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ABSTRACT 

Communicative Language Teaching, an approach to language 

t each i ng currently widely prescribed, has been criticised for 

its unquestioning acceptanc e of the cultural and political 

n orms of the t arget language. People's English (an aspect of 

the larger People's Education movement), on the other hand , 

offers a philosophy and methodology that takes an actively 

c ritic al view of language and its relationship to power. In 

the con text of South African society, this stance has had 

clear p o litical implications. 

Although still imprecisely defined , the concepts of 

People · s Education and People's English have been debated and 

discussed by various ant j -apartheid movements in recent years. 

Actempts have also be en n ~de t o translate the evolv ~ ~g theory 

in t o pract i ce t hr ough the development of materials a lid 

methodo l ogies. This has been ac hieved on a relatively small 

scale, wi t h varying de grees of success. 

Recent reform measures by the South African government 

have, however, prompted the proponents of People's Education 

to reassess their position . 

This thesis presents a historical overview and critical 

assessment of the development of People's English in South 

Afr ica . 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

PREFACE .. ......... ..... . . . . . .. ........ .. .... ..... ...... iv 

CHAPTER 1: 

Introduction 1 

CHAPTER 2: 

The Theory: 

People's English and People's Education............ . . . . 10 

CHAPTER 3: 

The Practice: 

.' 3terials and Resources for People ' s En .. ; lish .. . ........ 48 

CHAPTER 4: 

People ' s English: A Personal Account. .......... ... ... .. 83 

CHAPTER 5: 

Some Recent Developments ................ . ............. . 97 

APPENDIX: .. . ............ . ................ . . . .. .. ....... 118 

REFERENCES 
List of works cited ........ . ... .. ........... ... .... . ... 128 



PREFACE 

It is now seven years since the slogan "People's 

Education for People's Power" was used at the first National 

Consultative Conference to symbolise the delegates' belief 

that an alternative to the existing system of education in 

South Africa was needed . That same conference set out some of 

the parameters that would define the new system; subsequent 

conferences and their committees added to and refined on them. 

"People's Education" is, however, still a nebulous 

entity, recognisable by its rhetoric but imprecise in its 

practical implications . Recent political developments have 

also prompted its proponents to reconsider its continued 

validity, or at least to look at ways in which a revamped, 

revitalised People's Education could be adapted to the needs 

of the now imminent post-apartheid South Africa. 

The aim , ,': this study is to provide an overvielol' o f t-he 

historical deve lopment of the concept People's Education, and 

more particularly, its application to English as a curriculum 

subject. However, to establish that the perceived need for 

an alternative approach to the teaching of the language arose 

within a particular context, it will be necessary first to 

examine briefly the peculiar and often ambiguous position of 

English in the modern world. 

The theory and practice of People's Education and 

People's English (as this specific application of People's 

Education is generally known) will then be considered. A 

selection of materials and resources which embody (explicitly 

or implicitly) the philosophy of People's English will be 

analysed and assessed in terms of what they purport (or appear 

to aim) to achieve as radical alternatives to mainstream 

language pedagogy. I shall also give an account of a course 

taught by myself and a colleague which included some aspects 

of People's English. 
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In the last section, current developments in and the 

future prospects of People's English will be examined. Finally 

I shall attempt to offer a concluding assessment of People's 

English, informed by my experience and observation. 

A brief account of my research methodology may help to 

provide the reader with the framework within which to view 

this study. As I have already implied in the outline above, 

the aim of the research is essentially to provide an 

historical account, based on a survey of relevant primary and 

secondary texts. My information is, in fact, drawn from the 

three, often overlapping, sources briefly described below. 

Primarily, my understanding of People's Educat ion is 

based on my reading of the documents published by the National 

Education Crisis Committee (a body set up after the first 

consultative conference) in which resolutions and proposals 

regarding People's Education and People ' s English are set out. 

In addition, I have taken account of the discussion and debate 

Ghat has subsequently surrL~nded the two concepts. My 

interpretation of these has been guided by a critical 

(although, I realise, ultimately subjective) assessment of the 

extent to which each proponent of People ' s Education has been 

able to offer a concrete, viable and consistent alternative to 

the existing system. Included among the documents that I have 

examined are the invaluable collections and resources produced 

at the University of the Western Cape, in many ways the 'home' 

of People's Education. 

An equally useful source of information has been the 

correspondence that I have had with practitioners and 

theorists in the field of 'progressive' education, 

particularly adult literacy and ESL teaching . Valuable 

insights have been generated from their responses to my 

(deliberately open- ended) queries about their language 

teaching theory and practice, their positions vis a vis 
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People's Education, and any thoughts they might have on it. 

The responses were generally interested and concerned; and 

provided a useful corrective to the vague rhetoric that very 

often characterises public utterances on the subject. (All 

correspondence quoted in this study is reproduced in the 

Appendix . ) 

My third source was in some respects a development of the 

second. My enquiries had shown me that some materials writers 

and teachers worked consciously within the framework of 

People's Education. In these cases an interesting comparison 

was made possible: I could attempt to assess the extent to 

which the practice reflected , supplemented or contradicted the 

professed theory. Material which was meant to give practical, 

concrete expression to People's English thus provided another 

source of information, another perspective from which to 

understand and analyse it. 

In other cases, however, the link b~tween theoretical 

statements on the nature of People's Eng .ish and materials 

which, in my judgement, to some extent erubodied it, was less 

deliberate or even conscious. This was not necessarily a 

problem: it only served to confirm my initial impression of 

People's Education as a shifting , imprecisely defined concept 

- an area of discourse and a process (to use terms often 

applied by its own proponents) rather than a set of articles 

of faith in which one either did or d i d not express belief. 

More needs to be said about my own position as researcher 

and writer. I have already indicated that I have adopted a 

critical attitude in my reading of some of the texts on 

People's Education: although my commentary is generally 

sympathetic to the professed aims and methods of People's 

Education, the reader will more than once detect a note of 

scepticism. 

Sympathy and a critical distance are, of course, not 
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incompatible positions to maintain. especially as far as 

People's Education is concerned. That language and power are 

linked is the underlying assumption of almost every 

pronouncement on People's English. Consequently. a recurring 

preoccupation in all the literature is the need to cultivate a 

critical attitude to language which would enable one to see 

beyond its surface manifestations and so to resist its 

effects. Deconstructing People's Education is. consequently. 

to apply its own principles. The corollary. however. is that 

the deconstructor - in this case myself - also needs to be 

deconstructed. The researcher cannot hide behind an illusion 

of ·objectivity'. any more t h an the activist or propagandist 

can . 

My reading of People's Education and of People's English 

is essentially that of an oucsider. I have not participated 

in the formulation of the ir princ iples. nor have I been an 

active proponent in t he processe s of their development. As a 

teacher o f English at a un ',rersi t y which is a product of a 

po lic y of r aciall y e xclusi> , educat ion. I am . however. keenly 

aware o f t he deficiencies of apartheid education. and 

recognise in People ' s Educ ation an attempt to redress the 

balance. t o give people control over their own lives and 

minds. I have. in my own t each i ng. experimented with 

materials and approache s that embody the spirit of People's 

English . Yet there are a s pec t s of it which I find alienating: 

the empty rhetoric that often s ur rounds it; the facile 

optimism in the immediate be nefits that it will bring South 

Africans at every level of the ir daily lives; the naively 

patronising veneratio n of 'the p eople'. a mindless deference 

which ultimately dehuman is es them by turning them into 

symbols. 

The adjectives with which I de liberately littered my 

reservations highlight the inhe rent subjectivity of any 

position. even those he l d and a rticulated with less emotive 

force. The subjectivity of one's p osition will colour attempts 
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to understand or come to terms with other positions. 

Acknowledging and making allowances for this does, however, 

make one's own position more authentic and releases one from 

the impossible goal of 'objectivity' . 

I have, nonetheless, attempted to apply to my own writing 

the same critical scrutiny to which I have sometimes 

subjected pronouncements on People's English. In the spirit 

and words of People's English itself I have tried to think and 

speak in non-racial, non-sexist and non-elitist ways, to say 

and write what I mean, and let the reader hear what is said 

and what is hidden. 



CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The Communicative Language Teaching approach, widely 

prescribed in South Africa and still enjoying considerable 

support among teachers of English internationally, has shown 

the need to set language learning and teaching in a wider 

context than the narrowly linguistic one that characterises 

the more traditional, grammar-based approaches. For 

practitioners of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), 

' knowing a language ' involves more than a knowledge of its 

lexicon and grammatical structures: more important than these, 

in fact, is an ability to communicate effectively in the 

l anguage. To do this, the learner needs to know the social 

and cultural norms of the society that uses the language; 

~;:;: r o priate language use involves putting this knowlenge into 

".r act ice. ConE quently, a CLT approach emphasises th,. view of 

: 9~guag e as discourse, rather than as isolat~d iinguistic 

5 ~ructures, in which communication is a process and in which 

~ean ing is constantly negotiated and modified by context. 

The pedagogical techniques employed in CLT are designed 

to re inforce the view of language as interactive 

communication: the approach is learner-centred and co

operative and, whenever possible, based on the experiences of 

the learners. 

In short, the aim of CLT is to take language learning and 

~eaching out of the classroom into the 'real world' of human 

interaction and communic ation. The teacher is not only a 

l ang uage expert: sfhe assumes a much more 'humane' role, 

in ~eracting with the students and functioning as their guide 

to the s ocial and cultural norms implicit in the language ' s 

appropriate use. 
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But for many workers in the field, this widening of the 

scope of language teaching is both insufficient and 

potentially dangerous. Setting the language in a larger 

communicative context RLLl enable the learner to see it 'in 

action" and alert him or her to its subtlety of use and 

function: however, one might argue, this strategy also runs 

the risk of requiring from the learner an unquestioning 

acceptance of the norms and ideology of the particular speech 

community with which the language is associated. 

The perspective offered by CLT is, in other words, still 

too narrow. It does not permit either the teacher or the 

learner to view the language subjectively and critically, to 

question the very communicative norms with which CLT aims at 

acquainting learners . What is needed, it has been suggested, 

is a more socially and politically informed approach, one that 

would lay bare the implicit assumptions and conventions of the 

language. 

Suc h radical questioning of the assumptions underlying a 

language may seem unnecessarily demanding in many, if not 

most, second language learning situations. But in the case of 

English, at least, a very convincing case can be put forward. 

In the section that follows I shall attempt to flesh out some 

of the points made above by referring to research done by some 

prominent writers in the field . ' 

A brief survey of the literature on ESL and EFL teaching 

1 The discussion and authorities cited in this chapter are 
not , nor do they pretend to be, in any way exhaustive of the 
t opic . Rather, they are presented as a point of departure, a 
representative sample of the debate which will provide the 
context for a more detailed study of People" s English . For 
fur ther discussion of the relationship between language, 
education and political power, the interested reader is referred 
to : Fairclough (1989), Giroux (1989), Simon (1987), Judd (1984), 
Pennycook (1989) and van Zyl (1987). 
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reveals the belief of many writers that the context in which 

English is taught is an important variable in determining the 

strategies to be adopted by the teacher. Social and political 

conditions are clearly factors to be considered. The broader 

implications of learning and teaching English are suggested 

again and again : from an account of how anti-Western feeling 

in the Middle East leads to Arab students adopting a purely 

instrumental approach to studying English"; to an analysis of 

the social and economic rewards that a knowledge of the 

language can offer a Japanese business executive.' 

From articles such as these a picture of the ambivalent 

attitude to English in many parts of the world begins to 

emerge . On the one hand the language represents social 

prestige and a practical solution to the problems of cross

linguistic communication. But against these advantages there 

is also a perception of English's imperialist heritage . Under 

the aegis of the British Empire the language had spread 

rapidly; to-day American imperialism - cul+.ural, commercial, 

political - sust~ins the process. 

Yet , according to Sandra Lee McKay (1989), not enough 

attention has been paid by researchers to this vitally 

important aspect of English language teaching . Her paper is a 

plea for just that : greater social and political awareness on 

the part of English teachers. 

A perception of the socio-political ramifications of 

English has been growing in South Africa in recent years, 

however . In a frequently quoted paper delivered to the 

English Academy of Southern Africa, Njabulo Ndebele (1987) 

suggests that the teaching of English and the perpetuation of 

Western imperialist interests are far from unrelated. His 

1 See El-Sayed, A.M. (1988); and Merghelani, A.R . A . and Yassin, 
M. A.F. (1983) . 

• See San Antonio , P.M. (1987) . 
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paper was partly in response to Guy Butler's address to the 

Academy a year earlier, in which he had celebrated the growing 

appreciation of English in South Africa . Butler had urged 

(white) English-speaking South Africans to assist in the 

spread of their mother-tongue by teaching it, and so providing 

"good models of spoken and written English" (Butler 1985:173) . 

This, he suggested, would be an altruistic and patriotic act: 

"The English pose no political threat to anyone . Their 

language, is wanted and needed by all" (Butler 1985 : 165>' 

Butler's views on the future of the English language in 

South Africa seem, to Ndebele, politically naive. Far fr om 

being a neutral language, as Butler suggests, English cannot 

escape its imperial heritage : 

Indeed, the history of the spread of the English 
language throughout the world is inseparable from 
the history of the spread of English and Amer ican 
imperialisms. This fact is important when we 
consider the place of English in formerl y colonised 
multi-lingual societies The imposition of Englis 
effectively tied these P?cieties to a world 
imperialist culture which was to impose, almost 
permanently , severe limitations on those countries' 
ability to make independent linguistic choices at 
the moment of independence (Ndebele 1987 :3). 

In Butler's calIon mother-tongue speakers to uphold 

standards, Ndebele sees the perpetuation of this linguis t i c 

and political hegemony . Faced with the spread of Eng lish and 

the consequent proliferation of 'non-standard' varieties, 

"metropolitan English speaking policy makers " attempt 

to weave a web of containment around this 
spontaneous, world-wide transformation of the 
English language so that English can continue to 
serve various kinds of metropolitan interests ; 
interests which may have very little to do with the 
concerns of those who, out of specific needs arising 
from their own forms of social interaction, have to 
fashion a new language for themselves (Ndebele 
1987:2-3) . 



5 

This kind of "prescriptive open-mindedness" CNdebele 1987: 4) 

is, he believes, symptomatic of South African political life 

on a more general level. 

Having looked at the issue from a "broad social 

perspective", Ndebele maintains, one must see that English 

"cannot be considered an innocent language" CNdebele 1987: 11) . 

In his concluding remarks Ndebele makes reference to a 

functional approach to language teaching. His observations 

are worth noting here for the light that they throw on my 

earlier observations on the shortcomings of a CLT approach. 

Describing an SATV language instruction programme designed to 

teach African languages to whites, Ndebele notes how the 

contexts in which the language is presented to the learners 

mirrors the inequalities of South African daily life: 

The situations are often ones which involve employer 
Cwhite)!employee Cblack ) relations .. R.emarkable 
about the segments is the functional ' ont~xt of 
language use . Clearly, the lessons a~e not designed 
to promote meaningful communication between humans; 
rather, they are designed to enable whites to make 
better use of their black workers CNdebele 1987 :13). 

This approach, he says, "typifies the context of learning 

that characterises the traditional teaching of English to 

Africans", and adds : 

What may need to be emphasized is that if the 
recognition that English belongs to a ll who use it 
is more than academic, then in multi- cultural 
societies, English will have to be taught i n such a 
way that the learners are made to recognize 
themselves through the learning context employed, 
not as second-class learners of a foreign culture, 
or as units of labour that have to be tuned to work 
better, but as self-respecting citizens of the 
world . The idea of teaching English through the 
exposure of second language learners to English 
culture should be abandoned . If English belongs to 
all, then it will naturally assume the cultural 
colour of its respective users CNdebele 1987:13- 14 ). 
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Ndebele's observations return us to a consideration of 

the limitations of a communicative approach that stresses the 

functions and notions of language in society. While 

attempting to present language and social interaction as they 

normally occur - and so prepare the learner for real language 

use - the teacher runs the risk of legitimising and 

perpetuating inequalities such as those mentioned by Ndebele. 

The tension between 'what is' and 'what should be' is 

taken up by Bronwyn Norton Peirce in a persuasive and incisive 

paper. 

Norton Peirce takes it as axiomatic that .. teaching is a 

political act .. (Norton Peirce 1989:402), especially when so 

controversial a subject as English is involved. Furthermore, 

she insists, the ambivalent status of English in the modern 

world is more than a matter of passing academic interest: 

This debate j~ important fo r t e ac hers of English 
internationa . • y : If we are impl ic a~ed in producing 
and perpetuat i ng inequaii~ ie s i n the communities in 
which we teacn, we are accountable for our actions 
(Norton Peirce 1989 : 402). 

For Norton Peirce the political ramifications of English 

are complex and deep-seated. It is not simply its heritage as 

a colonial language that makes i t such a bone of contention. 

To view the matter in this way would be to imply that the 

language itself is neutral, and that it is the context in 

which it is being taught that makes it problematic. Rather, 

she maintains, there are ideological meanings embedded within 

the language itself which render any claim to neutrality 

meaningless. 

In making this claim, Norton Peirce says she is drawing 

on a post-structuralist theory of language, according to which 

discourses are viewed as 
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the complexes o f signs and practices that organize 
social e xistence and social reproduction. In this 
view, a discourse delimits the range of possible 
practices under its authority and organizes how 
these practices are realized in time and space. A 
discourse is thus a particular way of organizing 
meaning-making practices (Norton Peirce 1989:404-
405) . 

Language, as 

daily social 

revealed in discourse, 

and cultural practises . 

is thus implicated in our 

Discourses constrain and 

regulate our ability to make meaning of our lives. Within 

them we must find 'subject positions' for ourselves. If, 

however, we find ourselves unable to do so we may be driven to 

rebellion and attempt to contest the dominant discourse. 

Viewed in this way, a language, such as English, becomes 

a site of strugg le over meaning, access and power" (Norton 

Peirce 1989:405 ). 

To 'cead :'his much signific :mc e into discourse is, of 

cour..;e, to a dd a further dimens c.on to the view of discourse 

from which CL~ derives its theoretical underpinnings: namely, 

that dif>course is " a continuous stretch of ... language larger 

than a sentence (Crystal 1980 , quoted by Norton Peirce 1989 : 

404). And in this difference, according to Norton Peirce, 

lies the ultimate inadequacy of the communicative approach. 

For her, as for Ndebele, any account or theory of English that 

ignores its socio-political dimension is at best, naive; at 

worst, redolent of sinisterly manipulative intention . Norton 

Peirce argues that 

the teaching of English for communicative competence 
is in itself inadequate as a language-teaching goal 
if English teachers are interested in exploring how 
language shapes the subjectivities of their students 
and how it is implicated in power and dominance 
(Norton Peirce 1989:406). 

Important as it is that the learner is acquainted with the 
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lan guage ' s ' rules of use', it is equally important that slhe 

adopt a c ritical , questioning attitude to those very rules: 

If we teach students to use the English language in 
a way consistent with appropriate usage at a 
particular time and place, we may run the risk of 
limiting our students' perceptions of how English 
c an be used in soc iety . We may indeed be implicated 
in perpetuating inequalities in society (Norton 
Peirce 1989:407). 

But , Norton Peirce goes on to say, the teacher does have 

a no the r option : " to expose these inequalities and , more 

important, help students explore alternative possibilities for 

themselves and t heir societies " . Such an option envisages an 

actively partisan role for the language teacher, one through 

which s lhe deliberately attempts to shape the socio-political 

~ontext of t he language . Slhe adopts, in Norton Peirce's 

phrase, "a pedagogy of possibility" (Norton Peirce 1989 : 407). 

Hav ing accep t ed that neither teaching nor language can ever be 

pol i ticall y neutr ., l activities, the teacher s eeks to 'empower ' 

~ ,?:1.guage learner s by e ncouraging a critical 'q,uestioning of the 

language. In such a s c enario both t e a c hers and learners cease 

~o be the passive pawns of the language; rather, they are 

e mpowered to re s ist its hegemony, and to set up their own 

' coun t er discourses '. 

The remainder of Norton Peirce's paper is devoted to an 

appl ication of these theoretical insights to the situation in 

South Afr i c a, where, as Ndebele's paper has already shown, 

English teaching is far from being a neutral activity. 

