handing Fucks over to the Narodnyy komissariat vnutrennikh 
del (Peoples Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) (forerunner of the KGB), the GRU 
advised them that he took no pay, but sometimes accepted monetary gifts.

The NKVD in New York had failed to infiltrate US war research. The memo sent to them 
from Moscow Centre proclaimed: “As an agent, ‘Rest’ is a major figure with considerable 
opportunities and experience in agent work”. However, they were also warned about the 
threat of US counterintelligence and the GRU, which had handed over ‘Rest’, as it was not 
“known for its discretion” (Thorndike Greenspan, 2021:147). 

On 5 February 1944, Klaus Fucks met with a Soviet cut-out. Fucks had the code 
name of “REST”, and the Soviet cut-out was known to Fucks as “Raymond”—his actual 
name was Harry Gold. Fucks explained his assignment on isotope separation, explained 
that in addition to work in Manhattan, research was taking place in Berkley, California and 
at a place referred to as Camp Y, in New Mexico. Fucks told ‘Raymond’ that results were 
expected in 1945. 

‘Raymond’ handed off his report to ‘John’, an intelligence operative at the Soviet 
consulate in New York, who forwarded an encrypted message to the NKVD’s Moscow 
Centre. It is this encrypted message which VERONA intercepted … however, the US 
Army Signals Intelligence Service took the next few years to decipher it.

In September 1944, with the war in Europe turning in the Allies’ favour, Churchill and 
Roosevelt had secretly agreed that when a ‘bomb’ is finally available, it might perhaps, after 
mature consideration, be used against the Japanese (Thorndike Greenspan, 2021:165). In 
April 1945, German strength began to collapse, the concentration camps were liberated and 
both Hitler and Mussolini died. On 7 May 1945, Germany surrendered unconditionally. 
The scientists involved in the atomic research had rationalised their participation, only 
because of the urgent need to rid the world of Hitler and the Nazis.

‘Trinity’ and the Potsdam Conference

However, research continued, and it was agreed that with a complex plutonium bomb, 
only a test would prove it viable. Oppenheimer set 16 July 1945 as the test date for the 
plutonium bomb, nicknamed the ‘Gadget’. On 2 June 1945, Klaus Fucks, now based at Los 
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Alamos, New Mexico, met with ‘Raymond’ to hand over documents, including the plans 
for the plutonium bomb, which was to be tested on 16 July 1945. 

The plutonium bomb was tested, known as ‘Trinity’, on 16 July 1945, with Fucks 
present. The next day, 17 July, Truman met with Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin 
at Potsdam, Germany. When Truman informed them of the test, Stalin received little 
reaction. Thorndike Greenspan (2021) explains that neither Truman nor anyone else there 
appreciated that Stalin knew almost as much about the bomb and the Trinity test as they 
did. 

With the formal signing of Japan’s surrender on 2 September 1945, WW2 was entirely 
over, and the British mission in Los Alamos was ready to go home, including Klaus Fucks. 

Post-WW2, and Klaus Fucks back in the United Kingdom

On his return to the United Kingdom, Fucks was assigned as a scientist to Harwell, where 
research into the development of a British atomic bomb was being undertaken. Thorndike 
Greenspan (2021) argues he did not make contact with a Soviet agent until 1947, six 
months after he had returned to the UK. 

Thorndike Greenspan (2021) explains, Klaus Fucks cut ties in February 1949 by 
missing a rendezvous with his last NKVD Soviet handler, Alexander Fexlisov. This is the 
year in which the Berlin Crisis unfolded, the North Atlantic Treaty was launched and the 
Soviet Union joined the atomic age with the successful explosion of a device. These issues 
are unpacked in the Grade 12 curriculum. MI5 never identified Fexlisov. 

In January 1950, Klaus Fucks confessed to MI5 that he had been providing information 
to the Soviets from mid-1942 (his actual espionage began in August 1941) until early 1949. 

On 2 February 1950, Fucks was arrested and on 10 February charged in court with two 
charges of violating the Official Secrets Act. He was committed for trial at the Old Bailey, 
beginning 28 February. His trial lasted all of one hour and twenty-eight minutes. Fucks 
was given the maximum sentence ordained by parliament for this crime, fourteen years’ 
imprisonment.

