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We report on the experiences of participants on a course which represented a pathway to community engagement. The
76 participants (20 males, 46 females), from two low-income South African communities, were part of a multi-lingual
group representing English, Africans, isiZulu and Sesotho. Data were obtained from several participant group
conversations. Data, analysed by thematic content analysis, showed that the engagement process during the course
may have been influenced by perceived social relevance and beneficence of the course content, affirmation of situated
knowledge and life experiences, the opportunities for maximum participation, and the language adopted for
communication. The participants’ tendency to dichotomise theory and practice seemed to have influenced receptivity to
reflective components of the course. This analysis points calls for systematic studies on the value of community
centred learning as engagement.
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Capacity-building interventions aim to increase the self-sus-
taining ability of people to recognise, analyse and solve their
problems, effectively control and use their own and external re-
sources, and create new structures, approaches and values
(Crisp, Swerissen & Duckett, 2000; De Graaf, 1986). Commu-
nity centred capacity-building refers to the creation of infrastruc-
ture, programme maintenance and sustainability and the prob-
lem-solving capability among individuals, organisations and
groups in communities (Hawe, King, Noort, Gifford & Lloyd,
1998). It is often achieved through a co-learning approach,
which involves shared decision-making and problem-solving.
Even though the actors in the learning context may be labelled
as ‘facilitators’ and ‘participants’, the process is marked by
co-learning in which the contributions of all are validated and
valued equally (Wong, Zimmerman & Parker, 2010).

In this report, we view community centred co-learning as a
pathway to community engagement (see Eksteen, Bulbulia,
Van Niekerk, Ismail & Lekoba, this issue). Consistent with con-
temporary theories of learning (Mayo 2007; Merriam &
Caffarella, 1999), we believe that the community centred
co-learning process is shaped by the context, philosophical ori-
entation and tools applied in the learning environment. Unlike
orthodox perspectives that tend to view capacitation and learn-
ing as a didactic one-way transmission process (see Goodley &
Lawthom, 2011), community centred co-learning as engage-
ment is characterised by mutual respect of participants’ values,
affirming learning environments, recognition of situated knowl-

edge and personal experiences, and participatory communica-
tion modalities (Tett, 2006).

Community Centred Learning as Community Engagement
Feminist, adult and Freirian pedagogies postulate that: (1)

capacitation and learning are participatory processes in which
‘participants’ and ‘facilitators’ co-construct and co-produce
knowledge that is relevant and responsive to community needs;
(2) personal understandings and life experiences are valid
sources of knowledge creation, and (3) dialogue about the influ-
ences of the social and macro-structures on community and in-
dividual well-being is a key element of the co-learning process
(St. Germaine-Small, Walsh-Bowers, & Mitchell, 2012). Dia-
logue is valued for facilitating insights and consciousness about
the influences of social structures on well-being and for inspiring
social change. So co-learning, as engagement, is contingent on
the facilitator enabling a social environment that encourages
maximum participation and participant-centred outcomes
(Freire, 1970; Stake & Hoffman, 2000). Thus, community learn-
ing is relevant to all participants concerns; affirms personal ex-
perience as a source of knowledge; encourages critical reflec-
tions about the influences of social structures on everyday life;
incorporates multi-modal learning strategies to maximise partic-
ipation (Bhawuk & Brislin, 2000); and is sensitive to language as
a medium of communication . Thus, framed within feminist and
Freirian pedagogies, we view community centred learning as a
participatory, emancipatory and transformative process (see
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Burke & Jackson, 2007; Fetherston & Kelly, 2007; Freire,
1970).

Goals of the Study
We sought to obtain participants’ experiences of a child

safety, peace and health promotion course. We aimed to under-
stand participants’ experiences as they related to relevance and
beneficence, affirmation of situated knowledge, exploration of
the social determinants of injuries, the use of multiple learning
interactive formats and language.