' People's Eng lish ', Norton Peirce now suggests, provides a 

concrete me ans to implementing just such a 'pedagogy of 

pos s ibil i ty ' " 

, Els e whe re Norton Peirce has compared the DET syllabus for 
English with t he proposals made by the People's English 
Commiss i on , Her observations e cho the contrast between language 
a s i t is and a s it should be used, n o ted in the foregoing 
d i.s c us s ion : "In e s s e nc e , while the DET syllabus designers 
conc e n1:. r ate on what l anguage compe tence they consider 
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Norton Peirce's argument has led us to People's English, 

the real focus of this study, and at the same time provided us 

with its raison d'etre. People's English is a bold attempt to 

take on and resolve that ambivalence towards English which has 

often resulted in a loss of confidence in ESL teaching. It 

aims at giving learners more control over the language - and, 

by implication, over their lives - rather than making them its 

uncritical, passive pawns. Exactly how and with what success 

this is being done will be considered in the chapters that 

follow . 

. appropriate , given the status quo in South Africa, the People's 
English Commission concentrates on what might be desirable in a 
new South Africa" (Norton Peirce 1990b: 5) . In South Africa 
critical linguistics has played a significant role in drawing 
attention to the ideological nature of language. See, for 
example, Janks (1990a) and McKenzie (1987). Both writers have 
p o inted to People ' s English as an approach that will empower 
learners through demystifying the language. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE THEORY: 

PEOPLE'S ENGLISH AND PEOPLE'S EDUCATION 

It is always easier to coin a slogan than to give it 
serious content and direction (Levin 1991:125). 

The dissatisfaction and frustration felt by black South 

Africans at the inequalities of the education system reached a 

climax in the Soweto riots of 1976. Significantly, the major 

ostensible grievance centred on the question of language: 

students objected to the burden that being taught through the 

medium of both official languages placed both on themselves 

and on their already hard-pressed teachers . They clearly 

indic ? ted their rejection of Afrikaans and ~reference for 

Engli~u, as the only medium of instruction . ' 

1976 witnessed the beginning of an era of disrupted 

schooling marked by continual unrest, class boycotts and 

further state repression . By 1985 black education was in 

total disarray : in many places it had ceased to function 

entirely . 

It was in this context that a national conference was 

called by the Soweto Parents Crisis Committee (SPCC) at the 

end of 1985 in an attempt to address the continuing crisis. 

The first National Consultative Conference (NCC) was held at 

, It is debateable whether the students' protests were 
directed against Afrikaans specifically (see, for example, Norton 
Peirce 1989 : 409), or more generally against the whole unworkable 
50: 50 system which stipulated that all subjects not taught in the 
mother-tongue should be divided equally between English and 
Afrikaans as media of instruction (see, for example, A survey of 
l anguage policies in education in South Africa: 1948-1989 ( 1990) 
in Towards a language po licy for post-apartheid South Africa ). 



11 

the University of the Witwatersrand in December 1985, with the 

the me of "People's Education for People ' s Power " . The slogan 

was chosen deliberately as a counter to the "Liberation now, 

education later" philosophy that had motivated student protest 

until then, and it was here that the idea of an alternative to 

the despised Bantu Education took root, Hitherto opposition 

to state education had usually been expressed in negative 

terms : delegates to the conference felt that the time had 

arrived to offer a viable option rather than to continue t o 

dwell on the, by now, self-evident, inadequacies of the 

system, The concept of a 'People's Education' that has since 

developed involves a radical re-thinking of some fundamental 

conceptions of education, It was, the delegates felt , no 

longer enough for black students to want the same 

opportunities and access to facilities as their white peers : 

White education was itself seen as tragically flawed and, in 

its own way, as disadvantaging and limiting as anything t hat 

Bantu Education had to offer . 

What then does People's Education involve ? What do _ 'LS 

proponents mean by the term, and how would they seek to g i ve 

concrete expression to it ? 

The answers to these questions are by no means clear-cut, 

which may account for the scepticism often expressed by 

teachers when first exposed to the idea of People's Education. 

This was succinctly expressed in a letter I received in 

response to my enquiries into the nature and development of 

People's English. The editor of Learning Press, after 

explaining that her editorial philosophy is to provide a 

supplement, rather than an alternative to the inadequate 

education currently given to black school-children in South 

Africa, goes on to express the reservations that she and 

others have about 'popular' or 'people's education'. She 

writes: 

When talking to a black headmaster last week about 
people's education, he said to us, when someone can 
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provide him with a syllabus and a curriculum, he 
will perhaps be in a position to evalua t e it . No-one 
has been able to do that. Perhaps you will be able 
when you have completed your thesis. It seems to be 
such a woolly concept and I don't think it has been 
adequately conceptualised by its proponents (Leon 
1991 pers. comm.) 

But uncertainty of this kind is not only to be found 

amongst the 'uninitiated': the absence of any clear definition 

or of analytical rigor in conceptualising it has been noted by 

some of the foremost supporters of People ' s Education. For 

example, Ann Browne of the English Resource Unit, having 

mentioned that the organisation's approach, aims and 

principles "would be that of People ' s Education broadly" , goes 

on to point out that the concept still lacks prec ise 

definition. This, she feels is attributable to its historical 

context: 

People's Education came out of struggle, and i s an 
" ppositional dialogue. The challenge of People's 
l<' ducation in the current co. text is to t ranslate 
that dialogue into something far more concrete -
People's Education has to start delivering this 
alternative education that it has been sloganeering 
about for so many years. Apartheid education has 
been rejected but we need something to put in its 
place. Clearly this is no easy task, especially 
when one considers the , range of different 
understandings that exist about what this education 
is. Participation is a key factor and how this 
participation of "the people" will happen is a 
difficult question (Browne 1991 pers. comm.).2 

• See also Levin (1991: 125) . A further complication is 
that, for some, People's Education is synonymous with 
'alternative' or 'popular' education (e.g. see Alexander 
1990:62) . Others, however, clearly distinguish between them. 
The writer of a pamphlet published by the Educat ion Policy Unit 
at the University of the Witwatersrand distinguishes between the 
three terms, and asserts that "people ' s educat ion is different 
from alternative education because alternative education usually 
works wi thin the system while people's education strives to 
change the system" and that "People ' s education is a broad 
concept which includes the idea of popular education " 
(Alternative, Popular and People 's Education 1989:3 ) , 
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In the light of this, attempting any such definitive 

statement would, certainly at this stage, be premature. We 

might however begin to unravel some of the 'wool" in the 

concept if we begin by examining what some of the proponents 

of People"s Education ~ said about it. 

The Resolutions of the First National Consultative 

Conference in December 1985 devote two sections to the topic 

of People"s Education. Having indicated its total rejection 

of apartheid education, conference resolved "to actively 

strive for people"s education as the new form of education for 

all sections of our people" . People"s Education they defined 

as education that 

(i) enables the oppressed to understand the evils 
of the apartheid system and prepares them for 
participation in a nonracial democratic system 

(ii) eliminates illiteracy, ignorance and the 
exploitation of one person by another 

(iii) eliminat ,s c~pitalist norms c= cO~1'tition, 
individualism ",nd stunted intellect. ·.;.al de' elopment, 
and replaces it with one that encourages collective 
input and active participation by all, as well as 
stimulating critical thinking and analysis 

(iv) equips and trains all sectors of our people to 
participate actively and creatively in the struggle 
to attain people"s power in order to establish a 
nonracial democratic South Africa 

(v) allows students, parents , teachers and workers 
to be mobilized into appropriate organizational 
structures which enable them to par ticipate actively 
in the initiation and management of people"s 
education in all its forms 

(v) enables workers to resist exploitation and 
oppression at their workplace. 

(Section 9 "On People" s Education I ', "Resolutions 
from the First National Education Consultative 
Conference". Reproduced in Nkomo 1990: 425. ) 

The resolutions in this section amo '.J.nt to a statement of 

educational and political principles , as well as being an 
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indication of the benefits that the delegates anticipated 

would follow from People ' s Education, The concerns range from 

the immediately relevant to the broadly ideological, 

reflecting the conference's earlier stated belief that "the 

struggle for a unitary, nonracial democratic education is an 

integral part of the struggle for a unitary, nonracial and 

democratic society, free from oppression and exploitation" 

(Section 5 (ii ) "On Student Organization" in the Resolutions, 

See Nkomo 1990:423), Or as Glenda Kruss puts it: 

"People's Education for People's Power" is, at 
the same time an educational strategy and a 
political strategy, Through People's Education, 
people will be mobilised and organised towards the 
goal of a n on-racial democratic South Africa; but at 
the same time through People's Education, people are 
beginning to develop a future education system 
(Kruss 1988 : 19 ) , 

Uniting a l l the resolutions is a vision of an education 

system inspired , f o r mulated , o rg nised and implemented at 

g r ass-roots level , in which ' the people' will be able to galD 

control of t heir l i ves and be 'empowered' through the medium 

of education. The i d e a ls of People's Education and the 

methods by whic h they will be implemented are radically 

democratic and c o mmunal - i n contrast to what were perceived 

to be the undesirable authoritarianism and individualism of 

the existing order. Bu t, although People's Education is 

explicitly linked t o a particular socio-ideological vision, 

great value is attached to critical and creative thinking , 

The second section o n People's Education deals with the 

urgent need to implement programmes to promote People's 

Education, The delegates e xpress their belief that 

(i) all stud e nt-teacher-parent and community-based 
organizations must wo rk vigorously and energetically 
to promote peop le's education 

( ii) all p ro g r a ms must enhance the organizations of 
all section s o f our people, wherever they may be 
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(iii) the programs must encourage critical and 
creative thinking and working methods 

(iv) the program must promote the correct [sic] 
values of democracy, nonracialism, collective work, 
and active participation. 

And consequently resolve 

(i) that the recommendations of the commission on 
people's education be referred to the incoming 
committee for use as a guideline for the formulation 
of programs to promote people's education at all 
levels 

(ii) that all local, regional and national 
structures mobilize the necessary human and material 
resources in the first instance from within the 
communities and regions and then from other sources. 

(Section 10 "On People' s Education I I", "Resolutions 
fro m the First National Education Consultative 
Conference" . Reproduced in Nkomo 1990: 425-426.) 

Lr. ;,arch 1986 t he National Education Crisis Committee 

(NECC) was formed. At the same time the second National 

Consultative Conference was held in Durban . Here the 

delegates were able to re-affirm their commitment to the 

resolutions o f the first conference, and urge "[a]ll 

progressive teachers, parent and student organizations to take 

immediate and urgent steps to implement the . .. 

recomrnendations" (Section 9 "On Implementation of People's 

Education " , "Resolutions from the Second National Education 

Consultative Conference". Reproduced in Nkomo 1990: 432-433.). 

These then are the parameters of People's Education as 

they we re formulated at the first two National Consultative 

Conferences. They do not, however, provide a final answer to 

the question, 'What is People's Education ? ' , being little 

more than outlines of vague ideals, a specific application of 

t he rhetoric c ommonly associated with the broader political 

struggle. Desp ite the delegates' reiterated sense of the 
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urgency o f overco ming the educational crisis , the r e solutions 

they f o r mu l a ted offer l itt le indication of how People ' s 

Educ atio n could o r would find c oncrete expression. The 

cond i tions of state repression' in the period before and 

subsequent to the second conference were perhaps the major 

inhibiting factor in this respect . Nor, for that matter, 

s hould t he vagueness of the resolutions necessarily be seen as 

a weakness . Kruss , for example, c onsiders that they "provide 

a basis for action, a set of guiding principles" and asserts 

t hat they "can and have been interpreted in a variety of ways 

and have been shaped by subsequent conditions" (Kruss 

198 8 : 15) ' 

In o rder to flesh out these bare bones it is necessary to 

examine the rhetorical and analytical pronouncements of some 

of the proponents of People ' s Education at that time . 

Fa t her Smongaliso Mkatshwa, delivering the keynote 

addr e ss a t the first National Consultative Conference , 

desc r i bes P e ople ' s Ed. . 'cation as " a devastating indictment or, 

Apar"heid slav e educat;ion" . But, in keeping with the general 

"on e of the conference , he goes on to emphasise its positive 

asp ec t s . By Alte rnative or People ' s Educ ation, he says 

we mean one which prepares people for total human 
liberation; one which helps people to be creative, 
t o develop a critical mind , to help people to 
ana l yse; one that prepares people for full 
pa rtic ipation in all social, political or cultural 
s pheres of society. (People's Education: A 
collect ion of articles : 11) 

, Fo r a more detailed account of these events, see Christie 
(1991) . 

, Kruss does, however, go on to say "that People's 
Educat ion, at least initially, was easier to define in terms of 
wha t it is 1lQ.t., than in terms of what it is." [ emphasis hers] 
( Kr us s 1988 : 17 ). She nonetheless provides a very useful summary 
o f the ke y f eat ures of People's Education, as formulated at the 
two c onferenc e s, a s well as a c ritical analysis o f some of the ir 
impl ications (See Krus s 1988: Sect i o n 2 ) . 
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His words capture the essence of the conference's 

resolutions; and his vision of a holistic education is echoed 

in Zwelakhe Sisulu's keynote address at the second National 

Consultative Conference. Like Mkatshwa he stresses that 

People's Education is both a rejection of and an alternative 
• 

to the existing' system : 

What do we mean when we say we want people's 
education? We are agreed that we don't want Bantu 
Education but we must be clear about what we want in 
its place. We must also be clear as to how we are 
going to achieve this . 

We are no longer demanding the same education as whites, 
since this is education for domination. People's 
education means education at the service of the 
people as a whole, education that liberates, 
education that puts people in command of their lives 
(People's Education : A collection of articles : 37 ) . 

Few educationalists would find anything to disagree with, 

or even be surprised by, in these generalisations . But , a = 

Sisulu akes clear, the crisis in education i: part of the 

national crisis: ., [A]partheid education cannot be separated 

from apartheid in general". The corollary of this follows : 

"The struggle for people's education can only be finally won 

when we have won the struggle for people's power ". And later, 

he again links the ideals of People's Education with those of 

the national struggle : 

The demand for free, democratic people's education 
we have said, is part of, indeed, inextricably tied, 
to the struggle for a free, democratic, people's 
South Africa. The struggle against apartheid 
education is not a question for students and 
teachers alone. A conference like this demonstrates 
the concern of the entire community with the problem 
of gutter education (People's Education: A 
collection of articles: 37). 

Community involvement and participation in the political 

struggle are to be realised in concrete, political ways. 

People's Education does not only invo lve principles of 

education : it encompasses their practical implementation as 
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well. At the first National Consultative Conference Lulu 

Johnson had predicted that "people-s power" would make itself 

felt within the very structures of apartheid, and eventually 

take over: 

People will take a degree of control of schools. 
For example, they will decide when the schools, 
colleges and universities will start and finish, how 
much college, university and school fees should be 
and so on. In this process we are breaking the 
shackles of oppression (People-s Education: A 
Collection of Articles: 17). 

In his speech Sisulu suggests how this process might take 

place: via democratic SRCs, school committees, and the 

inclusion of teachers in "the fold of the people". Under 

apartheid educationa l po licy had been imposed upon the people; 

people-s education, by contrast, is democratic in its 

organisation and implementation as well as in its ideals. 

To be a cce.-,ta b le, every initiative must come fro ·' . 
the peopl~ ~hemse lves, must be accountable to th~ 
pe'::p:Ce and r~,ust advance the broad mass of students, 
not just a selec t few. In effect this means taking 
over ~he schools , transforming them from 
inst itut ions of oppression into zones of progress 
and people's power. Of course this is a long term 
process , a process of struggle, which can only 
ul timately be secured by total liberation. But we 
have already begun this process. 

When we fight for and achieve democratic SRCs, and 
parents committees, we are starting to realise our 
demands that the People Shall Govern and that the 
Doors of Learning and Culture Shall be Opened 
(People-s Education: A collection of articles : 36-
37) . 

Ihron Rensburg, writing shortly after Sisulu's address, 

also emphasises the organisational aspect of People's 

Education, but sees it from a slightly different perspective. 

Schools and other educational institutions provide a 

convenient. base from which activists can operate . He says: 

"Pupils can only organise and become a force for change to 
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combine with other such forces if they are at school" 

(Peop le's Education: A collection of articles; 44) , 

Kruss summarises these two perspectives on organisation 

in this way; "People's Education is at the same time a means 

of organising people and, in turn, its success depends on the 

organisation of students, teachers and parents which will 

enable them to take control over education" (Kruss 1988 ; 13), 

Rensburg also considers how the ideals of People's 

Education can be translated into practice through appropriate 

programmes, courses and materials , The process, he warns, 

"will not be completed overnight, and it will be constantly 

changing and dynamic" , 

[Rensburg's article was 

He maintains; "The next two months 

published in May 1986] will give us 

the embryo, but real people's education is a process rather 

than a rigid written doctrine " (People's Education; A 

cc,llection of articles : 44-45).' 

. f'rocess' is clearly a k'~y word in an understanding of 

P~ople's Education. This attribute, in fact, does much to 

explain the woolliness of the concept as a whole . Thus Kruss 

argues that "People's Education is a process [her emphasis] 

which could lay the foundations for a future education system, 

while transforming present educational institutions" (Kruss 

1988;4). Yet it would seem that the matter goes well beyond 

this. To say that People's Education is dynamic, flexible and 

c onstantly changing is not merely to indicate that the concept 

has not yet been fully formulated or that the conditions for 

its implementation are not ripe. Such characteristics seem, 

rather, to point to the essence of People's Education, to be 

, Another noteworthy aspect of Rensburg' s artic le is his 
insistence that People's Education "is not a blue print for 
African schools alone" (People's Education; A collection of 
artic les ; 48). The article by Cynthia Kros is also worth noting 
in this respect; she looks at People's Education from the 
perspective of 'white education', suggesting that it can do much 
t.o counter the "deep passivity" fostered by white schooling 
(t~QpJe's Education; A collection of articles ; 68). 
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integral and definitive aspects of it. Its very 'fuzziness" 

is an indication that it is being true to its stated mission: 

to adapt constantly to the changing needs of the people it 

serves, to be part of the ongoing process of consultation and 

negotiation, in the political and educational struggle. Even 

in 1990 Nick Taylor is able to assert of the 1985 resolutions 

that 

[m]uch work still needs to be done on gLvLng more 
specific content to these ideas. If the work is not 
carried through to the grassroots level by means of 
vigorous debate, then the educational policies of 
the future cannot reflect the basic needs and 
demands of the people (Taylor 1990:5). 

In her examination of the concept of People"s Education, 

Kruss, in fact, devotes a section to the 'process" whereby it 

has and is being developed, implemented and contested. She 

lists a number of important debates which have developed among 

supporters of People"s Education: some of these have already 

emerged in thecomffients of the proponents already quoted. 

One of these is the issue of control over education, 

already touched upon in the quotations from Sisulu and 

Johnson. Initially there was great optimism about the extent 

to which communities could take over the running of schools in 

the way that Lulu Johnson had called for. The National 

Education Crisis Committee had called on the state to hand 

over the control and management of schools to the community 

which, it believed, was in a better position than the 

Department of Education and Training to provide effective 

education. The state did not respond to the call, however, 

and the NECC eventually had to abandon its ideal of People"s 

Education in community-controlled schools. Increased 

repression by the government, acting under the state of 

emergency, made any such hopes even more remote. In the light 

of this the original idea of 'control over the schools" had to 

be reassessed. Kruss, writing in 1988, explains: "Proponents 

of People"s Education have subsequently tended to concentrate 
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on developing more limited ways of changing education in the 

present and. through this. to lay the basis for a national 

education system in a post-apartheid South Africa. Two of the 

options that she mentions are: setting up community-based 

private schools to implement People"s Education and an Academy 

to train headmasters [sic]. administrators and teachers within 

a People"s Education approach (Kruss 1988 : 23-24). 

An equally important aspect of People "s Education as 

process is the development of alternative curricula. The need 

for these had been recognised in the resolutions of the second 

National Consultative Conference. In due course People"s 

Education Commissions were set up to look into the matter. 

Once again. as Kruss points out. there was some 

uncertainty as to the scope of the task. Many. working from 

the assumption that communities would take control of schools. 

believed that they were meant to produce a new curriculum for 

all subjects. According to j,· russ. however. most worker. in 

the field had. at the t~~e of her writing. set themselve 3 

"more limited tasks". concentrating on material for People ' s 

English. History and Mathematics . Such material could be used 

either within or outside the existing education system. 

Kruss mentions the principles according to which the 

subject commissions were working : 

People"s Education in schools would be aimed at 
students of all races. An important stress is that 
it would not merely be political education or 
propaganda. Rather. it is an application of the 
principles of People"s Education to the content of 
each subject. and importantly. the method by which 
it is taught (Kruss 1988 : 25). 

She also draws attention to the 'principle of 

consultation". The writers of material did not wish to work 

in isolation but to test their drafts and invite feedback from 

students. teachers and the community at large. This. however. 
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proved diff icul t in practice, largely b61,.~;allf;l(Ol t,:)£ .,t .. t" 

harassment and its attempts to prevent the use of People's 

Education material in schools. These circumstances , perhaps , 

also account for the lack of rigour, direction or thoroughness 

that many critics have considered to be a weakness in much of 

the material produced (see Kruss 1988:28). 