Developments in the US in 1950

In May 1950, the FBI arrested Harry Gold in the US, who eventually acknowledged he 
was the person who received information from Klaus Fucks while Fucks was in the US. In 
addition, Harry Gold provided the name of David Greenglass, a machinist at Los Alamos 
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working on lenses for the plutonium bomb, and Greenglass’s name led to his brother-in-
law, Julius Rosenberg, who was an engineer living in New York, and his wife, Ethel, both 
of whom were executed for the crime of espionage. However, neither the Rossenbergs nor 
Greenglass had the scientific understanding of Klaus Fucks. These developments in the 
USA took place in the context of the unfolding Korean War (1950-1953) and the hearings 
of Senator McCarthy, which again relate to the Grade 12 curriculum.

Fuchs’s release on parole in 1958, and his final years in 
the GDR

In 1958, the British government began to contemplate Klaus Fuchs’s release on parole. 
He was now stateless, with his naturalised British citizenship having been revoked. Fucks 
insisted that the only country he would consider going to was the GDR (East Germany) 
or, if it were not an option, he would consider India or Brazil. It was finally agreed that 
he would leave on 23 June 1958 on a Polish airliner from London Airport to Schönefeld 
Airport in East Berlin. Fucks became the Deputy Director of the Central Institute for 
Nuclear Research in the GDR.

While Fucks was in the GDR, apartheid South Africa’s 
nuclear ambitions unfolded

Van Aswegen and Swanepoel (2025) explain that on the instructions of the Soviet Union’s 
GRU, Dieter Felix Gerhardt visited the Vastrap nuclear weapons site in South Africa in 
early 1977 to determine what progress had been made by South Africa to develop or obtain 
a nuclear bomb. As a result, a Soviet spy satellite was identified flying over the Vastrap 
atomic weapons site. The Soviets supplied this information to both the US and France to 
bring pressure on South Africa to sign the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, which South 
Africa refused to do, and the refusal “angered President Jimmy Carter of the United States, 
who wrote several threatening letters to the South African government on this matter” 
(Van Aswegen & Swanepoel, 2025:289). These developments took place in South Africa, 
covering topics unpacked in the Grade 12 curriculum. 

The Atomic Energy Corporation in South Africa had, in 1961, begun the development 
of a nuclear enrichment capability at two vast facilities west of Tshwane (former Pretoria), 
Pelindaba and Valindaba, with its first highly enriched uranium being produced in 1978. 
Meanwhile, a Canadian Professor, Hugh George Hambleton, of Laval University in Quebec, 
supplied the Soviet KGB with information in 1978, confirming the location of South 
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Africa’s nuclear enrichment and its cooperation with Israel (Van Aswegen & Swanepoel, 
2025:286). Hambleton’s information that “South Africa had amassed all the requisite 
resources and facilities to produce an atomic bomb which exceeded the destructive force 
capability of the Nagasaki plutonium bomb” (Van Aswegen & Swanepoel, 2025:286) and 
which Fucks had been involved in and provided the information thereon to the Soviet 
Union. 

Hambleton had been recruited by the NKVD (forerunner of the KGB) in 1951 by 
Vladimir Borodin and joined NATO’s Economic Directorate in Paris in 1957, where he 
supplied the KGB with NATO-related documents. In the 1970s, he accessed information 
about both Israel’s and South Africa’s nuclear weapons programmes and collaboration. 
Hambleton was arrested in September 1979 in Canada, and eventually sentenced to ten 
years in prison. 

The ANC Research Unit in London, under Frene Ginwala, also investigated apartheid 
South Africa’s nuclear weapons programme at this time, using Renfrew Christie to do 
academic research in South Africa. Christie was sent to South Africa in 1979 and spied on 
South Africa’s nuclear programme. Three months after Christie’s arrival, he was arrested 
under the Terrorism Act. He was interrogated and tortured by the Security Branch of the 
South African Police. On 6 June 1980, Christie was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment, 
with four other sentences of five years each to run concurrently. In Christie’s so-called 
‘confession’, he put down all his recommendations to the ANC. The judge read his 
confession into the official record, which aided in his recommendations to be printed and 
spread, via the hands of democratic lawyers, to the ANC in London (SA History Online, 
2025). One of his recommendations to the ANC had been to bomb Koeberg just before 
they put uranium in it. “Rodney (Wilkinson) bombed Koeberg in 1982; two and a half 
years after I was in prison. Frankly, when I heard of it, it made being in prison much easier 
to tolerate”, explained Christie in an interview during the Conference on Anti-Nuclear 
Activism in Africa, 3 April 2023 (The Thinker, 2024:205). This topic is unpacked in the 
Grade 12 curriculum.