Course Aims, Content and Structure
The three week course aimed to encourage participants to

dialogue about the influences of social structures on childhood
safety, peace and health; facilitate an appreciation for social
change; affirm participants’ situated knowledge and experi-
ences of childhood well-being; maximise participation through
the use of multiple learning formats; and enable expression,
communication and discussions through the adoption of
multi-lingualism. It utilized techniques for building rapport and
relationships; interviewing skills; burns prevention and treat-
ment; traffic safety; child maltreatment; poisoning prevention
and treatment; nutrition; immunisation and economic solidarity
as a means to address unemployment.

Throughout the course various formats were used, including
small group discussions, audio-visual materials and story-tell-
ing, to maximise opportunities for participants to talk about their
experiences and present their understandings of injuries, and
injury causation and prevention. In discussions about solidarity
economy, participants were offered the opportunity to draw on
personal experiences of unemployment and poverty and to ex-
plore how the principles of solidarity, cooperation and equality
may be operationalised to produce sustainable economic activi-
ties in their respective under-resourced communities. The
course materials were presented mainly in English with facilita-
tion in IsiZulu, IsiXhosa, Sesotho and Afrikaans.

The capacity-building and co-learning community engage-
ment exercise we describe above is located within the pilot
phase of a child safety, peace and health promotion study,
which in turn is situated within a larger initiative known as the
Ukuphepha Safety, Peace and Health Programme. The
Ukuphepha Programme, detailed by Eksteen et al. (this issue),
is focused on generating a range of trans-disciplinary and
multi-disciplinary, culturally congruent and evidence-led solu-
tions for priority injuries, including violence, across selected Af-
rican countries. The Programme serves as a basis for the longi-
tudinal study of child, male and elderly safety interventions, and

is partially predicated on enacting capacity-development and
co-learning as a form of community engagement. The pilot
phase of the Ukuphepha Programme’s child study (see Eksteen
et al., this issue) was focused on testing the reliability and valid-
ity of various child risk assessment tools and obtaining insights
into the experiences of participants on the training course.

Method

Participants and Setting
A total of 76 individuals were selected, from two low-income

South African communities, for participation in the course. The
participants, representing a convenient sample, included men
and women from different linguistic groups. Their ages ranged
from the early twenties to early forties and all participants had a
minimum of high school matriculation. The size of the two
groups is reflective of the population size of the two communi-
ties and the different levels of response to the recruitment drive
across the two communities. The recruited participants did not
belong to any employment agencies except being members of
the communities mentioned.

Data Collection and Consent
Data were collected through two structured group conversa-

tions, a week after completion of the course. The conversations fo-
cused on participants’ views about the: relevance and benefits of
the course, course objectives, content formats and methods, and
facilitators’ approach and styles. The conversation facilitators,
namely the first two authors, used probes and follow-up questions
to obtain clarity and encourage deeper discussions. Even though
the primary medium for the discussions was English, the multi-lin-
gual conversation facilitator (the second author) was able to en-
courage discussions in Afrikaans whenever participants resorted
to Afrikaans. The first author was able to do likewise when partici-
pants adopted isiZulu or Sesotho for conversation purposes. The
discussions were approximately 2 hours each and were tape-re-
corded. In addition to the conversations, the first two authors con-
ducted observations and recorded notes at different junctures in
the course. The observations focused on the influence of lan-
guage on levels of participation, interpersonal style and the overall
learning environment.

Procedure
Permission was obtained from the participants to tape re-

cord the conversations and participants were assured of ano-
nymity and confidentiality. Participation was voluntary. The re-
cruitment for participants was conducted through local
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Table 1

Description of Course Structure

Relevance and Beneficence Introduction of multilevel interventions on safety, peace and health promotion; building rap-
port; relationship-building and interviewing skills; burns prevention; traffic safety; poisoning
prevention; child maltreatment; nutrition; immunisation; and solidarity economy.

Macro-determinants of
childhood injuries

How does society impact on childhood injuries and prevention (highlighting the links between
personal and community factors as either key risk or protective factors of childhood injuries)?

Situated knowledges and
personal experiences

What is my role in childhood injury prevention? What have I learned from my experiences
and how can I be involved in change in the prevention of injuries at a personal level and com-
munity level?