The resolutions adopted by the two consultative 

conferences targeted teachers as one of the groups who could 

"participate actively in the initiation and management of 

People's Education in all its forms" (Section 9, "Resolutions 

from the First National Education Consultative Conference " . In 

Nkomo 1990:425). But Kruss points to some of the difficulties 

of involving teachers in the processes of People's Education. 

However well-intentioned, many teachers are hampered by fears 

about job security, their own limited (perceived or real ) 

training and the psychological difficulty in having to adjust 

to more critical, open-ended and potentially threaten i ng 

met~ods of teaching. 

Attempts have been made to resolve this impasse by 

developing training programmes and building 'progressive 

teachers' organisations', as well as forming alliances with 

existing professional organisations . The latter move evoked 

some controversy as organisations such as the African Teachers 

Association of South Africa (ATASA) and the Cape Teachers 

Professional Association (CTPA) were regarded by many as 

politically conservative, Students and teachers opposed a 

move which seemed to grant them undue recognition, and the 

organisations were themselves forced to re-examine their own 

political stance, Kruss, however, sees such manoeuvring as 

yet another aspect of People's Education in process: these are 

"conflicting interests and demands which will shape the 

outcome [of People's Education]" (Kruss 1988: 31) . 

People's Education has developed mainly through national 

co-ordination by the NECC. This appears to have been by 
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default, According to Kruss, 

People's Education was initially intended to be a 
concept broad enough to include all opposition 
groupings to work around the crisis in education, 
However it has predominantly been developed and 
promoted by the NECC, which has entered into a 
particular set of alliances (Kruss 1988:32), 

These alliances include the teachers organisations already 

mentioned, student organisations, the United Democratic Front 

and the Congress of South African Trade Unions,' Through 

united action the NECC was able to popularise People's 

Education and involve others in its processes, Action of this 

kind gave concrete expression to the principle that the 

struggle for an alternative education is part of the broader 

struggle for a non-racial democratic South Africa , As Kruss 

puts it: 

The NECC sees itself as primari ly an educational 
organisatior which will work together wi t h politi~,l 
organisatioL; sharing their goals, It is argued 
that the NEC!; is a spec ialised educational 
organisation of the people, the embryo for a f uture 
educational system (Kruss 1988 :33), 

In concluding her discussion of the process of People's 

Education Kruss shows that its proponents have also been 

• The sectarian biases of the proponents of People's 
Education has evoked some criticism, Neville Alexander, after 
warning against the sloganeering and " the hopelessly myopic, 
uninformed naivete" that all too often characterizes thinking 
about alternative education, complains about the way in which 
People's Education is often high-jacked for narrowly sectarian, 
party-political purposes, While acknowledgin g the important role 
played by the NECC in developing strategies f o r alternative 
education, he indicates in no uncertain terms his reluctance to 
grant it the right to pontificate on the s ubject: "To believe 
that only those groups who pay allegianc e or genuflect to the 
NECC are 'kosher' is to negate a priori everything we say about 
so-called democracy" (Alexander 1990: 62 ) , Alexander's comments 
provide some balance to other accounts (such as Kruss's) which 
lay great emphasis on the part played by the NECC and allied 
organisations, 
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active in areas outside the schools. One of these is the 

universities. Here a commitment to People's Education can 

take a number of forms . Universities are encouraged to re

examine the concept of academic freedom, seeing it in closer 

relation to social life and freedom . Areas in which they 

would need to consider their practice include : accountability 

within the university itself and beyond it, to the broader 

community; implementing People's Education within the 

universities themselves and giving support to its development 

in schools. 

More significant, perhaps, is the role of People's 

Education in the community and the workplace. The conference 

resolutions made it clear that People's Education was not 

intended for students at formal institutions of education 

only. It was aimed at the education of all in the community, 

in particular the workers . One of the resolutions defines 

People's Education as one that ,. enables workers to resist 

exploitation and oppression ac che ir workplace" (Section 9, 

"Re " o l utions f r om the Firs t No. ,ion2.1 Education Consultative 

Conference " . I n Nkomo 1990: 42 5 , . In the process of People's 

Education being developed the wor kers have come to occupy a 

privileged position. A COSATU pamph l et "June 16 and the 

Working Class " (published in November 1986) baldly asserts 

that "People's Education invo lves the working class". The 

writer goes on to suggest that 'alternate education' is "a 

very important area where workers and youth can unite", having 

"common interests in the struggle over education" . Most 

dramatically it is claimed that "[iJt is the working class who 

will benefit most from alternate education" (In People's 

Education: A Collection of artic l es : 138- 139) . On other 

occasions COSATU has reiterated its commitment to the process 

of People's Education (see Kruss 1988: 38) . Representatives 

have expressed their belief that Peo ple's Education, unlike 

the existing system of education in South Africa, aims to 

involve the workers by giving them a voice in the distribution 

of educational resourc es and in deciding what kind of 
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education should be provided. 

Another, related, aspect of People's Education is 

literacy training. Giving people basic literacy skills, it is 

argued, will put them in a position to overcome many of the 

disadvantages with which they live: it will empower them, help 

them gain control over their own lives. A number of projects 

have grown up with aims such as these in mind, operating on 

the principles of People's Education. Equally important, 

People's Education has provided many erstwhile autonomous 

organisations with a framework within which to articulate 

common goals and methods, and to develop them further in the 

light of shared insights and discoveries. As Kruss comments: 

Many educational institutions and organisations have 
been working for years, using principles and 
theoretical understandings of education similar to 
those embodied in People's Education, but in 
isolation. The rallying call of People's Education 
for People's Power. with the stress on organisation 
and unity ,~kes the difference. (Krus s 1988:40) 

The NECC held a third Consultative Conference in 

September 1987, in spite of the state-imposed restrictions 

that made it virtually impossible for it to operate. Here it 

restated a commitment to "non- rac ial, democratic and People's 

Education as an integral part of the overall struggle for 

national liberation and freedom from economic exploitation" 

while recognising that this would be "a long and arduous 

process " (quoted in Chr istie 1991: 289). The recognition was a 

prophetic and timely one : in February 1988 the NECC, along 

with a number of other liberation organisations, was 

At 

banned, 

the same and work on People"s Ed ucat ion ground to a halt . 

time the state did all it could to regain control of the 

schools by setting more stringent regulations for enrolment. 
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The political climate eased somewhat in 1989, and 

although still banned, the NECC held a National Conference of 

the Educational Movement. Here it was decided that the NECC's 

activities should be separated into two distinct areas. These 

Christie describes as: 

* activist work (which involved political 
mobilization) 

* programme work (which involved the development of 
programmes and other educational work for People's 
Education) 

(Christie 1991:292) 

Th e former would continue to fall in the ambit of the NECC; a 

new group, the Education Development Trust (EDT), would devote 

i t self to the latter. Separating the two kinds of activities, 

~t was argued, would ensure that the programme work would 

cont,inue , even in times of state repression. Thus the kind of 

lcia-cus tha t had occurred in tl. .'l period just prior to the 

C: 3~er@nce c o u ld be avoided. 

A f ourth National Consultative Conference was called in 

Dece mber 19 89, in the context of a more liberal political 

cl imate . The conference's theme was: "Consolidate and advance 

t o People' s Education". After a careful and critical survey 

of its past activities the conference conceded that little 

progress had really been made in developing People's 

Educ a t i on, either on an organisational or an educational 

l e vel . Nevertheless, it reaffirmed its commitment to 

continuing its work in the field. The NECC also resolved to 

s hed its 'crisis' image, and consequently changed its name to 

the more permanent-sounding National Education Co-ordinating 

Commit t ee. 

Christie lists fourteen points defining People's 

Ed ucation, as adopted, by the 1989 conference. It is worth 

r·'p r oducing them in full here since they might be seen as the 
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culmination of years of process, an attempt to define and 

encapsulate all that had gradually come to be understood by 

the concept of People's Education. 

1. It should be education which is controlled by 
people [sic]. It should not be hierarchical or 
dictatorial. 

2. It should enhance society as a whole. 

3. It should serve the interests of the masses. 

4. It should enhance patriotism and the self-esteem 
of the working-class. 

5 . It should be relevant to the actual needs of 
society and geared towards the development of 
skills. 

6. It should use resources optimally for all people 
and not be run on racial lines. 

7. It should discourage individualism and promote a 
collective outlook. 

1'. It should promote welfare [sic] of the 'people as 
a whole. 

9. It should create a working class consciousness . 

10 . It should be used to fight illiteracy among the 
working class . 

11 . It should create values that will be relevant in 
protecting the gains of the working class . 

12. It should destroy division between mental and 
manual labour. 

13. It should provide people with skills that are 
useful to production. 

14 . It should destroy sexism in school. 

(Christie 1991:295) 

Repetitious and vague though many are, the points do represent 

an attempt to come to grips with a concept that had often had 

little more than rhetorical force. This initiative was 

furthe r developed in July 1990 when the NECC organised a 
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workshop, the main aim of which was "to develop and build a 

common and coherent understanding of the concept of People's 

Education" (quoted in Christie 1991 : 296) , As usual, a number 

of diverging interpretations were offered, dealing with such 

diverse but related issues as curriculum planning, 

consultation with 'the people', democratic teaching methods, 

and political and economic empowerment. 

Two further observations may serve to round off this 

overview of People's Education. Although unrelated, both 

present a view of the concept from a slightly more distanced 

perspective than the chronological account, seen largely 

through the eyes of its proponents and practitioners, so far 

presented. 

This chapter has examined the concept of 'People's 

Education' at some length, noting differences in 

interpretation and application among those who have used the 

term. What is wor t h observing here is the further ambig(l i. ty 

lying in the term . " he people' . 

The phrase is found in an address given by Lebamang 

Sebidi at the Education for Affirmation conference in 1988, 

"Towards the En-fleshment of a dynamic idea: The People ' s 

Education" . His speech is full of rhetorical flourishes and 

dramatic assertions, but lacks the kind of critical rigour 

that would make it informative or insightful to someone 

reading it outside the particular context in which it was 

made. The phrase 'the people' is used repeatedly, with 

increasing weight being attached to its significance and with 

increasing emotional impact : yet no attempt is made to define 

it or even to indicate that such a definition might be 

problematic. Sebidi does, in the course of his address, 

consider the concept of ' the people's education' in some 

detail in order to show how it might be "enfleshed in the 

concrete socio-political and economic situation the people 

find themselves grappling with" (Sebidi 1988:50). He does 
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not, however, apply the same analytical scrutiny to 'the 

people': rather he seems to assume tacitly that his audience 

shares his understanding of it, 

In fact, Sebidi's own use of the term appears 

inconsistent and unconsidered . At times he speaks of 'the 

people' (using the definite article), seeming to mean some 

(undefined) political pressure group; at others, he refers to 

' people' (no article), implying humanist values. The two 

uses, he seems to suggest, are linked, if not synonymous. In 

summing up his view of People's Education, he says: 

In short, the people's education, however one may 
want to look at it, must be people-oriented and, 
therefore, by definition liberatory and democratic. 
In fact, one can even say that once the democratic 
principles underlying people's education can be 
respected, the rest will almost automatically fall 
into place . Educational aims and objectives, 
content, methods and evaluation, etc - all these, in 
order to be good and beneficial will be dependent on 

" ,hether or not they are bas,,,d on democratic 
I' rinc iples, What this mean,) , in common parlance, i s 
~h is : ~hereyer people are r a spected, everything is 
just fine . And whenever people's human dignity is 
trampled upon, no amount of flowery rhetoric will 
redeem that situation . 

This is so, because at the centre of the 
people's education stands MAR [sic] - and not things 
[emphasis his] (Sebidi 1988:59). 

Reduced to this level of vague triteness, People's 

Education - as seen by Sebidi - is everything and yet nothing 

at all. Certainly it does not seem to offer anything nearly 

as startlingly radical as his own '"flowery rhetoric'" would 

imply, If anything, his implicit sexism suggests a socially 

retrogressive approach, one that other accounts of People's 

Education would present as part of the culture of oppression 

that alternative systems of education seek to eradicate. Much 

of Sebidi's speech would not, in fact , stand the kind of 

critical scrutiny that is central to most conceptions of 

People ' s Education. 
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Sebidi's tacit assumption that the reader will share the 

unstated meaning that he gives to 'the people' is typical of 

many writers on People's Education. Christie, on the other 

h~ncl, tackles the issue of who 'the people' are head-on. The 

term, she points out, is unclear, with the consequence that 

considerable debate has arisen over its interpretation 

(Christie 1991:283-284 ), 

This is certainly apparent in the discussion notes 

prepared by the Education Policy Unit at the University of the 

Witwatersrand (April 1989) which break the concept of People's 

Education up into 'people' and 'education' . Responding to the 

question 'Who are the people?' the writer implies that there 

is no clear-cut answer. Two main conceptions do , however, 

emerge from the discussion, each associated with a particular 

political stance. A conception of 'the people' wh ich includes 

"all the people of South Africa, black and white , engaged in 

the struggle for liberation" characterises t h e Charter i s t 

position. This d~ inition recognises that th' re are class 

divisions within 't ... le people', but gra nts a sl'o:cial status to 

the working-class as "the main and leading f orce within 'the 

people's camp'" Contrasted with this position is t hat 

adopted by the Black Consciousness movement. He re 'the 

people' refers to Africans only, irrespective of c lass (~ 

is People's Education? 1989 :4) . 

The writer implies, however, that the latter conc ept ion 

is less important in the present context sinc e the d ebate 

about People's Education "is documented by the non- racial 

democratic movement" which subscribes to Charte rist 

principles. Consequently it is the Charterist c onc ept of 'the 

people' that has been most influential in the f ormulation and 

interpretation of People's Education (What is Pe ople ' s 

Education? 1989:4). This has, broadly speaking, beco me 

evident from the examination of the concept undertaken in this 
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study,7 

From even this brief examination of the concept it should 

be clear that definitions of 'the people' are, ultimately, 

highly subjective, dependent on one's political stance, While 

individual users of the term may, if pressed, be able to 

explain what they mean by it, it is by no means certain that 

another speaker will have the same definition in mind, or be 

able to identify with the first. Perhaps Levin's discussion 

of the concept 'the people' comes the closest to showing the 

significance of the term in the context of 'People's 

Education', He mentions the two traditions referred to in the 

EPU pamphlet, but, more significantly, suggests that the 

solution to the problem of definition "does not seem to be to 

construct an all-embracing concept, but rather to acknowledge 

that 'the people' are constituted in struggle through their 

antagonistic relation to the state " , Levin suggests that such 

an understanding of the notion helps explain why the South 

African state made every atte mp ', to r epre s s People's Educa<,. i.on 

- a philosophy whic h, for all i t._, revo l u t.i onary aspects, "a ~so 

contains much which is acceptable within bourgeois democratic 

discourse" <Levin 1991:118-120 ) , muc h wh ich the state would, 

otherwise, have been happy to endorse o r even co-opt, 

My final observations about People ' s Education as a 

concept involve seeing it within its broader educational and 

political contexts, 

Neville Alexander, who regards the term People's 

Education as one of many synonyms f o r liberation pedagogy, 

insisting that it is not unique to Charterist-aligned 

organisations like the NECC, sets his account of its 

development in South Africa within an international 

perspective, He shows how it has its origins in radical 

movements which arose during the post-war period, In North 

7 See pp. 22-23, above , 
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America and Europe the youth, women and blacks -

traditionally disempowered groups - began questioning the 

received wisdom and authority of the establishment; liberation 

movements in the territories under Western colonial rule added 

to the undermining of the old power structures. The socio

political movements found expression in the field of education 

with the development of radically new conceptions of learning 

and education. The link between the "new pedagogies" and the 

broader social movements was usually made explicit: "The new 

pedagogies tended to be linked more or less to a critique of 

the orthodoxies of the received capitalist system and were, 

therefore, intended and perceived to be politically committed 

in one direction or another " (Alexander 1990:52). 

From these new pedagogies Alexander singles out for 

special mention the work of Paulo Freire, a figure in whom the 

radical cross-currents of the First and Third worlds found a 

meeting place. What was remarkable about Friere's theory and 

disting...,i.shed him fr o m other radical and libe~· " l educationists 

of the tme was hi s em? has is on praxis, the un~ty of theory 

and praccice. Freire believed that reflection and learning 

should be acted upon; equally, action which is not preceded by 

cerebration is pointless . As Alexander explains it, 

"[eJducation . . . must help " he learner(s) to objectify the 

world, to understand it critically and to act to change it" 

(Alexander 1990:55). 

It was via Freirean ped agogy, Alexander goes on to say, 

that the concept of "alternative education" entered South 

Africa. In the 1970s young activists at black universities 

found a parallel between their situation and that against 

which Freire's teachings were aimed; his influence meant 

inevitably "the radicalisation and overt politicisation of 

the educational arena" (Alexander 1990: 58). 

To-day, some twenty years later, many literacy 

organisations in South Afric a ac knowledge their debt to 
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Freire' s phi losophy of education, These include Use, Speak, 

Wr ite Engli s h (USWE), t he English Literary Project (ELP) and 

the English Re s o urce Centre (ERC) . All three also endorse and 

pra c t ise t he tenets of People's Education, whether explicitly 

or implicitly . In Neyer Too Old To Learn the authors in fact 

make the generalisation that the "progressive literacy 

organ i sat i ons" in South Africa "have adapted methods used in 

other c o untries to fit in with the South African call for a 

pe ople ' s educ ation " and that an "important source of 

ins p iration was Paulo Freire" (Neyer to old to learn 

19 91 : 27 ). " 

Although the f oc us of my study is People ' s English, I 

have chosen to devote a considerable part of this chapter to 

an examina-cion o f Peo,..,le' s Education in general . This has 

:;",-=:1 nece:sary to pro '; ide an adequate context for a more 

specific analysis of People's English, to which I intend to 

-curn now. The e mph a s is is also justified by the very nature 

of the co ncept itself , As David Gough points out : 

... People' s English is part of the broad movement of 
'People's Education' where education is seen as an 
integral p art of the struggle to liberate and 
transform soc i e ty., . . Language teaching then, by 
implication , is also part of the struggle, and the 
need for the liberation and transformation of 
society is thus at the heart of People's English 
(Gough 1991: 29 ). 

In d raw i ng attention to the relationship between People's 

, The methodologie s and materials employed by some of these 
o rga n isations will be analysed in the following chapter . For a 
statement of Freire ' s the ories, the reader is referred to : 
Frei r e , P (1972). Pedagogy of the Oppressed , Harmondsworth : 
PE;nguin. 
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English and these broader movements, he is, as he indicates in 

his references, echoing a view expressed by Michael Gardiner. 

The latter believes that it "is the transformative function 

which People's Education for People's Power is intended to 

have that lies at the heart of the proposals put forward in 

People's English ... " <Gardiner 1990a: 162). Similarly, Kruss 

suggests that People's Education is, in practice, "an 

application of the principles of People's Education to the 

content of each subject, and importantly, the method by which 

it is taught" (Kruss 1988:25); and Norton Peirce states that 

the "struggle for People's English in South Africa must ... be 

located within the struggle for People's Education because the 

proposals of the People ' s English Commission are informed by 

the resolutions of the National Education Crisis Committee" 

(Norton Peirce 1989:410) , 

An analysis of the Commission's proposals - set out in 

t he NECC's press release on 27 November, 1986 - would seem to 

bear 01: these assertions . The pre ss release is reproduced in 

fu:i. l be '.o w: 

PEOPLE ' S ENGLISH FOR PEOPLE'S POWER 

A committee working under the People's Education 
Commission of the NECC has drafted proposals based 
upon the positions emerging from 

- the Freedom Charter 
- resolutions of the December 1985 and March 1986 

Education Crisis Conferences 
- the Education Charter 
- the priorities of community and worker movements 

These proposals aim to assist all learners to 

- understand the evils of apartheid and to think and 
speak in non-racial, non-sexist and non-elitist ways 

- determine their own destinies and to free themselves 
from oppression 

- play a creative role in the achievement of a non-racial 
democratic South Africa 
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- use English effectively for their own purposes 
- express and consider the issues and questions of their 

time 
- transform themselves into full and active members of 

society 
- proceed with their studies 

Do you support these aims? 
Do you agree with the specific proposals which 
follow? Do you believe that the specific proposals 
match the aims? 

The specific proposals which follow depend upon an 
understanding of 

EDUCATION AS PROCESS 

The term process here means exploration through 
language. It involves discussion and revision, and 
an understanding of how parts are eventually related 
to the whole. 

Process values the contributions of all the 
learners and makes every member of the group 
responsible for the learning experience. 
The teacher's role is to make this possible. 