Post-script – Klaus Fuchs’s own reflective evaluation of his 
choices, and Renfrew Christie comments on the bombing 
of a nuclear facility, both in the context of the Cold War

In 1983, Klaus Fucks was interviewed, where he gave his own simple moral reckoning, his 
own reflective evaluation as to what he had done (Thorndike Greenspan, 2021:353):

http://sahoseventhree.dd:8083/topic/1967-terrorism-act-no-83-1967
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“There have been things in my life that I would do differently. Looking back at those 72 years 
I have lived, I can see all the mistakes I made and those I could have avoided. But I am deeply 
convinced that, despite all the mistakes and their negligent behaviour, if the line of your life still 

took you towards the goal you had set once and for all; if you were able to reach that goal, or 
at least get closer to it, if going in that direction you did not lose yourself, nor squander your 

strength, committed anything contemptible, humiliated yourself, climbed over dead bodies, not 
harmed others to get there, if you were able to maintain the moral course within your soul which 

in every language is called conscience, you can consider your life is a success.”

Renfrew Christie comments, in relation to the bombing of a nuclear facility in 
the context of the Cold War, that, on 9 June 1981, eighteen months before Rodney 
(Wilkinson) went in and bombed Koeberg, the Israelis bombed a Soviet built nuclear 
reactor in Iraq; Sadam Husain’s atomic reactor, Osirak. That was a staggering 
occurrence worldwide, because nuclear reactors in general, are off-limits and off-
target, and the Israelis did this for their own reasons. I am, however, sure they got 
American permission. But did the Soviet Union say ‘yes’ to the bombing of Koeberg 
as a reprisal for the bombing of Osirak? Was that bombing in the minds of the ‘Cold 
Warriors’? The Cold War was a hot war, of course, quite often. There were proxy 
wars all over the place, and the anti-apartheid war was a proxy war. But did the 
decision to bomb Koeberg on the part of the ANC get permission from the Soviet 
Union? I am prepared to bet it did.1 (The Thinker, 2024:111). 
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The 39th South African Society for History Teaching (SASHT) conference welcomed 
delegates from across South Africa, as well as international institutions, on 10–11 October 
2025. History teachers and teacher educators continue to grapple with what it means 
to teach in contexts that seem uncertain, but have the possibility of new opportunities 
alongside the challenges. The unique partnership between the African Association for 
History Education (AHE)-Afrika and SASHT enables a discussion about the challenges 
of teaching meaningful history during times of change in South Africa and across the 
continent. The SASHT conference, therefore, plays a crucial role in fostering partnerships 
and dialogue among all stakeholders in history education in both our national and regional 

contexts.

This year’s conference had the theme “History Teaching in a Time of Change” History 
practitioners (scholars, teachers, students and museum practitioners) presented papers 
focusing on the following sub-themes:

•	 History teaching in the present-day context, using primary sources in the 
Grade 10 history classroom, pedagogies of personal history in teacher-training.

•	 Indigenous knowledge, museums as sites of teaching and learning, and issues 
of language.

•	 Issues in history pre-service teacher pedagogy, curriculum narratives and 
women’s history.

•	 AI and history education, missing voices and spaces in the curriculum, 
pedagogy of local history.
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•	 Using foodways as a pedagogy, factors impacting interest in history.

•	 Open papers on many other aspects of history education.

The conference was attended by 50 participants, ranging from preservice teachers 
to curriculum designers, postgraduate students, university lecturers, and historians from 
across South Africa and the world. A total of 35 presentations took place over the two-day 
conference. 