Maximising learning and
participation

Small and open group discussions; role-play; drama; videos; flip chart presentations; and
storytelling.



community centres by word of mouth, written advertisements
and stakeholder networks. Project coordinators facilitated a re-
cruitment and selection process wherein candidates were
screened according to specific criteria: matriculation, basic
reading and writing skills, and basic interpersonal skills. During
the selection process, participants were provided with informa-
tion about the project, and an opportunity to ask questions in or-
der to promote a social contract.

Data Analysis
Thematic content analysis, involving several steps, was

used to analyse the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As the first
step the lead author, assisted by the second author, listened
carefully and repeatedly to the audio recordings. The first two
authors listened to the tape-recordings thrice. The repeated act
of listening to the tape-recordings and development of notes al-
lowed the lead author to identify patterns within the data. Since
the tape-recordings were not transcribed, the first two authors
developed detailed notes as they listened to the tape record-
ings. They maintained all their notes in English and undertook
oral translations for the parts of the conversations where lan-
guages other than English were used. Patterns within the data
were coded and assembled into non-overlapping themes in ac-
cordance with the guidelines of Braun and Clarke (2006). Fol-
lowing consultation and discussions, the lead and second au-
thors drew on the notes made during the observations and
generated themes in resonance with the aims of the exploratory
study and interpretive framework of this report.

Findings: Reflections on
Co-Learning as Engagement

Four main themes emerged from the thematic content anal-
ysis, which reflect the course participants’ views on: content rel-
evance and beneficence; the benefits of recognising situated
knowledge and participant experiences; the utility and limita-
tions of facilitating understandings of the macro-determinants of
childhood injuries; and the value of multiple learning modalities.
In addition, the first two authors drew on their observations to re-
flect on a fifth theme namely, the influence of language on learn-
ing during the course. We discuss each of these themes below.

Perceived Relevance and Beneficence
Overall, participants presented a positive view of the course

content. The participants reported that all the course topics
were relevant to priority community concerns. Participants re-
ported that they had gained knowledge and an understanding
about child safety and the hazards that may predispose children
to various injuries in the home. For instance, participant #1 said:
“I did not realise there were so many things in my home that
were dangerous I was not aware of......but now I know better”.
The participants experienced the course content as being rele-
vant to their daily lives. In this respect, participant #3 suggested
that, “The tools we received on relationship-building skills and
safety helped us a lot and I realise that I can apply them beyond
working as a field worker”. Some respondents connected the
course content to educational, social action and advocacy roles
that they may fulfil in the community.

The social relevance of the course was illustrated by re-
spondent #5 who said, “I see so many young mothers in our
community who don’t immunise their kids because they just
don’t care or they don’t know the importance maybe ... now I
feel empowered to confidently warn them of the consequences
because of the education I have received here”. Congruent with

previous studies (Stake & Hoffman, 2000; Tett, 2006), course
relevance seemed to have been enabled by linking the aims
and objectives to participants’ needs and priorities. Despite the
reported relevance, participants also reported that some of the
modules were too lengthy and detailed, requiring high-levels of
concentration during sessions. For instance, participant #7
pointed out that, “The part on intentional and unintentional child-
hood injuries was way too long, so much that I started to slum-
ber ... so next time, please make it shorter and stick to the major
facts”. Such a view suggests that relevance and beneficence of
the course are linked to a precise focus and brevity (Bhawuk &
Brislin, 2000).

Situated Knowledge and Interpersonal Connections
Participants reported that the course was an opportunity to

draw on their personal experiences and generate knowledge
and insights. Participant #9 articulated that “You did not just talk
... you listened to what people had to say and you gave us the
freedom to talk about our own experiences and that made it
easy to talk because nobody knows my experiences more than
me”, suggesting that the course was affirming of her personal
experiences.

In recognising participants’ personal experiences, the course
also seemed to have facilitated opportunities for interpersonal link-
ages and appreciation for diversity. According to participant #11,
“We were all part of a larger group but did not know about each
other or our backgrounds. So talking about our experiences
helped us to get to know each other and accommodate each
other”. The sentiments of participant #11 suggest that the learning
environment can also serve as a space for building interpersonal
relationships, consistent with prior studies (see St. Germaine-
Small et al., 2012; Stake & Hoffman, 2000).