The committee needs your response to these specific 
suggestions abc 'lt method, content and lang Llage 
competence. 

METHOD might include 

- discussion, debate, argument, speeches 
- group and pair work 
- sharing and pooling of ideas 
- collecting and recording community based 

experiences 
- storytelling, readings, retelling 
- participation by members of the community 
- research 
- dramatization, performance, song 
- the actual production of newsletters, pamphlets, 

notices 
- co-operation, not competition 
- collective development, not individualistic 

selfishness 
- thinking, not memorising 

LANGUAGE COMPETENCE includes the ability 

- to say and write what one means 
- to hear what is said and what is hidden 
- to defend one's point of view, to argue, to persuade 
- to negotiate 
- to create, to reflect, to invent 
- to play, t o joke, to rejoice 
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- to explore relationships: personal, structural, 
political 

- to speak, read, write and listen with confidence 
- to make one's voice heard 
- to read print and to resist it where necessary 
- to understand the relationship between language and 

power 

CONTENT might be drawn from 

- popular culture 
- biographies and life histories 
- oral literature including song 
- talks by people of the community 
- written literature from the whole world including 

translations 
- written literature of our place and time 
- newsletters, pamphlets, newspapers, 

advertisements, magazines 
- public documents and statements by politicians 
- public documents such as the Freedom Charter 
- essays, speeches, sermons and orations 
- cartoons 
- radio, television and film 

material from other subjects in the curriculum 
- the range of languages and dialects in South 

Africa 

If there is broad support for these suggestions for 
People's ' English, the next stage in the process is 
the production of teaching/learning materials which 
integrate the proposals with the aims. 

The committee believes that resources centres and 
parent-teacher-student associations are important to 
the development of People's Education. 

Resources centres 

These can provide 
- regional meeting places for parents, teachers and 

students 
workshops for teachers on materials and methods 
bases for the co-operative production of 
appropriate teaching materials 
equipment for the production of such materials 
collections of references, resources and data 

Parent-teacher-student associations 

These associations should provide the basic 
structures for the development of People's 
Education. They support the teachers, they form the 
link between schools and the community and they 
offer students influence over their own education. 
Without such structures there can be no democratic 
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basis to People's Education . 

People ' s English for People ' s Power has two ma jor 
functions in the present situatio n . 

The first is to educate the young in s uch a way that 
they can shed the effects of oppression and play 
their part in the organization and mobilisation of 
the f o rces against apartheid . 

The second is to lay the foundations f o r educat ion 
in a liberated South Africa. 

(Reproduced from People's Educat i on for teacher s 
1987:38-39 . ) 

The overall aims of People's English are clear l y a 

restatement of the resolutions adopted at the natio n a l 

consultative conferences with respect to People 's Educa t ion 

generally, al t hough the writers acknowledge other sour ces a s 

well. The aims also centre on the i dea l of a non-racial , 

democrati~ society, the antithesis of the apa r t :eid s t ate , in 

whi c h · th~ people' will enjoy a libe r t y tempere~ on l y by 

critical and responsible civic duty . Mos t o f the aims have a 

broadly soc ial focus, implying life-, rather than narro wl y 

academic or intellectual skills . The only h i n t of subje c t 

specificity lies in the proposal that learners s hould aim t o 

use English effectively for their own purposes " . 

The proponents of People's English are no t , of course , 

alone in envisaging that such far-reaching benefits could be 

derived from the study of the subject: l iberal huma nist 

apologists for English studies have often - implicitl y or 

explicitly - justified them in terms of the moral and cul tura l 

values that they would supposedly impart t o the s t udent. 

Echoing the principles of Peop le' s Educ a t i on in their 

stated aims, the People ' s English Commission at t he same time 

gives practical expression to the princip l es o f consulta t i on 

a nd process thro ugh the pre senta tion o f the doc ument . Th i s i s 
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found in the repeated requests for feed-back and responses 

from readers, and in the tentativeness of 'might' in the 

headings of the sections on method and content. 

'Process' is, in fact, presented as the philosophy 

informing the specific proposals that follow on from the 

general aims of People's English. Defined tersely - and hence 

somewhat ambiguously - the term appears to suggest an on

going, dynamic exploration of reality, undertaken and refined 

through group co-operation and consultation. These principles 

are then given a more concrete realisation in the list of 

activities suggested under 'Method', 'Language Competence' and 

'Content' . 

The methodology, as might be expected, lays emphasis on 

group work, community involvement and act ive, productive co

operation in the learning process. 

'Language Competer-::e' inc ludes the skills typ ically 

associated with a f unct ;.onal /communica"C~ve approach to 

language teaching: the s ocio-political consc~ousness that 

distinguishes People's English fr om mainstream CLT is, 

however, implicit in all the points. The re lationship between 

language and power, the ability to r esist print , the need to 

make oneself heard, political relationships - all these 

references point towards an acknowledgement of and 

determination to fight against unequal power relations, To be 

in control of, rather than controlled by, Engl i sh seems to be 

the aim uniting all others here, 

The section on 'Content' presents what is perhaps the most 

radical departure from the traditional English syllabus . It 

proposes that teaching material be drawn from a variety of 

discourses. Most noteworthy are tho se intended for 'popular' 

consumption, and for that reason not usually considered worthy 

of attention by educators who believe that students learn a 

language best through exposure to the 'good' mode ls to be 
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found in the great classic texts of imaginative literature . 

This preference for the popular is a natural development of 

the endorsement by People ' s Education of the principles of 

democracy, working-class culture and ·non-elitism' . Related 

to it is the inclusion of specifically political texts. At 

the same time an awareness of the special (and sometimes 

problematic) role played by English in South Africa is shown 

in the mention of "material from other subjects in the 

curriculum" and " the range of languages and dialects in South 

Africa " . 

The last two sections of the press release, "Resources 

centres " and "Parent-teacher-student associations" recall what 

was probably the most important aspect of People's Education 

at the time of its inception: organisation. Here the point 

that effective organisatio n is vital is reiterated . Through it 

the process o f People' s Educatio n is facilitated and, even 

more significantly, the movement ' s essential nature is defined 

by the d , 'Ilocr 3. t ic community involver.e n t in organisations and 

associati .. ns. 

The document ends o n the same general note as it began. 

It states that People ' s English fo r People's Power has two 

functions: the first to c ontribute to the struggle against 

apartheid; the second to prepare the way for education in a 

future " liberated South Africa ". Together they amount to a 

broad strategy for the present and the future. English, 

having been considered a s a lang u age to be taught and learnt, 

is once again subsumed into the more general discourse of "the 

struggle" . 

Nevertheless, in spit e of t he Commission's tendency to 

revert to vague rhetoric , no tewo rthy insights into the 

learning and t e aching of English do emerge, some of which have 

been touched upon in the foreg o ing c ommentary. Norton Peirce 

summarises these as four " altern ative principles" -

alternat ives, that is, to the mainstream CLT that she regards 
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as inadequate to the task of language teaching (Norton Peirce 

1989: 411- 413) . 

She sees the first principle as 

of the political nature of language". 

involving a "recognition 

Implicit in the aims of 

People's English, she maintains, "is the view that language, 

and English in particular, is not a neutral practice. It 

plays a constitutive role in determining how people think, 

speak, and act." Thus, redressing the imbalances in South 

African society requires language teaching practices that do 

not simply reinforce the norms of 'accepted' behaviour, but 

actively resist them. This point leads to the second 

"alternative principle": a reconceptualization of the meaning 

of language competence". It is "redefined to include an 

understanding of language as socially and historically 

constructed, but at the same time open to dispute". 

The third alternative principle that Norton Peirce 

generaiises from the C,mmiss ion's proposals involves "an 

unders':;auiin& of langu. ge education as process". She points . 

out that an e~ph~sis on process in language learning is not 

confined to People's English but has received considerable 

attention in the literature on ESL recently. 

she believes that the emphasis on process is 

Nevertheless, 

especially 

significant in the South African context, where "product

oriented teaching and learning receive an inordinate amount of 

attention in schools". 

The last alternative principle is "the importance of 

consultation in the language learning and teaching process". 

This, in Norton Peirce's opinion, is clear indication that the 

People's English Commission was working "within the tradition 

of consultation that characterizes much of the literature and 

debate over People's Education". As with the other 

alternative principles, a stark contrast is presented to the 

current situation in South African education. 
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A different perspective on pronouncements on People's 

English - those in the press release and others expressed 

elsewhere - might be gained by seeing them as falling into 

three broad categories, following demarcations not unlike 

Norton Peirce's alternative principles. 

A large number of the Commission's proposals involve the 

pedagogy of English. The sub-sections on method and content 

clearly fall into this category. General principles (class 

participation, collaboration, relevance, accessibility, etc) 

and specific techniques or materials 

oral literature, etc) are addressed. 

(group work, newspapers, 

Similarly, in a paper 

which has also often been interpreted as an authoritative 

statement of the principles and practices of People's 

English,' Michael Gardiner elaborates on some aspects of 

teaching English. Referring particularly to the study of 

literary texts, he suggests that a "range of approaches" 

should be employed "so that learners are not subject to the 

L.mitations that a single, dominant' method imposes". He also 

':==",rs some insight into the benefit3 to be gained fruro 

ac-:i ve l y involving students in the learning process, allowing 

them to be discoverers and creators of their own meaning 

r2 t he r than merely passive recipients of information: 

The importance of such a climate of critical and 
interpretative responsibility must be stressed. The 
purpose is to enable people to develop confidence in 
the formation of conclusions and opinions. Far from 
imprisoning people within the limitations of their 
own resources, this process allows them to encounter 
ideas and arguments as enquirers rather than as 
victims. Received wisdom is not discarded by such 
an approach. But the sacrosanct is open to scrutiny 
and questioning. Most important is the sense in the 
learners that the text and its provenance are to be 
explored in terms of what the learners (and the 
teacher if there is one) can bring to that enquiry . 
Misconceptions - so-called - are bound to occur, but 
they are likely to have more meaning than external, 

'For example, Kruss's exposition of People's English is 
b=-2ed almost exclusively on the NECC Press Release and Gardiner's 
p=-~~ r (S ee Kruss 1988:26-28). 
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authoritative opinion (Gardiner 1990a:163-164). 

Other discussion of People's English centres on the 

functjon of English within South African society. This is 

implied in the stated aims of People's English and the 

Commission's conception of language competence, Dawn Norton 

captures the essence of the matter when she suggests that 

English will be guaranteed a position in a future South Africa 

only if it is "an English which is appropriated - by the 

people - for the people". Otherwise it will remain "in the 

hands of an elite". She goes on to say: 

People's English could be an empowering English -
Speakers could appropriate the language (be it 
vocabulary or grammar) for their own advantage - to 
disagree, to argue, to encourage, etc. The language 
does not necessarily have to be used to serve the 
upper : lasses (e.g. political expressions - 'eople 
power, ANC, SOSCC, ELP) . This will be creat8d by 
people on the ground and not by language policy 
makers .... People's English could start to challenge 
the arguments of elitism and cultural superiority 
which have been so allied with colonial English 
(Norton 1990: 30) .'0 

The third category concerns the language itself. Purely 

linguistic matters are touched upon only briefly in the press 

release, but reference to "the range of languages and dialects 

in South Africa" in the last item under "Content" points to a 

debate that has come to the fore in current language policy 

and planning. Concern over the social implications of 

\0 Similar views are found throughout the literature on 
People's English, See, for example, Gardiner who believes that 
the entire community has a stake in People's English, not only 
the school-going youth (Gardiner 1990a: 159); and Kruss, according 
to whom the Commission's proposals focus "on the transformative 
function that English could play, its ability to empower students 
and teachers, and indeed the entire community, for it would not 
be solely school-based" (Kruss 1988:26). 
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traditional (and value-laden) distinctions between the 

'standard' and 'non-standard' varieties of English is not new, 

either in South Africa or internationally. Political 

developments and a related interest in the role of English in 

a future South African society have, however, lent the debate 

a new urgency." For the proponents of People's English 

especially, the debate has a direct bearing on the principle 

of English being a language 'of the people'. For some, in 

fact, the term People's English is virtually synonymous with 

an Africanised variety of English - or at least an English 

that is open to the possibility of indigenisation. This is 

what McKenzie seems to imply when he anticipates that English 

will function as a lingua franca in a future South Africa, but 

hastens to add: "It . .. does not mean that the English which 

will be spoken and taught will necessarily be the English of 

to-days's English speaking South Africans .... a substantially 

n-2W English , a People's English, might emerge in South Africa" 

(Mc Ken zie 1987:228). Similarly, in Norton's view, "English as 

'''''' kw)w it will probabl:.T evolve into an Africanised English" 

}0rton . 990 :30) . Both commentators refer to Ndebele's now 

f~n:ous assertion that "Louth African English must be open to 

':he possibility of its becoming a new language" (Ndebele 

1987:13). 

Norton Peirce, on the other hand, expressly refutes this 

i nterpretation of People's English. For her the concept is 

ideological rather than linguistic, and the status of 

's tandard' English is not being called into question. She 

states: 

It is clear that the proponents of People's 
English do not view it as one of the "New Englishes" 

" This was certainly apparent in the papers presented at 
tree ANC Language Workshop held in Harare in 1990 , Having stated 
their reservations or ambivalent feelings at the prospect of 
Eagl ish continuing to occupy a favoured status in a post
a;·q.rtheid South Africq., many speakers went on to question the 
.~·:'r:linance of 'standard' English over other, non-standard 
varieties. See, for example Schoon (1990) and Cronin (1990), 
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such as Indian English, Nigerian English, or 
Singaporean English (Kachru, 1986, p. 121). 
People's English is not distinguished syntactically, 
semantically, or phonetically from the spectrum of 
English usage currently found in South Africa. 
Thus, it does not operate within a sociolinguistic 
frame of reference. If it did, it might have been 
referred to as South African English or Azanian 
English. The intention, however, is not to 
distinguish People's English from British English or 
American English, but People's English from 
Apartheid English. 

The issues at stake here are ~ the linguistic 
features of English spoken in South Africa, but the 
central political issues of how English is to be 
taught in the schools; who has access to the 
language; how English is implicated in the power 
relations dominant in South Africa; and the effect 
of English on the way speakers of the language 
perceive themselves, their society, and the 
possibilities for change in that society . Thus, in 
South Africa, where language is an ongoing site of 
struggle, People's English is best understood as a 
counterdiscourse to the dominant discourse in which 
the English language is implicated in the current 
power relations in the country (Norton Peirce 
1989: '13-414) . 

She emphatically reiterates this view elsewhere: 

To interpret People's English as a dialect of 
international English would do the movement a gross 
injustice; People's English is not only a language, 
it is a struggle to appropriate English in the 
interests of democracy in South Africa. Thus the 
naming of People's English is a political act 
because it represents a challenge to the current 
status of English in South Africa, in which control 
of the language, access to the language, and 
teaching of the language, are entrenched within 
apartheid structures (Norton Peirce 1990a:l08). 

At first glance , Norton Peirce's ideological distinction 

between People's English and Apartheid English appears to be 

similar to the English / ESL dichotomy expressed by Gardiner 

and Young. According to Gardiner: "In South Africa to-day, 

. English' is for whites and ESL is for blacks." Consequently, 
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he insists , 

It is very urgent that we move away from such 
linguistic racialism in our thinking about language 
in a future South Africa. If standard English is to 
be the official language, or the means of assisting 
the process of national unity, or as the means of 
communication in the future society, let it be South 
African English for us all (Gardiner 1990b:44). 

In the same vein Young invites us "to consider how 

socially and politically divisive it is to continue using the 

ESL labe 1 ". He asks: 

Has the time not come for us to look towards what we 
can all find in common in our teaching, learning and 
use of English? Instead of English and ESL, might 
we not simply all learn English . as English, allowing 
it, in the process, to become a rich, natural South 
African English which tolerates all the spoken 
varieties used by 30 million inhabitants of this 
country? At the same time, one agreed written 
standard would nee1 to be used to maintain maximum 
intelligibility (Yo ung 1988: 8) . 

However, in an article entitled "English, difference and 

democracy in South Africa", Norton Peirce rejects the logic of 

their argument. She maintains that the reluctance to name the 

differences between English L1 and ESL "could exacerbate 

rather than alleviate inequalities in a post-apartheid 

system" . In practice, first language speakers would be in a 

better position to acquire standard English, which both 

Gardiner and Young continue to uphold as the goal for learners 

of the language. This would, in turn, place them at an 

advantage as far as access to employment and education is 

concerned . Thus, the inequalities practised under apartheid 

would be perpetuated in a new guise. Democracy, Norton Peirce 

maintains, would be best served by acknowledging the unequal 

linguistic and social backgrounds of L1 and ESL speakers. 

Such an approach would, moreover, be in keeping with the 

spirit of People"s English. The relevance of the latter, she 
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claims, 

derives from the fundamental premises that South 
Africa has been stratified on both racial and 
linguistic lines, and that English should serve the 
democratization process in the country (Norton 
Peirce 1992:6). 

The paradox revealed by Norton Peirce's counter-argument 

should serve as a reminder that the means by which People 's 

Education - or People's English specifically - can achieve its 

goals are not as obvious as some of its less subtle proponents 

would like to imply. 

In this case, the assessment of the English I ESL divide 

offered by Gardiner and Young, while a refreshing 

demystification of often unspoken assumptions about ESL in 

South Africa, is not entirely correct. In practice as well as 

theory ESL is not only '"for blacks '": it is also for, among 

others, white Afrikaners . Nor, for ti ,t matter, are all 

mother-tongue speakers of English in South Africa white. The 

argument is essentially an emotional one, and its effect is 

easily blunted by a minimum of analysis. 

But, even granting Young and Gardiner their equation of 

ESL with blacks, the alternative that they offer is , as Norton 

Peirce points out, an illusion. It avoids the appearance of 

discrimination at the cost of ignoring history and the 

consequences of historical injustices: it is likely to lead to 

continued injustice under another name, more difficult to 

identify and resist because not intentionally discriminatory . 

One is reminded of Guy Butler's well-intentioned, but 

ultimately naive, hopes for the future of English in South 

Africa - persuasive and enticing, but against which, as 

Ndebele rightly warned, a critical alertness must be 
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maintained.'" 

The fact that 'process ' lies at the heart of Pe ople ' s 

Education and People's English means that a similar critical 

scrutiny can - and should - be exercised, especially by those 

operating from within its theory and practice. 

According to Norton Peirce , People's English is "an 

English for all those people who support the principles and 

methods of People's English, whether blac k o r white , rich or 

poor, male or female, native speaker of English or native 

speaker of Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho , or Afrikaans " (Norton Peirce 

1989:414) . Such rhetorically i nspiring f l our ishes are typical 

of the discourse of People's English: the rea l challenge, 

however, lies in translating these ideals i n to reality . 

With this in mind , an exami nation of materia ls de s igned 

to give concrete expression to the principle s of People ' s 

English may now be undertaken . The n e xt chap-cer w 11 be a 

survey and a r alysis of t eac h i ng resources produc ed ~y 

individuals or organisations c o mmitt e d to People's English. 

,. See Butler (1986) a nd Ndebele (1987), and the di s cussion 
in Chapter 1, above. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE PRACTICE 

MATERIALS AND RESOURCES FOR PEOPLE'S ENGLISH 

At both the first and second National Consultative 

Conferences the delegates included in their resolutions a call 

for materials and resources through which People's Education 

could be implemented . The proposals by the People's English 

Commission went some way to answering the call by suggesting 

what form the methods and content of People's English might 

take, as well as recommending the establishment of resource 

centres in which workshops could be held and teaching 

materials produced, The Commission also invited all 

interested to make their contributions to the ongoing process 

of putting the theory of People's Englisn into practice, 

In spite of t his, rel l tively little usable material has 

been produced to date: there is much that still needs to be 

done, Writing in 1992, Jeppie comments on the NECC's failure 

to live up to expectations in this regard: 

Parents, Teachers and Students expected the 
respective commissions of the then National 
Education Crisis Committee , namely the English, 
History and Maths commissions, to have produced 
tangible materials for the classroom. 

It does seem , however, that these commissions have 
involved themselves in discussions around the 
processes and politics of respective subject 
specific areas rather than producing usable material 
(Walker and Jeppie 1992:48). 

Jeppie believes, however, that the need for alternative 

curriculum material is critical. The dawning of a 'new' South 

Africa makes it imperative that society and the education 
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system in pa rticular be rec onstructed. For this 

"educ a t ionis ts need to contribute the skills acquired during 

protest in reconstructing [sic] alternative materials". What 

has been produced so far, he goes on to suggest, has been on 

an ad hoc basis: "Oppositional materials development has 

occurred largely as supplementary guides to the existing 

syllabi. There has been a dearth of actual text which could 

be used at primary and secondary levels in a future schooling 

system" (Walker and Jeppie 1992:35). 