The keynote address by Jeremy Vearey opened the conference with an exploration of 
the often-missing history of the Bondelswarts (historical name for a Nama ethnic group in 
Southern Namibia). His keynote, titled “Novelising History: The Story of the Bondelswarts 
and their Armed Struggle Against Colonialism”, covered the fascinating history of this 
community of fighters as well as the issues on turning that history into historical fiction. 
Veary’s novel, “Crimson Sands”, is set in Namaland—from German-South-West Africa to 
the Cape Colony. The story covers the history of the community from 1904–1922, when 
thousands of Bondelswarts were shot down by Jan Smuts’s fighter planes. Jeremy Vearey 
conjured an intriguing story full of rich characters. The keynote sparked interesting 
discussions about the curriculum links to eugenics and pseudo-scientific racism as it is 
taught in the classroom.

During the parallel sessions that took place over the two days, papers were delivered 
focusing on one of the themes mentioned above, allowing presenters twenty minutes 
each to present and ten minutes for questions and answers. The presentations allowed 
for discussions across papers of a similar theme. This allowed for a mutually learning 
environment for both the audience and the presenters themselves, as insights were shared 
from different perspectives and contexts. 

On Friday evening, a book launch was held for Xolisa Guzula and Athambile Masola’s 
new book, “Together Apart: The Story of Living in Apartheid”. The book is a thematic 
exploration of the impact of segregation in South Africa’s history, told in an engaging 
visual manner; key questions are framed through a conversation between a makhulu and 
a group of children. It is aimed at a young readership and serves as a valuable resource for 
use in the history classroom, particularly in primary school or the GET phase. Gill Sutton 
interviewed Athambile Masola on the process of writing the book and discussed some of 

the ways it could be used to help young people engage with this complex history. 

It was wonderful to have students from Stellenbosch University and the University of 
the Witwatersrand presenting their experiences alongside their lecturers. Several sessions 
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were also workshop-based, fostering discussions about the practical application of history 
teaching in the classroom. The final session was a helpful panel discussion about the 
practice of history education pedagogy at universities for pre-service teachers.

Below is some of the feedback from attendees:

“Good collaboration with guests and presenters.”

“Sessions are becoming very informative and scholarly every year. Experiences shared are very 
valuable.”

“I appreciate the opportunity to learn from others’ research and writing.”

“Meeting everyone and presentations on AI.”

“The practical application of the sessions.”

There are always areas for improvement, and involvement from all stakeholders is 
welcome in the history education sector, both nationally and regionally, to help shape the 
future of SASHT. As there is a new Executive for SASHT, feedback from the conference 
will be taken on board to shape future events organised by SASHT.

In addition to the formal elements of the conference, there were opportunities for 
socialising and networking in a more informal setting. Delegates attended a pre-conference 
dinner, which ran late into the evening and on the Friday, delegates had the opportunity 
to go on a walking tour of the nearby historic Chelsea Village. Some delegates also 
visited Groot Constantia on Saturday afternoon. These opportunities allowed for relaxed 
engagement and enabled the formation of new relationships and connections. 

We thank everyone who attended for making this year’s conference a success, and we 
look forward to having even more engagement at the 2026 conference. 
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The African Association for History Education (AHE-Afrika) recently hosted its 6th 
conference on August 27–29 2025, at the University of Buea in Cameroon. Scholars, 
researchers, teachers and policymakers from across Africa attended the conference to 
critically engage with the prospects and trajectories of history education in Africa. The 
theme of the conference was “Looking Back, Looking Forward: The Future(s) of History 
Education in Africa”. 

The 2025 conference was inspired by the Akan Sankofa concept— “to go back and 
fetch it”—and embodied a dual orientation. This allowed the past to be critically reflected 
on while imagining the future of history education in Africa. In the context of Africa’s 
rapidly changing demographic and educational landscape, the focus of this conference is 
particularly relevant, given UNICEF projections that by 2030, one in five people worldwide 
will be African. By 2050, a third of the world’s children will be African. History education 
plays a vital role in shaping young minds and encourages conversations that foster hope 
and transformation. 

Hosted by the Department of History in the Faculty of Arts in Buea, the conference 
proved to be a vibrant intellectual gathering for the exchange of ideas and experiences 
related to the teaching and learning of history in Africa. Over the past decade, AHE-
Afrika has hosted six successful conferences, each contributing towards a growing body of 
knowledge and scholarship on African history education. 