Dialogues about Social Structures
The component of the course that aimed to generate reflec-

tive discussions about the influences of the larger social context
on childhood safety, peace and health obtained ambiguous par-
ticipant reactions. Some, like participant #15, appreciated the
social insights the course offered, stating that “I never thought
that all these injuries were connected to what we all do in our en-
vironments”. However, for others, like participants #17, despite
the sense of social understanding, the focus on social determi-
nants was experienced as “theory”, “boring”, and “excessive
talk”: “The trainer gave us an overview of the causes of child-
hood injuries even though theory is boring and the trainer talked
and talked and talked”.

In this respect, some participants may have dichotomised
“action” and “theory” and may have not seen reflection as an in-
tegral feature of praxis that constructs “action” and “reflection”
as a gestalt (see Seedat, this issue). So, despite the course’s
emphasis on promoting reflections as per Freirian and feminist
pedagogies (St. Germaine-Small et al., 2012; Freire, 1970), our
findings show mixed reactions. We speculate that perhaps the
course structure itself entrenched a dichotomy between reflec-
tion and action in that the component focused on social determi-
nants and context was formulated primarily as didactic input.

Co-learning Modalities
The multiple modalities allowed the participants to experi-

ence the course as an interactive, enjoyable, affirming and en-
abling experience. The experiential and application exercises
were valued particularly for demonstrating skills required of the
participants. To illustrate, participant #21 expressed that “The
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exercises and group discussion were very useful. We were able
to understand the modules practically ... I really loved the
role-plays because it was a good and practical way to learn”,
while participant # 23 indicated that “During the role plays, part-
nering with other people really boosted my confidence because
it showed that I had understood what we were taught and that I
was able to apply it by helping someone else who was strug-
gling”.

Story-telling was also valued for promoting learning through
analogies: “Trainers were very patient and creative in explaining
some of the things we didn’t understand like making examples
and telling stories (participant #27). Likewise, group discus-
sions were positively received, with participant #31 conveying
that “The group presentations were really good because even
though we were scared, you told us it was okay to make mis-
takes ... it boosted my self-confidence because it improved my
presentation skills”.

The participants’ self-reports are consistent with other re-
search (see Bhawuk & Brislin, 2000; St. Germaine-Small et al.,
2012) which suggests that varied learning modalities are neces-
sary to maximise participation, expressiveness and under-
standing in community centred learning environments.

The Language of Learning
While English was adopted as the primary language for

study materials, observations conducted by the first two authors
suggested that participants demonstrated better comprehen-
sion of the concepts when encouraged to speak in their pre-
ferred languages. Participants seemed to be far more engaged,
expressive, confident and vocal when they were encouraged to
communicate in their first language, resonating with previous
findings (see Robinson, 2007) that demonstrate how languages
of choice enable learning and communication, expression and
improved confidence. These expressive qualities were notice-
able when participants performed role plays in their languages
of choice. The first two authors also observed that participants
displayed optimal levels of confidence, expressive ability and
articulation during role-plays conducted in an African language
or Afrikaans.

Limitations
Our findings must be viewed with some caution as the meth-

odology was marked by several limitations. We highlight two
pertinent limitations. First, even though the data collection pro-
cess, by way of the conversations, was guided by a set of ques-
tions, the large group size may have limited exploration of
emerging themes and produced uneven participation. The more
vocal participants may have dominated the conversations.
Hence, smaller focused group discussions should be consid-
ered for follow-up analysis. Second, the data analysis process
did not include sufficient measures to deal with the accuracy
and veracity of thematic categories. There was no independent
verification process.

Conclusion
Participants experienced the course as a form of community

centred co-learning. The self-reported sense of engagement
was derived from participants’ perceived sense of relevance
and beneficence of the course, affirmation of situated knowl-
edge and life experiences, and the opportunities for maximum
participation. The space to generate understanding through
personal experience was affirming and enabled interpersonal
connections and respect for difference. Participants valued the

multiple and diverse formats that encouraged exploration even
though some modules of the course were thought to be long
and overly-detailed.
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