Jeppie's views are echoed by his co-author . Walker also 

points to the urgent need for reconstruction . She adds, 

however, that valuable work has been done on a small scale in 

Cape Town, the area to which she has confined her research 

(Walker and Jeppie 199 2 : 1). 

Walker and Jeppie's studies of ' alternative' curriculum 

materials in South Af r ica do, in fact, provide an overview of 

what has bef , done in the fie ld recentJ.y in Cape Town, the PWV 

and Natal. ~, g 1. ~sh is ,2 :"ear ly one o f 1; ,e subjects that has 

received the most attencion , A number of organisations have 

been active : Walker ment i ons work done by Using Spoken and 

Written Engl ish (USWE); the Teaching and Learning Resource 

Centre (TLRC) at the University of Cape Town; the South 

African College of Higher Education (SACHED); the Materials 

Development Project (MDP) and the Teachers Resource Laboratory 

(TRL), both at the University of the Western Cape, She also 

lists magazine s and newspape rs such as Upbeat, Learn and 

Teach, Staff rider , The Week ly Mail and Learning Nation as 

particularly valuable r e sources for the English teacher, In 

the category of Language, Jeppie's 'alternatives' include: 

Heinemann Publishers ; the English Language Educational Trust; 

the Storyteller Group; the English Language Teaching 

Information Centr e (ELTIC); the English Resource Unit; David 

Philip Publishers; Maskew Miller Longman; the Midlands 

Education Development Un it (MEDU); as well as material 

produced by the Sacred Heart College and English Methodology 
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s tudents at the University of the Witwatersrand . 

Extensive though Jeppie's and Walker's surveys are, their 

us e t o the student of People's English is somewhat limited. 

They have been published by the Education Policy Unit, which 

is described in a note at the beginning of the book as a joint 

v enture of the NECC and the University of the Witwatersrand. 

Th e Fo reword, written by the Unit's coordinator, further 

ind icat es that the research was undertaken in compliance with 

a request from the Education Desk of the ANC for information 

on 'a l ternative' materials currently available. All this 

leads the reader to expect that the writers' understanding of 

the te rm 'alternative' would be one in keeping with the 

spir it , if not the letter, of People ' s Education. 

Their us e of t h e word is, however, far broader and often 

confusingly vague. For example, in his entry on Heinemann 

Publishers, Jeppie describes their Let's Use English series as 

io~lcwing a commun i c ative approach, seeming to imply that it 

is if! ,,;-,is that their . al ,.e rna tiveness' lies (Walker and 

,je;:·pie 1992:37). On another occ asion he seems to see it as a 

ma.'Oter of degree: a text published by Maskew Miller Longman is 

" probably the mo s t alternative text to current Afrikaans books 

in s chool use" (Walker and Jeppie 1992:42) . In neither case 

doe s the rea d er get a very clear idea of what makes the 

material in question 'alternative' : in both Walker's and 

Jeppie's surve ys t he entries are not detailed enough to throw 

more light on the typically imprecise (or even muddled) 

ca·tegor isat i on . 

Independe n t research does, nevertheless , confirm that 

many of the English resources cited by Walker and Jeppie are 

info r med by the approach and philosophy expressed in the 

Peop l e's English proposals. In some the link is explicitly 

ao¥~owledged; i n others it is either unconscious or unstated . 

Some of this material will be cons i dered in the section that 
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fo llows . 

As Walker points out, in the period following the NECC's 

press release on People's English attempts were made to 

translate its proposals into classroom practice . Workshops 

and conferences were held to exchange ideas and disseminate 

the philosophy of People's English at grassroots level . 

One such workshop was part of a conference organised by 

the Education Faculty of the University of the Western Cape in 

conjunction with the NECC, in October 1987. The purpose of 

t he c onference was "to provide a place where teachers could 

c ome together to workshop collectively the meaning of People's 

Educ ation , both in theory and in practice" (People ' s Education 

fo r teachers 1987:1) . Workshops were held on specific 

curriculum subjects. The group discussing People's English 

had as its specific aim " to explore and develop the ideas 

a bout English teac hing which have been formulated by the 

'< '>tional Education Crisis Committee (NE .;G) English Commission 

their press release of 1986". Divide d into small groups 

"Cd€: par t i c ipants a ddressed three questions: 

* Doe s our present teaching of English perpetuate an 
oppressive educational system ? 

* What are the differences between English teaching 
in the present, and proposals for people's English 
in a future South Africa ? 

* How can we as English teachers begin to transform the 
present system to implement People's Education? 

(People's Education for teachers 1987 : 36) 

Participants were thus encouraged to compare the existing 

system (suggested in the first, rather loaded question) with 

t hat envisaged in People's Education, and then to find ways of 

reconciling the two. As at the NECC conferences, People's 

Educ a t i o n was seen as both a blueprint for the future and as a 

wa y of t r ansforming the present . 
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Discussion in the workshop then centred on just how such 

a transformation could be effected in practical terms via the 

use of materials and methodologies which reflect the spirit of 

People's English. These, it was decided, included such 

strategies as linking classroom activities to community 

concerns, allowing pupils to generate their own materials, 

using group work to facilitate learner-centredness and co

operation, and focusing on the connection between power and 

language, At the same time the participants felt that 

teachers should work towards intervening in the education 

system itself, not merely undercutting it from within. 

Taken overall, the workshop had the effect of affirming 

the central role of teachers in giving concrete expression to 

People's English.' 

A similar grassroots attempt at giving People's English 

practical expression in the classroom is found in an article 

by Amanda Shaw, "'Teacher as innovator within the fri'11lework of 

the pr inc iples of People's Education". Although she descr ibes 

People's Educa .;ion as .. an attempt to develop an education 

system to meet the needs of all South Africans", she 

concentrates on its application to black schools, in which 

there is "'a pressing need for the development of an 

alternative relevant system of education"', The need for 

change is the subject of much debate and discussion; yet "'any 

conclusions reached are seldom implemented within the 

classroom itself"' (Shaw 1989:1). Her paper is an attempt to 

counter this tendency, 

Shaw centres her discussion on the four tasks for 

teachers outlined by Randall van den Heever at a People's 

Education Workshop of the Cape Teachers' Professional 

, For further details, see People's Education for teachers 
(1987),36-37. The proceedings of other similar conferences 
suggest the on-going process by which People's English has been 
given some practical expression. See, for example, Teaching for 
a People's Culture (1989) and Light on learning (1990). 
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Association. Teachers, in his opinion, need to: 

* abandon their authoritarian positions of the past; 

* relate their lessons to the vision of liberation; 

* stimulate a critical awareness in pupils; 

* stimulate a creative response in pupils. 

(Quoted in Shaw 1989:2) 

Shaw's explication of van den Reever's tasks is clearly 

related to the fundamental tenets of People's Education. Its 

usefulness lies in the way in which she makes an attempt to 

bring the vague rhetoric down to the level of the everyday 

classroom experience of teachers and students. She 

illustrates the need to stimulate critical awareness (the 

necessity for critical thinking is emphasised both in the 

resolutions on People's Education and in the proposals for 

F '~ople's English) with an anecdote from her own teaching 

e p erience: 

I had to teach the setwork Jock of the Bushyeld with 
a Std 7 class in a Black school on my teaching prac. 
During one lesson a student raised the point that 
the novel implied that there were no people in the 
Bushveld except the author and his companions. If 
this was so, he asked, where did the person who came 
to look for work on the author's wagons come from? 
An interesting discussion ensued in which it was 
established that indigenous tribes had always 
inhabited the Bushveld and the point was made that 
books are written from a particular perspective and 
that an important part of reading a book was to 
identify that perspective. 

That student had identified a major flaw in the 
setwork and by discussing it, the class was able to 
examine that flaw more closely and realise that 
books aren't always correct and perhaps now a more 
critical reading of the text will be taking place 
(Shaw 1989:3). 

Shaw does not try to hide the difficulties that an 
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innovative teacher is likely to encounter in attempting to 

implement the principles of People's Education, The students ' 

previous experience of schooling, the teacher's own training 

and probable sense of insecurity, lack of facilities - these 

are all factors which might militate against effectiveness , 

Cautionary reminders such as these do, however, show the 

reality with which any philosophy of education has to contend; 

they also provide a salutary counter to the facile optimism 

that all too often characterises pronouncements on People's 

Education, 

Efforts have also been made to produce material for 

classroom use , Two resource books, Some ideas for English 

teachers and More ideas for English teachers, compiled by 

English Method students and published by the Materials 

Development Project at the University of the Western Cape, are 

clearly in the spirit of People's English, even though the 

term is not actually used, The writer of the Introduction to 

the first book makes reference to concepc3 s uch as 

"relevance", the pupils ' "own personal experienc es and 

opinions", lays great emphasis on group work ("The process of 

learning therefore becomes a social activity not an individual 

one,"), and believes that "the English teacher has a decisive 

role to play" in countering the effects of Christian National 

Education and Bantu Education, Overall, the Eng lish teacher 

"would have served hislher purpose if through teaching a 

critical thinking, socially committed student can emerge 

(Some ideas for English teachers 1987:2-6), 

The themes and content of the worksheets in both boo ks 

reflect these preoccupations, Themes include: violence, 

television, 

education , 

music, domestic work, protest, poverty, travel, 

These are given expression through more specific 

topics such as poverty in farm schools, a letter from prison, 

tsotsis, battered children, a critical look at the Coon 

Carnival, and so on, All are 'relevant' in fai r ly obvious 
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ways; or, as is all too often the case, made so in a rather 

heavy-handed manner. For example, a worksheet on the theme of 

travel begins with a reproduction of an advertisement for a 

holiday in the Caribbean, moves through various group work 

activities centring on holidays and travel, and concludes with 

an invitation to think of other reasons for travel. The final 

task, however, points the students very firmly in the 

ideological direction that the writer wanted their thinking to 

take: 

Imagine you have to travel somewhere as an exile. 
You have just escaped from your native country for 
political reasons. Write a letter to your mother, 
telling her that you are safe . Describe how you 
feel about leaving your family, friends and 
possessions (More Ideas for English teachers 
1988:67-71). 

Most of the exercises follow a similar pattern: basically 

a communicative language t eaching appr oach appl i ed to 

contentious political issue'. One i s t e mp ted t o use ,. ' le word 

. propaganda , for s o me o f them, such is their inte l lectlal 

crudity . Although students are encour a g ed to adopt a 

questioning, critical attitude to t heir e ver yday experience of 

society, the writer's own (unacknowledged ) b i as is usually 

transparent . While this is perhaps to be expected, given the 

political commitment which is an integral pa rt of People's 

Education, it does very little to pro mo t e critical thinking. 

Another Materials Development Project production, Grammar 

in context, is more successful in th i s respect, By focusing 

on language use and function, its wr i ters encourage a more 

critical, analytical approach to English. The introduction 

reiterates the MDP's commitment "to bui l ding a non-racial and 

democratic system in South Africa, and a n understanding that 

teachers need to be integrally involv ed in the process of 

change". The book ' s purpose, therefore , is to publish 

materials which have been developed by t eachers at workshops 

organised by the MDP: these materials "are characterised by 
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content which highlights the everyday experience of South 

African students by a methodology based on co-operative 

inquiry, and by a process of collective design and reflection" 

(Grammar in context 1990:1) . 

The basis for the approach employed at the teachers' 

workshop was that grammar should be taught in context, the 

teacher showing how "grammar serves a particular purpose, in a 

particular context"; the point of learning it is "to be able 

to select and manipulate the language to best communicate 

one's message effectively" (Grammar in context 1990:2). 

Furthermore, grammar is regarded as important because: 

The process of being able to translate one's private 
thoughts and conversations into a public language is 
a process of empowerment. And one should [sic] 
argue that, in order to do that, one needs to be 
able to structure a language in the standard 
grammatical form (Grammar in context 1990:3). 

This apparent ly conservative attitud . to "the standard 

grammatical form " is, however, modified by a subsequent 

distinction between prescriptive and descriptive grammar: 

If we teach grammar prescriptively, we are telling 
students they are doing the wrong thing by using 
non-standard Engl i sh. 

If we teach it descriptively, we try and teach 
students why certain grammatical forms are used, how 
different languages affect one another, and how to 
understand the rule (Grammar in context 1990:3).' 

Part One of the book consists of two background readings 

on the theory which informed the approach taken at the 

workshops. The first, an extract from Jane Jackson's Speaking 

Freely, takes a communicative approach to the teaching of 

, Compare the debate on standard and non-standard varieties 
of English, above pp. 42-44. 
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grammar, f ocusing on the functions, rather than merely the 

forms, of grammar. (In the Introduc tion to Grammar in context 

it is mad e clear that one of the aims of the workshop was to 

"introduce ideas for communicative language teaching" (Grammar 

in c ontext 1990:1).) Nevertheless, Jackson's insistence on a 

descriptive rather than prescriptive approach suggests a step 

beyond CLT to the critical questioning of language which is an 

integral part of People's English. She advises teachers: "Try 

not t o teach prescriptively - i.e. as if there are eternal 

unchangeable rules for correct English, and only standard 

English can be correct" (Grammar in context 1990: 3) . 

The second bac kground reading is a reprint of Hilary 

Janks ' s " A critical look at existing language awareness 

mater i als". Here the f oc us is on a critical view of language. 

Janks c ompares A boo k about language, four volumes of material 

produced by HDE students at the University of the 

Witwatersrand and edited by herself, with two other titles on 

language awareneo;s, The awareness of language series a ad :I:.b& 
l; r,g l,lage. b·>::.k . . ha c eme rges from the comparison is thi:cc .the. 

f ormer adopts a far mo re critical view of language. The other 

two are par t of the Language Awareness movement which does 

not, in Jan~s's view, 

seriously question the hegemony of English or 
conside r the role played by language in maintaining 
exist ing patterns of domination and subordination. 
To the extent that language materials contribute to 
the reproduction of existing social conditions, they 
are uncritical and conservative (Grammar in context 
1990 : 22). 

It was these very a spects of language that Janks's students 

were encouraged to highlight: they were asked "to design 

materials that would lead to a consideration of the 

relationship between language and power in the South African 

context" (Grammar in context 1990 : 23) . Language awareness 

was, i n other words, to be given the social and political 

dimension usually ignored in the CLT approach to language 
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teaching. 

Janks later returns to the importance of specifically 

South African materials for South African students: it will, 

she suggests, her words echoing the People's English 

proposals, help them to "hear what is said and what is hidden" 

(Grammar in context 1990:37-38). She goes on, in fact, to 

make explicit the link between the critical work done by her 

students and the vision embodied in People's English. 

Speaking of South African varieties of English, she says: 

It is not enough for Language Awareness materials to 
explore linguistic variation in the society. We 
need to work towards establishing the kind of 
society where those of us who have never even heard 
these [i .e. 'non-standard'] varieties are able to 
mix freely with the people who speak them. 

And as far as teaching English in South Africa is concerned, 

Be' goes on to say. 

We need the kind of Language Awareness materials 
that do not simply reproduce existing social 
practices and conditions .... Conscientization of 
ourselves is an essential dimension in the process 
of change . Were Language Awareness materials able 
to achieve this, they would be able to make a 
contribution to People's English for People's Power 
(Grammar in context 1990:39-40)' 

Part Two of Grammar in context consists of the worksheets 

written by teachers in the workshop, informed to a varying 

degree by the approaches outlined by Jackson and Janks. One 

worksheet with "gangsterism" as its topic reproduces language 

"heard on the streets of Mitchell's Plain". The student is 

invited to contrast it with the 'standard English' version, 

, Unfortunately, space does not permit a detailed analysis 
of the material in A book about language and the extent to which 
i t gives expression to People's English . Janks's own material 
ir. Language and position will, however, be considered in the next 
c ~:apter . 
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an d to cons ider whether it omu.ti t1.;!t>,/j;;f 'I;I/.d " 1.;!j;;f>,/ tJ£ ll:n/:i lij;;fh . 

The student is clearly being led to see varieties of English 

as context-bound; no value judgement about any vari~ty i~ 

imp l ied. The questions and topics for discussion are also 

sufficiently open-ended for the teacher or students to 

consider the question of language variety from the perspective 

of politics and power relations. 

Worksheets dealing with the use of adjectives, fact and 

opinion, and the active and passive voices encourage a 

similarly critical approach to language, Another, using a 

poem by Bertolt Brecht, explicitly invites comment on South 

Africa's political system, On the other hand there are, 

surprisingly , some worksheets which are politically 

conservative in the sense that the grammatical constructions 

and forms with which they are concerned are completely 

dec ontextualised, One worksheet is downright reactionary in 

that a piec e of 'erroneous', 'non-standard' speech is 

reproduced, and the student instructed to Fewrite it in 

"c o rrect, standB 'd English", 

Nevertheless, in spite of such ideological 

i n consistencies, it is possible to see all the material (as 

well as that contained in Ideas for English teachers and ~ 

i d eas for English teachers) as being, in a very real way , a 

contribution to the process of developing People's English , 

In an authoritarian education system such as that found in 

South Africa, any action which allows teachers to have some 

control over their teaching, or students over their learning, 

is doubtless a form of empowerment , 

As has already been indicated, many literacy and adult 

basic education programmes in South Africa - in particular 

those that would regard themselves as 'progressive' - use 

methods and materials compatible with the tenets of People's 

English, In most cases, however, their approaches have ante

dat ed t he NECC ' s use of the term: many would probably only 
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describe their work as People-s English when pressed to do so. 

A few examples may be adduced to illustrate this. 

A guidebook for literacy teachers compiled by the 

Department of Adult Education and Extra-mural studies at the 

University of Cape Town called Group leader-s notes uses the 

Language-Experience Method. Emphasis is placed on equality 

between learner and teacher; the content of a course, it is 

asserted, should be relevant to the learner-s everyday 

experience of life; and the teaching process should be 

democratic, encouraging active participation by the learners 

(Group leader-s notes 1988 : vii). Although no mention is made 

of political conscientization, the examples of lessons given 

in the book tend to focus on the socio-economic deprivation 

which is likely to be typical of the learners in a literacy 

group. 

The English Literacy Project (ELP) locates itself firmly 

wi thin the same political are.l a as the proponents of Pee'ole -s 

English , without actually usi!:. g that term in desc ribing 

itself . An information pamphlet issued by the organisat~on 

presents literacy as a means to empowerment; furthermore, it 

is asserted , the "struggle for literacy is a part of the 

struggle for more equality and justice in SA" and "literacy 

work needs to be located within the Mass Democratic Movement 

that is organising for social change" (What is literacy? No 

date) , words that echo the rhetoric of People-s Education. 

ELP's methods are also consistent with the philosophy of 

People's Education. Learner participation is emphasised, and 

the content of lessons is explicitly po l itical. Freire is 

obviously a major influence: in fact his dictum that "People 

must learn to read their reality and write their own history" 

has provided the inspiration for ELP's publication of literacy 

books, the ideas for which are the result of requests for 

information from learners (English Literacy Project: Annual 

report : September 1989 - August 1990) . 
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Basia Ledochowski of Use, Speak and Write English (USWE) 

is reluctant to use the terms People's Education or People's 

English to describe USWE's approach to literacy, preferring to 

speak of "popular education" or "education for critical 

consciousness" and "English and empowerment" (Ledochowski 1991 

pers . comm.). A brief examination of USWE's methods would, 

however, suggest that the issue of nomenclature is irrelevant: 

their approach is clearly congruent with that proposed for 

People's English. Witthaus describes USWE as having 

"alternative or progressive views on education", and 

subscribing to an ideological model of literacy. In keeping 

with this their methodology favours democratic principles 

which find expression in learner-centredness, Freirean 

dialogical pedagogy and the idea of political empowerment . 

Linguistically, the goal set for learners is communicative 

competence. Although Witthaus goes on to point to the 

limitations of these approaches, both under current conditions 

and for the large-scale intervention that will probably 

characterise literacy work in South Africa in the fut ure, she 

does '~onclude her paper with an overall endJrsement of t. heir 

continued use by USWE (Witthaus 1991: 59-64).' 

The English Resource Unit (ERU), unlike ELP and USWE, 

does use the term People's Education to describe its programme 

of Adult Basic Education, while at the same time conscious of 

the ambiguity and vagueness that often surrounds it and 

related concepts, such as empowerment (Browne 1991 pers . 

comm.; Literacy for all 1991:1).' The unit's workers do. 

nevertheless, believe that 

People's Education should be an education which 
helps people to understand the society in which they 
live. People's Education should encourage people to 
look at ways of making that society better. It is 

• For further discussion on the methods employed by ELP, 
USWE and other literacy organisations currently operating in 
South Africa, see Clifford and Kerfoot (1992). 