Conference themes and scope

The conference’s sub-themes are wide-ranging and inclusive, reflecting the dynamic and 
diverse scholarship on history education in Africa. The themes included: 
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•	 History education in Cameroon 

•	 The history and politics of history education in Africa 

•	 Curriculum, syllabus and textbook development 

•	 Classroom practices and pedagogical innovation

•	 Assessment and evaluation approaches 

•	 History teacher education and professional development 

•	 History education in, about and for Africa

•	 Learner motivation and engagement in history 

•	 History education and citizenship 

•	 African history education in a global context 

By bringing together researchers and practitioners from across the continent and 
beyond, the project aimed to strengthen networks of collaboration, share innovative 
pedagogical approaches and deepen the theoretical understanding of history education in 
Africa.

The University of Buea, founded in 1993, is a hub for innovation, scholarly excellence 
and community engagement in the historic town of Buea, which is the former capital of 
German Kamerun and later the capital of the federated State of West Cameroon. This added 

to the rich historical symbolism for hosting a conference dedicated to history education. 

The 2025 AHE-Afrika conference provided a platform for presenting new research 
and reimagining what it means to teach and learn history in, about and for Africa in the 
twenty-first century. AHE-Afrika remains vital to scholarly engagement and pedagogical 
innovation in history education. The conference attracted a diverse array of participants 
from across Africa and beyond, thereby reaffirming AHE-Afrika’s role in networking for 
history education scholarship in Africa. Through scholarly rigour, reflective dialogue and 
forward-looking vision, the conference contributed to the theory and practice of history 
education in Africa. 
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  Introduction

History can be taught in a way that excites curiosity rather than passively learning history 
through memorisation. This is a statement that the ‘History for Beginners’ educational book 
breaks down by simplifying the subject content through creative images, explanations 
and storytelling. ‘History for Beginners’ written by Andy Prentice and Tom Mumbray in 
collaboration with Paul Boston for illustration, Jamie Ball and Samuel Gorham in designing 
the book and history experts such as Dr Vanda Wilcox and Dr Samraghni Bonnerjee. 
The educational book was published in 2024 by Usborne Publishing Limited. Usborne 
Publishing Limited is one of the world’s leading independent children’s book publishers. It 
was founded in 1973 by Peter Usborne and has over 3000 children’s books in print. 

Layout of the book

The book consists of seven chapters, which is also notable, considering it is intended for 
beginners in history. Throughout the various chapters, the authors demonstrate how 
historical knowledge can be effectively taught to learners without prior background 
knowledge of academic history, without overwhelming or confusing them. A glossary page 
is included to explain terminology used throughout the book. Additionally, the glossary 
page offers more detailed information about specific historical events and time periods. 

Yesterday & Today, No 33 July 2025



212 Book Reviews

Yesterday & Today, No 33 July 2025

The book also features an index, allowing readers to locate specific information quickly.

Contents in the textbook

The book’s cover is quite appealing to the eye and grabs one’s attention. The cover provides 
insights into what to expect when reading the book through intriguing key questions and 
colourful, meaningful images. The images and texts evoke a sense of curiosity in the reader’s 
mind, prompting them to explore the content of the book further, as revealed on the cover 
page. Additionally, the images and texts on the cover page emphasise the inclusion of the 
’BIG SIX’ concepts stated by Peter Seixas when teaching history knowledge. A practical 
example of one of the images on the cover page is the clock, which symbolises ‘time and 
chronology’ as a concept in history education. The images on the cover page serve as a 
foundation for the numerous images and graphics within the book. However, it is uncertain 
whether the images can be viewed as historical evidence, whether they are primary or 
secondary sources, and the level of accuracy and reliability they possess. It can also be 
noted that the images’ format, layout and design do not resemble one constructed within a 
South African context or perspective.  