, See Browne's comments, page 12 above. 
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also an education which is democratic, and enables 
people to participate in a changing South Africa 
(Literacy for all 1991:2) . 

ERU's willingness and ability to identify with the 

philosophy of People's English clearly springs from a 

conception of literacy which sees it as enmeshed with social, 

political and economic reality: 

To do away with illiteracy, you cannot just teach 
people to read and write. You must also deal with 
the problems which cause illiteracy. These are 
problems like poverty. unemployment, shortage of 
schools and so on. We need to work for democracy in 
all areas of people's lives. We need to make sure 
that all people have a political voice, so that 
their demands will be heard (Literacy for all 
1991:7). 

This is a vision that ERU shares with other progressive 

Ii teracy organisat :i.ons in South Afr ica (which inc lude u~ :m and 

ELP, already consLiered brief ly). Together they form th~ 

National Literacy Go-operation (NLC ), and share a common 

methodology. An important aspect of this is the Group 

Discussion Method which involves principles such as group 

learning, an equal relationship between teacher and learners, 

and learner involvement in decisions about their learning. 

The content of lessons is based on the learners' experiences, 

aspects of everyday life that they are abie to understand and 

relate to (Literacy work in South Africa 1991:14-17). 

Organisations in the NLC acknowledge their obvious debt 

to the work of Paulo Freire in their methodology. But ERU, at 

least, does not endorse Freire's pedagogy in all its aspects, 

tempering its application with an eclectic mixture of other 

appropriate language teaching techniques (Literacy work in 

South Africa 1991:14-17; Browne 1991 pers. comm.). 

In view of ERU's explicit endorsement of the principles 
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of People's Education, it is interesting to examine a sample 

of the materials actually used in their literacy courses . 

What follows is a brief analysis four learner's workbooks, 

Books 1 - 4 of the Learn English series. Although the books 

have been produced and published by ERU, the Acknowledgements 

on the title pages of each indicate that the material has been 

drawn largely from materials written by other literacy 

organisations. Nevertheless it is safe to assume they have 

been collected and compiled with ERU's own methods and 

approaches in mind. It should also be mentioned at the outset 

that any analysis of materials out of the context of their 

actual classroom use is bound to give only a limited if not 

distorted impression. The analysis is undertaken, and should 

be read, with this proviso in mind. 

Book 1 is entitled Greetings and personal information. 

The approach to language lear ning is communicative. Lessons 

are structured in such a way that learners must think about 

what they are doing and respond creatively: there is little 

oppo .. tuni ty for parrot learr.ing I -:ems are structured - as 

the title suggests - acc o rding to func~ion rather than form, 

While there is litt le in the content to suggest a 

political agenda, the lessons are empowering in the most 

fundamental sense of the word. They simultaneously teach 

English language skills and equip learners with the life 

skills that they are like ly to need in their everyday lives. 

Dialogues take place in such settings as an advice office or a 

doctor's waiting-room. After reading the dialogue and 

completing exercises which involve manipulation of structures 

and content drawn from it, the learners are then given an 

opportunity to apply the information or skills they have 

acquired to their own experience of the world. Thus, 

following the dialogue in which "Ntombi " is interviewed at the 

"Clermont Advice Office", the learners are asked to give 

similar personal details about themselves, and later to fill 

in blank forms with the appropriate details, both for 
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"Ntombi" a nd for themselves . 

Book 2 , Naming things and naming people , follows a 

similar pattern. The approach is predominantly functional, 

the " things " and "people" to be named being drawn from the 

kind of working- class environment with which most learners are 

l i ke l y to be familiar . As in t he first book , material is 

presented i n s uch a way that the learners' cognitive faculties 

are constant ly enga ged. Even when an exercise requires no 

more than the copying d own of words, the pictures which 

accompany i t e nc ourage t he learner to focus on the meaning as 

well as the fo rm of t he word . 

Book 3 picks up and develops the theme introduced in the 

first boo k . Its t itle, Asking for and giving information 

a bout vour self and other people, clearly indicates a 

f unctional approach to language learning , although there is 

a l so e v i d ence of a gr a mmar-based approach (for example , a 

number of exerc is s systematically contrast t-osi tive and 

negative c o n2 ~r UCl _o ns ). 

As i n the previous boo ks , the situations through which 

the mate r ial is dramatised are drawn from the everyday 

expe r iences of the wor king c l a ss . There seem to be the 

beginnin gs of a ' consc ientizing' message, appropriate to this 

more a dvanced stage i n the course, in the recurring theme of 

u n emp l oyment. The socio- p o l itical implications of the 

contrasting words "emp loyment " / "unemployment" are not spelt 

out ( a l though they may very well be in class discussion); and 

any impact that they might have on the learner is probably 

n eut ralised by the p r esence of other apparently more innocuous 

c ontrasts such as "married " / "unmarried", "husband" / "wife " , 

e tc. The l e arners ar e , however, encouraged to apply the new 

te r mino logy to their own lives by writing something about 

members o f their own f a mi l ies. 

Political conscienti z a t ion is undoubted l y evident when 
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the manipulation of the contrasting terms is given a slightly 

sinister tur n in a cartoon sequence entitled "Where is 

Bongani?" The pictures show a woman being taken from her home 

(where she has been depicted as surrounded by a loving, 

attentive family) to a police station where she is 

interrogated by the Chief Inspector. The theme of exchanging 

personal information is again dramatised as the inspector 

questions her about Bongani. In the last block the woman 

asks: "Why do you want to know?" The terse reply is: "For my 

records". Clearly this sequence could form the basis for a 

c onscientizing discussion on the repressive nature of the 

South African state. The fact that the woman is black and the 

inspector white would effectively reinforce such a message and 

di rect the reader's sympathies. 

But whereas racial stereotyping may serve a purpose here, 

:'s puzzling - even disturbing - when it appears again 

iate r in the book. An exercise requiring the learner to fill 

~ r. the missing words takes the : orm of a dialogue between 

' : :·, ':id S0sibo", an applicant fo ) a job, and a nameless 

:, :::: ic ial 3.t the employment office. In the illustration 

3.c companying the dialogue, however, the official is depicted 

25 3. white man. The pattern is repeated in the exercise that 

f ,) llows. Learners are presented with a scenario for which 

they must construct an appropriate dialogue . The situation is 

that "tis Dlamini" is being interviewed by a bank official. 

Th," illustrat ion depicts tis Dlamini as an apparently working

c lass blac k woman, wearing a shapeless dress, ~ and flat 

shoes; the bank official is white and male . In another 

exerc ise: "Jabu Bengu is applying for an account at Sale's 

House. tir Prinsloo wants Jabu's personal information". 

The pattern continues in Book 4 which is entitled What do 

you do ? Talking about occupations . Here again black people 

are presented in subservient or powerless positions; white men 

a re presented as unsympathetic, dehumanised figures of 

2~~hority or repression . 
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No doubt a case could be made for this kind of racist and 

sexist stereotyping. On the one hand it might be argued that 

the impression is countered by other scenes in which Blacks 

are shown in positions of power. These, however, are clearly 

the exception rather than the norm. A more persuasive 

argument might be that racism and sexism are unfortunate but 

unavoidable features of South African society at present; and 

that to empower people involves providing them with strategies 

to deal with the everyday reality that they actually 

experience. Such a position could most certainly be justified 

in terms of a functional or communicative approach to language 

teaching; it does, however, run contrary to the spirit of 

People's English, which tends to focus on what should be 

rather than on what ~, or at least present strategies for 

challenging the status guo and so affecting change. 

This highlighting of an apparent inconsistency between 

ERU's professed intentions and the material actually employed 

c O put those aims into practice should not b. seen as a form 

of ide ~ logical inquisition; rather it has ser led to 

illust1ate the dilemma of which workers at ERU have shown 

themselves only too well aware . How to translate the ideals 

of People's English into practice in a context largely 

antipathetic to them, for learners whose needs demand 

something more practical and immediate than vague 

generalisations - this is the problem faced by all materials 

writers .6 

In the case of the ERU workbooks, a version of this very 

dilemma could, of course, form the basis of a class 

discussion . Learners could be invited to deconstruct the 

pictures and language, and comment on the implications of 

what they discover. Such an exercise could be empowering, 

and, in its own way, contribute to the process of People's 

• ESL material writers adopting a People's English approach 
d o , however have a valuable guide in Barbara Hutton's A manual 
f or wr i ters of learning materials (No date). 
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English. 

Most of the materials and resources considered so far are 

not widely available, or were designed with fairly narrow, 

formal educational purposes in mind. The comic, on the other 

hand, is a genre that enjoys a wide appeal and has great 

possibilities for large-scale distribution. Its potential to 

realise the ideal of People ' s Education that the "doors of 

learning and culture shall be opened" has attracted some 

attention recently. Using comics - a literary form usually 

denigrated as 'sub-standard' - as a medium for education is, 

of course, also consistent with the People's English proposals 

where it was envisaged that content could be drawn from a 

range of resources, many of which fall into the category of 

' popular culture'. 

The Storyteller Group is an organisation that has done 

interesting and exciting work in this area. On a number of 

levels their materials seem to have captured the spirit of the 

People's English proposals - whether consciously or not - _n 

an imag inative and intelligent way . This, together with the 

organisation's on-going research into popular reception of 

its comics, makes it worth consideration as an expression of 

People's English . 

Peter Esterhuizen explains that the initiative for a 

publishing venture like the Storyteller Group arose out of a 

need for post-literacy material in South Africa, " a wide range 

of stimulating and appropriate texts to motivate learners to 

read and thus consolidate their reading skills". The comic 

book, a form of popular literature typically associated with 

entertainment and which has often been used in the promotion 

of mass literacy, seemed to be able to provide the answer to 

the need. It is on this belief that the Storyteller Group ' s 

philosophy is based. In Esterhuizen's words : 

We believe that dynamic popular visual literature 
(par ticularly the comic book) produc ed on a mass 
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scale can play a powerful role in the promotion of 
reading and the consolidation of literacy skills in 
South Africa. All our comics tell different 
stories , but have an important quality in common : 
they set out to entertain. It is so often forgotten 
that for people to develop a commitment to reading 
they must, above all, take pleasure in it 
(Esterhuizen 1990:22) . 

The Group's initial venture was 99 Sharp Street, a comic 

which "explores the experiences of young people growing up in 

urban South Africa today" (Esterhuizen 190: 22). It was 

serialised in a mass circulation magazine distributed by Sa l es 

House. Esterhuizen's account of some of the characterist i cs 

of the comic show its obvious affiliation with the philosophy 

of education that informed the People's English proposals . 

A noteworthy aspect was that, although entertaining, 

h umorous and attractively presented (According to the People ' s 

English proposals, language competence includes t he abi l ity 

"to play, to joke, to rejoice" .) , 99 Sharp Street a lso aimed 

at sha.': pening its readers' critiu · l fac u lties ( a goal 

emphasised in more than one of the proposa l s ). The comic, 

moreover, was not the product of a single author ' s 

imagination; the story was works hopped by members of t h e Group 

with a young black playwright "who was a particularly useful 

source for the colloquial language" used by some of the 

characters. Here again the link with People ' s English should 

be obvious: the method is reminiscent of the latter's 

reiterated stress on collaborative effort, community 

participation, collective development, as well the desire f o r 

everyday authenticity . The last aspect is to be found aga i n 

in the story ' s local setting . Esterhuizen explains that the 

setting received serious attention in the development of the 

story: its details were not accidental and its creation was 

informed by a conscious intention: 

We wanted to foster a strong sense of place in order 
to counter lingering strains of cultural chauvinism 
which dictate - especially when it comes to 
children's literature - that good s t orie s a lways 
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take place elsewhere. in Britain or America. and 
that South Africa is somehow "unstoried" or inferior 
story material (Esterhuizen 1990:22- 23). 

In a similar vein the People's English proposals mention the 

importance of "written literature of our place and time". 

The kind of language used in the comic is based on the 

same desire to give fictional expression to the typical 

experiences of its readers. The introductory text blocks are 

written in standard English; but in the speech bubbles an 

attempt has been made to capture the rhythms and expressions 

of 'township English'. The rationale for this technique is 

not only stylistic authenticity: it also serves a valuable 

educational function . As Esterhuizen perceptively and 

succinctly expresses it: 

The use of expressions such as "Heyta Ngwenya " and 
its immediate rejoinder "Shar p Sharp " va l i d a t es - as 
only written l"'. :lguage can - people's eve r- la y 
experiences of " nglish as a familiar lang \.. 'l.ge o f 
communication rather than a foreign langua5e 
belonging to the classroom and far removed fr o m 
their immediate lives. Besides making the comic 
more authentic and accessible. such expressions are 
undoubtedly a powerful way of attracting reluctant 
readers. alienated by more formal written discourses 
(Esterhuizen 1990:23). 

Language usage like this also gives dramatic and imaginative 

expression to the proposal that People's English be drawn from 

"the range of languages and dialects of South Africa". 

The overwhelmingly positive feed-back and discussion 

generated by 99 Sharp Street prompted the Storyteller Group to 

develop a sequel. The river of our dreams. This was produced 

as a complete. self-contained comic. It is also the focus of 

a research project. "Story-Net " . designed to "look at whether 

popular visual material along the lines of 99 Sharp Street -

and published on the same mass scale - can be adapted to meet 
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the varying needs of second language learners in South 

Africa". In this way the group hoped to "contribute to the 

development of dynamic and appropriate curricula in a post

apartheid educational system" (Esterhuizen 1990: 23) . 

An examination of The river of our dreams shows it to be 

faithful to the spirit of the first comic. There are also 

some innovations which have a bearing on its links with 

People's English. 

The first Story-Net newsletter distinguishes three main 

themes in the story: "the way in which reading can enrich our 

lives, the importance of caring for our environment, and the 

need for communities to re-build grassroots structures" 

(Story-Net 1991a), The first theme is a reflection of the 

goal of the comic itself: to stimulate interest in reading, 

But the second two themes are equally relevant to the aims of 

People's English, The sense of social commitment and communal 

responsibility suggested in them ;,s reminiscent of the way j ' \ 

which the proponents of People's ducation always see 

curricula matters as inextricably linked to wider social 

concerns. This was certainly evident in the People's English 

proposals which aimed at assis ting learners to express and 

consider the issues and questions of their time, transform 

themselves into full and active members of society, and playa 

creative role in the achievement of a non-racial democratic 

South Africa, 7 

There is a similar broadness of vision in the research 

project's scope of enquiry, Three resource packs have been 

developed to accompany the comic: a high school pack (lessons 

7 A subsequent production by the Storyteller Group, a comic 
on the activities of the Red Cross, demonstrates a commitment to 
the welfare of the community even more clearly. According to 
Story-Net the comic "was designed to promote awareness of the 
humanitarian principles and activities of the Red Cross, and to 
promote a climate of peace and tolerance in South Africa" (Story
Net 1992b). 
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i n it a r e l inked t o s c hool sylla bi ) , an adult literacy pack 

and a library pack. According to the first newsletter, a 

variety of organisations have been able to adapt these 

resources to their own needs . The Umgeni River Trust uses the 

comic to stimulate discussion on environmental problems, TELIP 
makes use of it in its upgrade courses for English teachers, 

USWE teaches literac y to domestic workers with its help 

(Storv-Net 1991a). 

The Story-Net project is still in progress. But reports 

received by its resea rchers so far seem very positive. Some 

of the comments below, extracted from the Research Findings in 

the Interim research report suggest that comics like The river 

of our dr eams have a lot to contribute to the teaching of 

English along the lines proposed by People's English : 

* The research has shown that in terms of its 
potential to attract and motivate teenage and 
adult ESL r eaders The River of our Dreams has 
been extremely successfu l . Notably, readers' 
confidence has been boosted from rea .ing and 
enjoying an Engl~sh te xt. 

* ESL readers participating in the research 
generally didn't associate reading with having 
fun. An extension of t his perception was that 
if they were reading and enjoying themselves, 
they were no t really learning, In this 
context, the comic seems to have contributed 
towards the development of positive attitudes 
to reading in English and to learning. 

* Factors contr ibuting towards the 
attractiveness and accessibility of the comic 
include the fact that readers felt that the 
pictures in t he comic made the story easy to 
follow, and teenage readers, in particular, 
experienced a strong sense of identification 
with the characters, the story and the 
language. 

* As a cross-cultural bridging tool, The River of 
our Dreams enabled urban and rural readers to 
increase their awareness of different life 
experiences . Also, the racial mix challenged 
stereotypes and was the source of much 
fascination . The fict i onalised nature of the 
story enablec readers to feel safe t o talk 
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a bout controversial issues. 

* The ' community action" theme in the comic was a 
very popular one amongst readers . This 
enthusiasm resulted in the initiation by 
readers of a number of small-scale community 
action projects. 

(Bahr and Rifkin 1992 : 2-3). 

The S t oryt elle r Group has not been the first or only 

venture into using comics as a medium for popular education in 

South Af r ica. Even better known, perhaps, are the People "s 

College Comics produced by The SACRED Trust. A brief 

examination of o ne of these, based on the novel Down Second 

Avenue by Es "kia Mphahlele, will illustrate how the philosophy 

that inf o r ms t he series is essentially that of People"s 

English . 

!he publicat ion inf o rmation on the front inside cover of 

~h~ c~mic suggests th is very s t r ongly at the outset. The 

::-.~ 2=i : ~, statc,,,enc o f 1 \e SACRED Trust is an indication of whe t 

,- ~.,; y i .. ) p", "So "l : h i eve t·' .r o ugh the c omic : 

,r,e SACRED Trust is an educational organisation 
which aims t o counter the imbalance created by the 
aparthe i d e ducation system. The Trust is committed 
to establishing participatory, non-discriminatory 
and non-authoritarian learning processes. It seeks 
to transfe r ski lls and resources in such a way that 
organisations , communities and individuals are 
e~powered t o take charge of their own projects. 

That -r.:-,e p rinciple o f participation is not merely a rhetorical 

gesture is indic a ted immediately after this, where readers are 

asked to wr ite to SACRED with comments and suggestions: 

Did you find this comic interesting and enjoyable? 
Do you think we should produce more comics like this 
one ? Please send us your comments . You may know of 
other stories which would make exciting comics (UQRn 
Second Avenue: The c omic 1988 : front inside c over) . 
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The first half of the comic is devoted to the story of 

Down Second Ayenue . The second section consists of writing 

and reading exercises based on the story. These are aimed at 

a fairly low level of English competence, and begin with an 

exercise which requires the learner simply to look up and 

copy out sections of dialogue. (It is, however, surely no 

coincidence that the passages chosen are all politically 

significant, depicting the fictional Mphahlele's growth in 

political awareness . ) Subsequent exercises test creativity 

(for example the reader is invited to write hislher own comic 

story), comprehension, grammatical structures, vocabulary, 

sentence construction, etc. Readers are encouraged to work 

with friends, comparing each other's answers . The comic ends 

with a graded reading list of books on the lives of children 

in different parts of the world. 

The approach to language is basically communicative 

within the context of a politically ' relevant ' theme (which 

has beer. highlighted by the editing necessary to translate the 

novel in 0 comic form). To some extont the political 

conscientization seems heavy-handed, even spurious to the 

l anguage teaching aims . There is, however, an attempt to 

encourage c ritical thinking in the last exercise where the 

reade r is asked to consider why Mphahlele's family was forced 

to move from their home in Marabastad. Leading questions are 

asked to direct thinking : how could the government have 

improved Marabastad; why did it rather chose to remove the 

people ; what do you think of people being forced to live in 

certain areas? Similarly, there is a hint of a critical 

awareness of the English language itself. Characters in the 

comic frequently use typically African constructions, and on 

two occasions the character Mphahlele challenges racist 

language used by whites. Unfortunately this aspect is not 

developed in the language exercises in any way, 

Read today, Down Second Ayenue: The comic does not seem 

remarkably subversive , But it is an indication of the ability 
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of a comic like this to reach and influence people on a large 

scale that it was banned by the South African government when 

first published in 1988, at the height of a state of 

emergency." Norton-Peirce suggests an explanation for an 

action that seems to defy rational explanation, and in doing 

so points to the still untapped potential of the comic: 

Why did the state choose to ban a comic based on a 
novel that had not only been available to the South 
African public since 1959 (Down Second Avenue, by 
Ezekial Mphahlele, Faber and Faber, London, 1959), 
but had also appeared in the comic section of Upbeat 
magazine in 1981? It is likely that the state saw 
the comic book as a threat to its control over what 
is to be read, by whom, where, and for what 
purposes. If "thousands of scholars" had access to 
such a counterdiscourse, the South African state's 
authority would certainly be challenged (Norton
Peirce 1989:416). 

The last example of a text which gives concrete 

expression to People' , English to be analysed her.e has much in 

common with the Peopl~'s College comic just look~ d at. 

Learning Nation is a supplement to the New Natio~, a weekly 

newspaper with a predominantly black readership. It is also 

produced by The SACHED Trust, the material written by SACHED 

staff as well as by free-lance writers commissioned by the 

Trust. 

In terms of its content Learning Nation is geared towards 

providing a supplement to the DET matric syllabus; the 

perspective from which the material is written and the slant 

to its presentation is, however, entirely in keeping with the 

spirit of People's Education. According to the co-ordinator, 

staff at Learning Nation see their publication "as 

implementing the somewhat broad principles and aims of 

" Space does not permit an examination of other similar 
media in which People's English is given expression. Special 
mention should, however, be made of magazines such as Upbeat and 
Learn and Teach which, like the comics considered at here, aim 
to educate through being accessible and entertaining. 
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People's Education " (Hil ls 1991 pers. comm.). The 

implications of this approach are suggested in a document 

outlining Learnjng Nation's Network Project for 1991, in which 

SACHED's general policy is presented as the context for the 

project's aim to build a "learning culture" : 

From its inception SACRED has responded to the 
changing context of South Africa by developing 
innovative projects to challenge the educational 
system imposed by apartheid capitalism . It has also 
been aware of the fact that alternatives should also 
provide possible models for the future .. . . In a 
recent statement the organisation has emphasised its 
commitment to democratic education. In practice 
this means that it will work with the constituencies 
of the broad working class and organisations of 
these constituencies. SACRED aims to work primarily 
with educators within the broad working class 
providing appropriate materials for and with them. 
Methodologies to develop education for empowerment 
will be formulated and applied (Learning Nation 
Network Project in 1991: 13). 

Essentially these are the aims and . lethods of People' s 

Education. This is again evident when the writer of the 

document goes on to consider the role of Learning Nation 

spec if ically . 

It is directed at the broad working class and 
educational agents working in representative 
organisations , It is democratic: the newspaper 
reaches a wide audience at an affordable price; it 
can be shared and discussed; and it can be read and 
worked on at a time and pace that suits the readers 
(Learning Nation Network Project in 1991: 14). 

The Network Project is, in fact, an extension of these 

democratic principles: through it "a dynamic web of 

educational relationships sparked by the materials appearing 

in the newspaper supplement, Learning Nation " can be generated 

(Learning Nation Network Project in 1991 : 13). To the same 

end Learning Nation cultivates an interactive relationship 

with its readers, inviting feed-back and comment on its 
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materials. In itself the newspaper supplement is incomplete: 

.. . materials are in themselves not sufficient: 
structures are needed within which they can be 
effectively used to support democratic rather than 
individualistic approaches to education; hence our 
programme to link individuals to organisations and 
service organisations (Learning Nation Network 
Project in 1991: 22). 

The analysis here will, nevertheless, be confined to the 

materials appearing in the weekly supplement. 

The material in the Learning Nation supplement is 

presented in the context of regular topics or areas. These 

include: International History, Skills for Learning, 

Resources, Current Issues, Matric Literature, Health Matters, 

Matric History and a Pupils' Forum to which readers are urged 

to contribute. Some are closely related to the school 

curriculum; others, such as Current Issues, aim at de veloping 

the reader s general knowledge and social awaren,· '3 s . ' 

The material in the sections on Matric Literature would, 

most obviously, fall into the category of People's Englisn. 

English Literature is seen as a subject "where one can offer 

some alternative perspectives within the confines of a South 

African syllabus" (Learning Nation Network Pro ject in 1991: 

29). A survey of the supplements for the year 1991 shows 

that topics covered included literary terminology (dead 

metaphors, slogans, allusion, irony, etc.) and commentaries 

on setworks (Romeo and Juljet, I heard the owl call mv name, 

The wind at dawn, Close to the sun). However, the Skills for 

Learning section often contains material that is also relevant 

to the rather broad field of English studies. In 1991 there 

• An indication of readers' expectations of Learning Nation 
may be deduced from the fact that a survey of readers' needs 
revealed that the topic on which the largest group (42% of the 
respondents) requested more information was political issues 
(Learning Nation Network Project in 1991: 21). 
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noticeab le contrast is the far superior writing style of the 

latter, which clearly lives up to the standard expected of 

'quality material- . But the simple lucidity of its style 

should not h ide the sophistication of the writer-s approach: 

it is the ideological assumptions implicit in this that 

suggest most clearly Learning Nation ' s links with People's 

Education and People ' s English . 

In an introduction to the first of the series of articles 

on The wind at dawn the writer says that s/he will not follow 

a typical D.E. T. style of teaching " (New Nation 14-

20/06/91:15) . 

The poems analysed in the Learning Nation commentaries 

are always set in a context . (In the Learning Press they are, 

as has been seen, completely decontextualised.) Thus the 

Romantic poets- preoccupation with nature is shown to have 

been influenced by the rapid industrialisation (and consequent 

increase in I~rban pover ·y a nd cr ime) in their socioty at the 

time. PO",[;lS are also o. ten related to the persona " i ties and 

preoccupations of their writers, who are, in turn, shown to be 

firmly embeddec in contemporary social conditions. The 

foll owing ccmr!lent on Hardy's "Throwing a Tree" is fairly 

typical: 

This matter- of- fact tone in Hardy's poem reflects an 
att itude wh ich many modern poets have. Wars and the 
miseries of urban life have caused many modern 
writers to feel that the world is a cruel place 
which offers people no protection and no guidance. 
These writers experience the world as a place which 
is indifferent to suffering (New Nation 19-25/07/91: 
19) . 

That an idea may be specific to a particular time or place is 

a ctually emphasised elsewhere: 

Both "The Human Seasons" and "The Schoolboy" express 
the view that life follows a natural cycle in which 
maturity (or summer) is the peak or highest point. 
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The i dea that maturity is the peak of life is only 
one way of vi e wing l ife . We could just as easily 
picture o ld age o r childhood as being the peak of 
life, o r we could say that no one stage of life is 
' h igher ' t han another. In the same way , it is only 
an opinion, and not fact , to say that life consists 
of four stages (New Nation 12-18/07/91:17) , 

The Learning Pre ss, on the other hand, in an analysis of "The 

Hllman Seasons " , presents the ideas contained in it as if they 

are self- evident, universal and eternal, In the Learn i ng 

Nat i on the write r often draws attention to the fact that a 

view or interpretation is hislher own; the readers are also 

frequent ly i nv ited to give their own interpretations and urged 

to talk to "friends, t eachers and fellow students " about their 

work (N ew Nation 14-20 /06/91 : 15). There is a good deal of 

cross-referencing to other texts in the matric English 

literatur e syllabus wh ich have been examined in Learning 

~atiQn. Issues are us ually presented as problematic: the 

~r ~ ~ er does not p ontific ate as an expert, 

In at least one case, poems are actually used to 

2.~l '.:. rCJinate t heir c ontext, rather than the other way around : 

' he "re now going to see if Bo sman ' s and Paton ' s poe ms reveal 

any inter e sting views on South Africa which might tell us more 

about our society in general " (New Nation 14-20/06/91: 15) , 

Often an a n a l ysis of a poem is allowed to open out into an 

more genera l di s cussion of issues that have been raised in the 

course of it. 

In a d iff e rent way the poems are also related to their 

larger context in the following comment by the writer : "We 

have discovered that many of the modern writers, whose writing 

has been p r e scribed t o us by the Education Department, compare 

the past with the present" (New Nation 26/07-01/08/91: 19). 

This r efer ence to the DET has the multiple effect of 

unde rcutting i ts aut h ority , d i s t ancing t he writer from any 

e.)m p l. ic i ty in its s y lla bus , as we ll as demystifying the way in 

w:-,:' ·:h particular texts are c hosen for s tudy : there is no 



81 

sugges t ion of a 'rec eived' canon of works which c onstitute 

'E nglish Literature ' , 

It is not difficult to see how the kind of approach to 

poetry adopted by the Learning Nation (especially when its 

features are highlighted through comparison with the approach 

used by Learning Press) are a reflection of its definition of 

quality material which, in turn, points to the philosophy 

behind People's English, Independent and critical thinking is 

clearly encouraged through the emphasis on the relativity of 

meaning, whether it is the poet's, his/her society's informing 

the poem, or the reader's. The writer's repeated focus on the 

various kinds of context in which a poem exists contributes to 

making this point , as does his/her habit of foregrounding the 

idiosyncratic nature of many of his/her comments , Creativity 

is e nc o ura ged by making interpretation a communal effort, to 

be shared by the writer, readers, friends and teachers , 

All thi 9 will help to develop the readers ' sk ., lls and 

c onfi dence i . themselves. They are made active par t ners in 

the l e arning proc e ss; not merely recipients of ' expert' 

pron o uncements, which would tend to reinforce their sense of 

helplessness and ignorance . 

This , on the other hand , is the effect that the approach 

u s e d by the Learning Press ~ likely to have, In its article 

o n Th e wjnd at dawn there are questions which encourage 

r e aders to think further about aspects of the poem ; yet they 

occur in the context of other seemingly indisputable 

information . In contrast, Learn i ng Nation constantly appeals 

t o the readers' known experience and knowledge by constant 

cross-referencing to other works of literature in the 

s y l l abus. 

Informing Learning Nation's whole approach is a social 

v i sion they share with the proponents of People's Education, 

and t heir methods a re aime d at developing it in their readers . 
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The syllabus that they follow is inherited from apartheid 

education: but they have hijacked it to teach the 

' alternative' values of egalitarianism and communalism; and to 

empower their readers by making them creative, critical and 

confident in their own abilities. 

The material examined in this chapter should be seen 

as no more than a representative sample of what has been 

produced. And as has already been suggested , the analysis, by 

being made outside the context of the classroom is, of 

nec essity , incomplete, 



CHAPTER FOUR 

PEOPLE'S ENGLISH : 

A 

PERSONAL ACCOUNT 

In the Preface to this study reference was made to the 

subjectivity inherent in any research undertaking . In the 

case of as controversial and politically sensitive a topic as 

People's English it is inescapable. In view of this, it would 

perhaps be appropriate at this stage to present an account of 

a personal teaching experience which has embodied aspects of 

People's English. This change in foc us will be signalled 

stylistically : passive constructions will be abandoned in 

favour of a transparently subjective and active mode of 

narration. 

I am a lecturer in the Department of English at the 

University 0 ';' BOl'huthatswana . In 1992 : ,y teaching load 

included presenting an English language course to first year 

students. I decided to invite one of my colleagues, Ms Charl 

Williams, to team-teach it with me . We both viewed the course 

as an opportunity to test ideas and materials, and so work 

towards developing an appropriate introductory language course 

for English second language university students . ' 

The content and methodology of our course contained many 

elements reminiscent of People's English. This was probably 

in part due to the influence of my research in the fiel d at 

the time . But although we were both fully aware of the 

ideological implications of what we were doing , we did not set 

out with the express intention of developing a 'Pe ople' s 

, The first half of our project was presented in the form of 
a poster display at the annual conference of the South African 
Applied Linguistics Association (SAALA) in July 1992 at the 
University of Cape Town . Some details in my account of the 
course presented here are drawn fr o m the poster . 



84 

English course- - Ms Williams was, in fact, rather sceptical 

of the claims of the movement 

The following description of the course and our 

assessment of it is, of necessity, largely impressionistic: 

space does not permit a more detailed account. In any case 

our own research proved inconclusive, the teaching hampered by 

the absence of appropriate conditions, and the results 

distorted by an extended student boycott of classes in the 

second semester. 

A few statistics will help to provide a context for the 

course . ENGLISH 105 and ENGLISH 155 represent the two 

semesters of the first year of study 

within the four year BA(Ed) degree. 

in English as a subject 

The first year course is 

divided equally into two components: literature and language. 

The timetable gives them equal teaching time ( two forty minute 

periods per week each), and the examinacion at the end of each 

semester tests both compo'·.ents equall y. Our course pas 

designed to fit into the j mgudge compor."!nc s lac. 

On average, there are about 120 students registered for 

the first year course each semester. In 199 2 the minimum 

prerequisite to register for ENGLISH 105 was a matric symbo l E 

on the standard grade; to proceed to ENGLISH 155 the student 

had to have passed ENGLISH 105. Most students at the 

University have attended schools in Bophuthatswana; a few have 

attended private, multiracial schools. Part-time students are 

usually practising teachers (often of English) upgrading their 

qualifications. The first language of most students is 

Setswana. 

The University of Bophuthatswana is situated in 

Bophuthatswana, an 'independent- republic created under the 

South African government-s policy of grand apartheid. In 
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recent years it has deve loped into a politically highly 

r e pressive state, i t s government inc reasingly out of touch 

with the reform movement in the rest of South Africa . 

Politically, the conditions are not dissimilar to those under 

which the People's Education movement first developed in South 

Africa. 

We stated the objectives of our language course as 

follows: 

Our general aims are : 

* to prepare the way f o r the more advanced 
studies in Eng l i sh language and linguistics 
that students wi l l f ollow in their second, 
third and fourth years ; 

* to improve students' general competence in the 
English language, compens a ting for the gaps in 
their s c hool education and a t t he same time 
introducing the m to new conc e pts and skills 
a s s ociated with effective communicat i on . 

More spe c i f i cally our chGire Q~ t ~ics a n d 
ma terials a r e aimed at: 

* encourag i ng s tudents to read a nd write 
critically a nd with perception; 

* teaching students to wri te c oherently and 
logically, and t o consider the context as well 
as the unseen reade r o f the ir writing; 

* making students awa r e of the cultural and 
social dimens i ons of English, wh ile at the same 
time developing the ir competenc e in standard 
and academic Engl ish us age ; 

* showing that l a nguage (in thi s case, English) plays 
a vital role in everyday l ife, influencing and 
being influenced by peop le's p e rceptions and 
ideologies. 

(Butler and Williams 1992) 

The objectives listed a bove c o uld, to a large extent, fit 
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into a typical CLT framework. This is perhaps most clearly 

suggested in the reference to "effective communication" as one 

of our general objectives . Phrases such as "cultural and 

social dimensions" and "perceptions and ideologies" do, 

however, indicate our wish to teach our students to do more 

than simply reproduce the linguistic norms of contemporary 

society (altho ugh we recognise in our aim to develop 

students' "competence in standard and academic English" that 

this is , to some extent, necessary). 

The assumption that language has a socio-political 

dimension is one that we shared with the proponents of 

People's Eng l is h ; and our statement of aims contains more than 

a few ( unc onscious ) echoes of their discourse. 

Thes e were not the only parallels. The paragraph on 

"Educat i o n as p r oces s" i n the NECC press-release on People's 

English ( r e p roduc ed below) perfectly captures the essence of 

our goals and ,~thods: 

The t e rm process he r e means exploration through 
lang uage. i t involv e s discussion and revision, and 
an understand i ng of how parts are eventually related 
to the who:' e . 

Process values ~he contributions of all the learners 
and makes every member of the group responsible for 
the l earning experience. The teacher's role is to 
make this poss i ble. 

Our exploration through (and of) language involved the 

examination, i n c l as s, o f various written and spoken texts, 

We used the metaphor of a funnel to describe our standard 

procedure of first c onsidering a text at a broadly discoursal 

level (loo ki ng at suc h aspects as context, point of view, 

intention , t one , like l y reception, etc), and later moving on 

to a more de ta iled e xa mi nation of syntax, semantics, etc. In 

all aspects o f the process of analysis we adopted (and 
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encouraged our students to cultivate) a critical attitude to 

the language of the text . 

Our teaching methods were similarly in line with the 

People ' s English concept of process. Learning was conceived 

of as a communal, co-operative effort, involving discussion 

and negotiation. Answers were rarely presented as clear-cut or 

indisputable, and the element of subjectivity in 

inte r pretation was acknowledged, even emphasised when 

appropr iate. Our role as lecturers were to act as 

facil itato rs, rather than as sources of knowledge and 

authority. To further undercut the latter perception we 

adopted the strategy of team teaching . Both lecturers 

attended most l ectures, s ometimes both taking an active part 

in the proceedings, sometimes one in the role of a passive 

observer only . Working together enabled us to assess the 

6ffecciveness of a particular lesson, material or even the 

c<)l~r se as a whole with greater conf idence; at the same time we 

.. .. : ; .",j -:[Ia t our students wou l.d benef it from an approach that 

:: ~::",j pr63o:nting knowledg , as uncontestable and the teacher 

-2. 5 ~nfallible . 

Concomitant with this approach was our attempt to make 

our teaching student-centred. Although some lectures did 

invo l ve a transfer of information from lecturer to student, 

mos t too k the form of lecturer-led class discussion of a text 

chc.:'s e n to illustrate a particular aspect of English usage. We 

emphasised t hat the acquisition of skills to use the language 

~hich this would help develop was more important, at that 

s tage at least, than the accumulation of knowledge about it. 

We also introduced an extra tutorial period, over and above 

the two lectures on the timetable. Our efforts were, however, 

tampered by such practical considerations as large student 

n',uobers, lack of suitable venues and the constraints of the 

university timetable . 
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In our personal behaviour we also attempted to give 

expression to the kind of democratic principles that are 

central to People's English, Somewhat controversially - in 

the context of a ' black' university, where most of the 

students come from a fairly traditional, rural background - we 

encouraged students to call us by our first names, We did not 

hesitate to contradict or disagree with each other, or to 

express ignorance, in class , We also tried to practise - and 

encouraged our students to do the same - an openness about 

issues usually avoided for reasons of tact or embarrassment. 

Thus, for example, the fact that the inevitable tension 

between 'us', as members of staff, and . them , , as students, 

might be exacerbated by racial and social differences was not 

ignored or glossed over but, when necessary, explicitly stated 

and discussed with as much honesty as possible. 

Materials used in class came from various sources. 

Initially we tended to use texts from other language teaching 

resources whic h had been specifically designed for teaching 

purposes. Thl 3 enabled us to experiment ~ith topics and 

concepts with confidence. Our preference was, however, for 

genuinely authentic materials culled from everyday usage, and 

whenever possible, we made use of them. Bearing in mind our 
aim of developing critical reading habits, we often 

deliberately selected texts likely to arouse a controversial 

response: those involving political or gender bias, for 

example. 

Our choice of materials was thus in line with the kind of 

content recommended in the NECC press release: examples of 

popular use of language from everyday experience. The 

critical reading skills that we aimed at developing are 

similarly implied in its recommendations on language 

competence: our approach should, among other things, have 

helped the students to "hear what is said and what is hidden", 
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"read print and resist it where necessary", and "understand 

the relationship between language and power". 

To give our critical approach to language more focus, we 

also used critical language awareness materials developed by 

Hilary Janks. A series of lessons was devoted to her Language 

and position, a workbook still in the developmental stage. We 

were given permission 

understanding that we 

to test the materials on the 

would ask our students 

questionnaires accompanying the booklet, and 

on our own experience of teaching it. 

to complete the 

provide feed-back 

In her Foreword to the workbook Janks explains that her 

aim in the Language Matters series, of which Language and 

position is the first workbook, is to demonstrate the 

relationship between language and power: 

Language Matters will try to raise your 
consciousness about ho~ language helps people to 
gain power and how it helps to take power away fr ,. m 
people . If it succeedf you should become more ab ~ e 
to resist language that lessens your power. I am 
hoping that your growing language awareness will 
enable you to read critically. What I mean by this 
is that when you read and listen you will be ready 
and able to challenge what writers and speakers say 
and how they say it. You will oppose what you read 
and hear before deciding to accept it; in other 
words you will learn to become oppositional readers 
(Janks 1991:i). 

Following her aim to its logical conclusion, Janks goes 

on to invite the reader to challenge her as well, to question 

what she says and how she says it. She also deconstructs her 

own position as the writer, explaining who she is and why she 

is writing the workbook. Her curriculum vitae highlights the 

social and racial aspects of her background. She thus 

f oregrounds aspects of South African life which are often 

taken for granted, or assumed to be the norm, both by those 
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who occupy the same position and even by those who d o not. 

In Language and position, Janks concludes, a particular 

aspect of the relationship between language and power is 

considered: the position from which the writer writes or the 

speaker speaks. Knowing the identity of a writer or speaker 

gives one greater insight into hislher intentions, reasoning 

and motives. (By telling the reader something about herself, 

Janks has, of course, invited speculation about her own 

position and how it affects what she is saying . ) In addition, 

this knowledge helps the reader to resist what is being read 

or heard: 

It [the position of the writer/speaker] also helps 
us to work out where they want to take our thinking , 
when we are their readers or their listeners . All 
speakers/writers dQ want to take their 
listeners/readers with them . People when the y use 
language want to be believed. Our job is to develop 
critical skills that enable us to resist being take n 
where we do not wish to go. In the language o f this 
workbook we have to resist taking u:" t he positions 
that speakers and writers construct fo r ,IS, the i r 
listeners and readers (Janks 1991:ii ). 