The book’s contents focus on academic historical knowledge, such as ‘defining 
history’, which lays the foundation for the addition of new knowledge and enhances prior 
knowledge, providing the lens through which historical knowledge should be viewed. 
Furthermore, it also focuses on historical knowledge, including tools and resources for 
historians, which equips learners with skills to investigate proposed evidence and narratives 
within it, as well as how to utilise multiple sources effectively. The third chapter focused 
on different approaches in teaching history, which resembles a crucial stage in acquiring 
history knowledge. A of these approaches include social history, which explains the causes 
and meaning of historical events, compresses the history using timescales and makes 
comparisons. A history teacher must be flexible in using various methodologies to convey 
historical knowledge without diluting its significance. We aim to equip potential future 
history teachers with the ability to use different methods to teach history in a fun, engaging 
and meaningful manner. Using various approaches is beneficial, as it incorporates different 
learning styles and theories. Therefore, this chapter is informative for teaching, learning and 
professional development. Including content such as histories for whom, in Chapter Four, 
is interesting, as it creates a question of identity and whether the elaboration of this piece 
of content is relevant and significant within a South African history education context. 
One’s position, given shape by the context of history, and how that position came about, 
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examining economic history, political history, women’s history, and disability history. This 
aligns with the concept of change and continuity in the second-order perspective. The 
importance of this concept lies in reflecting on and examining the evolution of history 
and the possibilities of the future. The second-to-last chapter of the contents explores the 
significance and reasons for learning about historical events. Exploring the importance 
entails investigating the evidence of the time, who and what were involved, and how 
relevant it is to be examined in the current context, considering the construction of views 
on how history shapes one’s thoughts and feelings. However, in this chapter, the historical 
icons investigated and the events they were involved in are predominantly focused on, as 
the study of Asia and Middle East history is referred to as ‘Orientalism’ in the book. This 
kind of content may seem far-fetched for use in a South African history classroom; however, 
it can help contextualise the relevance and importance of South African history. The images 
and textual elaborations on historical events, such as wars, are creative, as they effectively 
represent what the text mentions. The speech bubbles highlighting the animated characters 
make it easier to comprehend the information. The idea of including religion as part of 
the history of why, could have been more inclusive of other faiths, rather than focusing 
solely on Christianity, especially when teaching this content to a classroom with diverse 
cultures and religions. Learners might get the impression that one religion’s principles and 
evolution are more critical than those of another, which limits the development of multi-
perspectivity and historical thinking skills and reasoning. 

The last chapter focuses on everyday history, which views history not just as an 
academic subject, but as an inescapable, everyday part of our lives. The authors compare 
different narratives on a singular aspect, which shows the power of history in its relatability 
to everyday life. An example from the book is George Washington, the United States’ first 
president, being described as “a great general who secured America’s independence from 
Britain” or “the owner of over a hundred enslaved people”. Every day, history reminds us 
that everything currently in existence has been developed or created from somewhere. One 
of the interesting examples to show the practicality of everyday history is the image of a 
child climbing a tree. The question concerning this text is whether children have always 
liked climbing trees. This is an activity that children are exposed to daily, allowing them 
to interact with and have fun learning about history. The graphics in this chapter resemble 
the South African landscape to some extent, which can be an effective way to scaffold 
learners into everyday history. Exposure to everyday history is also described as fun, as 
previously mentioned. One can have fun with history in several ways, both consciously 
and subconsciously, through gaming, documentaries, historical monument objects such 
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as statues and field trips. The authors finish the contents with an intriguing open-ended 
question: Is there an end to history? This prompts the reader to revisit the definition of 
history and what constitutes it. 

Conclusion

The educational book ‘History for Beginners’ is quite informative and has excellent, practical 
knowledge that one can use for teaching and learning history, as well as for professional 
development. The colourful images and simplified explanations in the texts make it 
engaging for learners. The content is not overwhelming for learners or individuals without 
prior knowledge of history. Although the book explores major themes such as history 
education, including colonialism, slavery, the Holocaust, and the Industrial Revolution, 
the content appears significantly limited in terms of its inclusion of South African history. 
It, therefore, creates a gap in maintaining a balanced level of knowledge acquisition of 
both local and international history in a South African history classroom. The authors also 
refer to the history of religions; however, the content on religion is selective and does not 
include other common faiths that might be important for making the classroom inclusive 
and promoting the development of historical thinking skills and multi-perspectivity. 
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