Reading what Janks says about language and power, i t 

comes as no surprise when she mentions that she helped write 

the draft proposals for People's English (Janks 1991:i). 

The materials in the workbook provide a step by step 

explication of the ideas outlined in the foreword. The 

introductory sections look at the relationship between 

position and interpretation from a literal point of view. 

'Position' is then shown to have a metaphorical meaning as 

well, in the sense that it can refer to a person's standpoint 

or point of view (Janks 1991:6) . Subsequent exercises consist 

of various texts which the reader is asked to analyse i n terms 

of the positions implicit in them. The texts are taken fr om a 

variety of sources, in keeping with the tendencies in People's 
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English already referred t o. 

The workbook materials are designed to promote 

discussion, comparison of ideas , and critical, creative 

thinking. In the tradition of People's English the 

questionnaire also allows for input from the students who have 

used the book. 

It is worth noting that many language practitioners and 

teachers to whom we spoke about our language course were 

sceptical about our inclusion of a critical language awareness 

component in a first year course for ESL students. They felt 

it would demand too much from people who lack some of the 

basic communicational skills in the language. Only someone 

already familiar with the rules and norms of conventional 

usage could really be in a position to question them. 

Our view, however, was that the process of acquiring 

language skills ~annot be reduced to discrete s~eps i ~ this 

way. Language~:3 not ideologically neutral: ':>nE: cannc,", as it 

were, learn it first and be critical about i~ later. Our 

stance seems to find support both in Janks's belief that 

critical language awareness can be taught even to young 

children (Janks 1991 : ii), and i n the emphasis on critical 

skills by the proponents of People ' s English. 

There is little in the literature on People's English (or 

People's Education generally) on the reaction of the learners 

themselves to the methods and materials which attempt to give 

expression to it. A brief summary of the feed-back that we 

received from our students at the end of the first semester 

(the student boycott in the second semester prevented us from 

repeating this exercise) may go some way to filling this 

gap. 
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Our request for feed-back from the students was an open

ended invitation for them to comment on anything that they 

considered relevant. A few themes emerged as common to nearly 

all responses, however; these also provide a useful commentary 

on some aspects of People's English. Overall, the reaction 

ranges from keen appreciation of what we were trying to do, to 

a bemused bewilderment, to outrage at having one ' s time wasted 

on irrelevancies. One comment in the last category does not 

mince words: 

First thing I do not see the importance of corning to 
class both of you. You have 3 days in a week so on 
Wednesday Ms C Williams must corne to the class, on 
Thursday Mr Butler must corne to the class, on Friday 
one of you, you will choose . Secondly I do not 
unde rstand your method of teaching may you please 
change. Thirdly why do you teach something which we 
are not going to teach at school Thank you 

The issue of team-teaching, in fact, received quite a lot 

o f attention, a great deal of ~ ~ ~~&~~i~s . H~ile some 

st dents did find being prest .~sd ~~th ~~c poin~s of view 

stimulating , the majority seel ,,,,:: -; .: reg5.r .~ i" as an 

unnecessary indulgence on our par". While this advers e 

reaction is probably to a large e:,,, ,,,nL ·3.ttr ibutable to team

teaching being a new and confusing experience for most of 

them, it has also made us examine our own belief and practice 

more carefully - especially in the light of comments such as 

this : 

Commenting on the two of you ceaching I would like 
to say sometime you confused roe. In a sense that 
one would sayan incomplete sentence and look to the 
other to comment in order to complete the sentence. 
I'm convinced that one lecture r could do better, 
after having observed it.' 

2 For a more detailed account o f our findings on team
teaching, see Butler and Williams ( 1993). 
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A related aspect, one that has even more relevance to 

People's English, was the issue of class participation. Here 

again reaction was mixed, sometimes providing us with 

surprising, even bewildering, insights into our students' 

expectations. Many responses condemned the lack of 

participation by the majority of the class. This accorded 

with our own feelings. 

We felt that there might have been several reasons for 

the lack of response, such as differing perceptions on the 

roles of the teacher and student, the size of the class and a 

reluctance to speak English in ·public'. Recognising that 

these were factors which might inhibit students, we were, 

nevertheless, firm in our belief that active class 

participation was essential for effective learning. What was 

disturbing, however, was the assumption that participation by 

and response from the class was the sole responsibility of the 

teacher, as is suggested in the following extracts: 

I enjoy to be taught by both of you but what worries me 
is that you seem to concentrate only on certain 
people .. .. could you please try to make us feel all 
at home, by giving anyone an opportunity to 
contribute. If two students understand it doesn't 
meant that all students understand. 

I do enjoy to be one of the students in your class . 
But what bothered me a lot is that we don't all 
participate in the class. It is as if there are 
students chosen for participation. But I would be 
one of the participant and my main problem is that 
when I think of the answer it is a if I thought it 
wrongly. So that makes me hesitate from answering 
thinking of telling the whole class, how will they 
react to my suggestion. But I think i will be 
rescued from all this. 

Offering the lessons together was good and 
advantageous though at times I felt left out. 
out of sheer jealousy or something. I wonder 
do you think of the class participation . 

Maybe 
what 
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As these comments suggest, part of the problem lay in the 

students' lack of confidence in themselves: in that we were 

unable to compensate for this we, as lecturers, must bear some 

of the responsibility for lessons being, as another student 

described them, a one way communication". But the comments 

also point to the deep passivity that is all too typical of 

anyone whose previous experience of education has been 

confined to a DET school . The proponents of People's English 

are correct in advocating a methodology that encourages active 

participation from students: it is, however, easy to forget 

that the students themselves may take some time to adapt to 

the new approach, more especially when it involves a language 

in which they are unlikely to feel confident. 

Many students also commented on the materials we used. 

They wanted material to be bound into a book rather t ha n 

distributed as loose sheets of paper; they also felt t h a t t hey 

needed a textbook to help them prepare for lectures and t h e 

examination. We had, however , decided against bind ng cur 

material into a book for several reasons . We fe lt 1~ac 

students need£d to learn to develop an immediate response t o 

texts presented to them: this would not have been possiD le if 

they had had the material in advance. Another reason for 

handing out texts as and when we needed to was that it a l l o we d 

us to be more flexible ; we were experimenting and needed t o 

ensure that the level of texts provided was suitable. Our 

approach also enabled us to include authentic and current 

material. Not all texts were dealt with in this way , however: 

in some cases texts were given to students several days before 

a lecture for which they had to prepare . 

Here again the reaction of students suggests their 

difficulty in adapting to a less rigid, less prescribed s ystem 

than that which they had just left. Underlying many of t heir 

comments one detects a sense that what we were doing was not 
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entirely serious, that they were not learning anything 

substantial enough to write an exam on.' 

There were markedly different responses to Janks's book: 

some believed that it had helped them to read more critically 

while others failed to see the relevance of something which 

would not be taught at school. We did find it heavy going at 

times as many of the concepts in the book were foreign to the 

students and too much time had to be spent on filling in the 

gaps in background knowledge, 

In my overview of students ' comments I have tended to 

concentrate on their negative responses to aspects of the 

course, especially in those areas that have some bearing on 

People's English. My aim was to highlight the reality likely 

to face a teacher attempting to implement the principles of 

People's English, even a modified version in the relatively 

sheltered environs of a university, such as my colleague and I 

~ave attempted, Deeply enrrained percepcions of education, 

,ndiiference, passivity, lb~k of confiden:e on the part of 

students may prove a greater barrier to truly liberated 

teaching than even the most reactionary government offic ial,' 

, It is interesting to compare the students' negative 
attitudes to some aspects of our teaching methodology with 
similar reactions by Chinese students and teachers to 'Western' 
communicative language teaching methods. See: Burnaby and Sun 
(1989), and O'Neill (1991). 

, Elizabeth Ellsworth (1989: 298) adopts a more critical 
perspective in explaining the failure of many similar attempts 
at critical ppedagogy in the classroom . She argues that "key 
assumptions, goals, and pedagogical practices fundamental to the 
literature on critical pedagogy - namely 'empowerment', 'student 
voice', 'dialogue', and even the term 'critical' - are repressive 
myths that perpetuate relations of domination" . She refers to her 
own experience, pointing out that "when participants in our class 
attempted to put into practice prescriptions offered in the 
literature concerning empowerment, student voice, and dialogue, 
we produced results that were not only unhelpful, but actually 
exacerbated the very conditions we were trying to work against, 
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A sober awareness of the difficulties should, however, 

never blind one to what ~ be achieved - as the following 

comment by a student shows: 

As a first year student in the university I was 
generally puzzled by the way in which lessons were 
presented . It took me almost two months to adapt to 
the situation. However, English and particularly 
the language section was rather unique. Firstly in 
this section, we h ad no prescribed books. Secondly 
and amazingly we had two lecturers presenting at the 
same time. Besides that, the content of the subject 
was also something different from what I expected. 
I thought that I was going to be taught grammar, 
meaning construction of sentences, nouns, verbs etc. 
Instead i was provided with extracts, and passages 
which I was asked to a nalyse and read critically. 
Meanwhile I only real ized later that what I expected 
has been actually taught but in a different manner. 
I also learned that language was not only for 
communication purpose. In fact it can also be used 
to influence readers to be prejudiced against or in 
favour of somebody o r something. In general I 
enjoyed the lectures and the way the y were presented 
by the lecturers. ' 

including Eurocentricism , racism , sexism , classism and 'banking 
education ' . " 

• All the extracts from students' feedback have been 
reproduced without alteration. We informed the students at the 
beginning of the course that it was part of an on-going research 
project, and requested their permission to make use of any of 
their written work suitable for teaching or research in or 
outside the classroom. Thi s was granted unanimously. I wish. 
none the less, to record my indebtedness t o the 105/155 class of 
1992 for being able to quote their comments on the course in this 
chapter. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

SOME RECENT DEVELOPMENTS 

People's English must be seen in the context of People's 

Education, The point has been stated more than once in the 

course of this study, Before an attempt is made to draw 

together the various threads of People's English that have 

emerged in the previous chapters, it will be necessary to 

consider some recent developments in People's Education as a 

whole, 

Kruss , on whose examination of the concept of People 's 

Education (first pu blished in 1988) much of the account in 

Chapter Two is based, concluded her study on an optimistic 

note, People's Education , she believed, had made a vital 

con~ribution ~0 ~i~ deba~e 

o~ly fo r wha~ i~ could in 

had played in s~ imu :ating 

on post-apartheid education, not 

.tseif offer, but for the r c.le it 

d iscussion: "Few discussionr; of a 

future education system occur without responding to the 

challenges raised by People's Education, In many ways, the 

concepts of People's Education have set the terms for debate " 

(Kruss 1988:41 ), Its radical questioning of long-held beliefs 

about e d ucation had led educationists to ask similarly 

fundamen ta l questions as the y grappled with options for the 

future: "Discussion has moved beyond the narrow confines of 

what exists, to elaborate, conceptualise and question 

e d ucationa l principles, theories and systems" (Kruss 1988:421. 

Kruss believed that the future of People's Education 

was assured, The impact t hat it had already made could only 

grow, Much had alread y been achieved in the areas of 

o rganisation building, curriculum development, discussion and 

action by teachers and academics, and in isolated local 

initiat ives , Thus, she conc luded, "it is evident that 

People's Education is to be taken seriously, as a contribution 
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to the current education crisis and, more importantly, to the 

future education system of South Africa" (Kruss 1988: 43). 

In retrospect, Kruss was overly optimistic. At virtually 

the same time as the publication of her study the NECC was 

banned, with the consequence that People's Education suffered 

a severe setback. Activities virtually came to a stop. 

Work was resumed in the more relaxed political climate 

of the 1990s, but with the realisation that little had 

actually been achieved up to then . Yet despite renewed 

dedication to the task of providing an alternative to 

education in South Africa, People's Education was still unable 

to make any significant impact. Conditions in DET-controlled 

schools continued to deteriorate .' 

I~ was to address this situation that the National 

Educa~ion Conference was held at Broederstroom in March 1992. 

c.)!'tference was convened by the Educ,tion Delegation, which 

je~r. formed in 1991 by Nelson Mande.l-.t, president of the 

,:"c·,,: . ~o look into the very poor black matric results at the 

e nc of 1890. Various political and trade union organisations 

, The changing conditions at certain black universities in 
South Afr ica are the exception here . Institutions such as the 
University of Venda, the University of Fort Hare and the 
Un iversity of the North, formerly cornerstones of apartheid 
,=c'.1cation, have in recent years undergone dramatic courses of 
transformation. Politically conservative administrators and 
academics have been ousted, to be replaced by people more 
sympathetic to the liberation struggle. At the same time the 
d.,cision- making processes have been democratised, allowing 
soudents, workers, staff associations and the community greater 
corl~rol ove r the running of the university . Many commentators 
have hailed these changes as the beginning of a process of 
turning 'bush colleges' into 'People's Universities', following 
t~e lead taken by the University of the Western Cape previously. 
Reports do. however, suggest that the transformation is not an 
e.3.S y one, and the ideals of People's Education are still far from 
r eal isation. (See, for example, "Transforming black universities 
f·)r the people" in New Nation 7-13/08/92, 9-10.) 
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active in the liberation movement participated as delegates . 

The conf erence was called in the hope that, through it, an 

'educational patriotic front' could to established to address 

the continuing crisis .. in education in general and black 

education in particular" (Back to learnjng 1992: 1-2), It was, 

according to Devan Pillay, hailed as "the most important 

gathering on education since the 1986 NECC conference" (~ 

to learning 1992:37). 

A refrain heard throughout the conference was that the 

education crisis was in part an indication that People's 

Education had failed to meet the challenges it had set itself, 

and that its proponents should look to ways of revitalising 

the movement to meet the new challenges of the present 

situation. 

In his introduction to Back to Learning, the publication 

which arose out of the debate and discussion at the 

conference, Ahrre d Essop outlines some of the symptom~; and 

·::onsequences 01 the education crisis , all of which hav e led to 

a situation where "a whole generation of black youth has grown 

u p believing that education and learning have no value" (~ 

to learning: 1992:2) . The crisis, he reminds the reader, is 

not new, having its roots in the introduction of Bantu 

Education in the 1950s; in its contemporary manifestation, 

however, it emerged from the events of 1976 and their 

aftermath, part of which was the demand for People's 

Education. 

People's Education, Essop continues, arose in response to 

black students' demands for "not only equal access to 

educational resources, but the radical transformation of the 

education system, as well as the social, economic and 

political system on which it is premised"; it offered, in the 

place of Bantu Education, "the development of an educational 
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system which, in both structure and curricula, reflected the 

pr inciples of non-racialism, non-sexism and democracy" (~ 

to learning: 1992:3). 

Yet, in Essop's view, People's Education has failed to 

deliver what it promised at the outset: the "substantive 

content of people's education remained undeveloped because of 

state repression and because student struggles focused on 

national political issues instead of educational issues" (~ 

to learning 1992:3-4) - the latter in spite of the NECC's 

rejection of the philosophy of "Liberation before Education". 

While student activities did have some impact on broad 

political developments, the strategies that they chose to 

pursue did little to alleviate the more immediate crisis in 

education - an area in which People's Education could have 

made a contribution. 

On the other hand, Essop goes on to say, recent 

n gotiations with the government in the Joint Working Group 

(c ~nsisting of representative .'3 from government and the 

Education Delegation) had not proved any more successful. An 

impasse had thus developed, of which the government had taken 

advantage, in a way that demands a response from the 

proponents of People's Education: 

The state has stepped into this impasse in an 
attempt to seize political initiative through the 
development of a new educational dispensation in the 
form of the Education Renewal Strategy (ERS). The 
distinguishing feature which sets the ERS apart from 
previous state educational strategies is that it 
attempts to co-opt the symbols and concepts that lie 
at the heart of the liberation movement's 
educational perspective - non-racialism, non-sexism, 
and democracy. In the hands of the state, these 
symbols and concepts take on meanings that differ 
fundamentally from those intended by the liberation 
movement. What is crucial, however, is the absence 
of a clearly defined vision of an alternative 
education system within the ranks of the liberation 
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movement. This not only weakens the position of the 
liberation movement in any negotiating forum but, 
more importantly, it allows the state to determine 
and define the parameters of the education debate 
(Back to learning 1992:5)." 

It is in this context of crisis and fading initiative 

that the convening of the National Education Conference should 

be seen, its resolutions and documents evidence of the 

liberation movement's attempt to rekindle the spark ignited at 

the first National Consultative Conference in 1985 . A brief 

examination of some of these will indicate the direction of 

the conference's thinking. 

The conference set itself four particular objectives. 

These, in Essop's words, were: 

* the development of a declaration of the broad 
principles, norms and values that should 
underpin a future education system; 

* the ,ievelopment and implementat ~ on of a code of 
conduJ t with regard to the culture o f learning; 

* the development of joint strategies and 
campaigns to address the education crisis; 

* the development of mechanisms for constructing 
a new education system and for dealing with 
education in the transition period. 

Delegates in addition demonstrated their commitment to the 

struggle against apartheid and the creation of a non-racial, 

" This development should not have been entirely unexpected 
by the proponents of People's Education. As has already been 
observed, there are many aspects of People's or popular education 
which are entirely compatible with ideologically more 
conservative pedagogies (see, for example, Levin (1991»; there 
have also been a number of precedents of a reactionary state 
hijacking (and consequently neutralising) a popular educational 
movement (see, for example, Lyster 1992:40 on the co-option of 
the Freirean approach in literacy programmes in Brazil and 
Mexico) . 
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non-sexist. democratic South Africa. More particularly. they 

indicated their 

* acceptance that the root cause for the crisis 
in education is the racial fragmentation 
spawned by apartheid in its various forms and 
structures; 

* rejection of the authoritarian and undemocratic 
content and structures of apartheid education; 

* belief that the real solution lies in the 
creation of a unified education system which is 
non-racial. non-sexist and organised along 
democratic lines. 

(Back to learning 1992:6). 

The consensus achieved in these statemen~s of intent and 

belief (all of them reminiscent of the early days of People's 

Education) was carried over into the reso lut~ons ul tima tely 

passed by the conference. Such unity of vision is remarkable 

in that it marked a departurp. from the sec ~a~ ian~sm which had 

tended to characterise Peopl ' s E.ducati0 r. i r, e he pa.3c. As has 

already been observed. delegates were drawn =r om a wi de range 

of groupings. united only in their commitmenc to the 

liberation struggle and. after the conference . a round "a 

common set of principles and strategies. reflecting their 

commitment to resolving the education crisis " (Bac k to 

learning 1992:7), 

Agreement was reached on three main issues which. as 

Essop points out. "represent continuity as well as a decisive 

shift from the past struggles in the educatio n terr a in " (&Q.k 

to learning 1992:7), These were: values and principles; a 

code of conduct; and strategy and tactics . Each will now be 

considered briefly in terms of its perpetuation of o r 

departure from previous tendencies in People ' s Educ atio n. 

The conference adopted a number of values a nd p rinc iples 
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that it believed should underpin a democratic education 

system. Although fairly extensive, they are worth reproducing 

here in full for the interesting comparison with the 

resolutions on People"s Education that they offer. 

The conference defined "human dignity, liberty and 

justice; democracy; equality; and national development" as 

core values. It also resolved that: 

education is a basic human right, and education and 
training should be: 

* provided to all on a democratic and unitary 
basis, opposing any discrimination on the 
grounds of race, gender, class and age; 

* extended to all disadvantaged groups including 
women, adults, students [sic], youth and rural 
communities, in order to redress historical 
imbalances; 

* integrated within a coherent and comprehensive 
national development policy. 

On i .he basis of these fundamental values, the conference was 

then able to draw up a set of ~ principles: 

* The state has the central responsibility in the 
provision of education and training. 

* A nationally determined framework should ensure 
that employers observe their fundamental 
obligation for the provision of educational 
resources . 

* Education training and P01~Cy and practices 
shall be governed by the principle of 
democracv, ensuring the active participation of 
various interest groups, in particular 
teachers, parents, workers and students. 

* All people (children, youth and adults) shall 
have access to education . 

* There shall be special emphasis on the redress 
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of educational inequalities among historically 
disadvantaged groups such as youth, the 
disabled, adults, women, the unemployed and 
rural communities. 

* There shall be mechanisms to ensure horizontal 
and vertical mobility and flexibility of access 
between general formative, technical, 
industrial and adult education and training in 
the formal and non-formal sectors. 

* There shall be nationally determined standards 
f o r accreditation and certification for formal 
and non-formal education and training, with due 
recognition of prior learning and experience. 

* Educat i on shall aim at the development of a 
national democratic culture with an 
accommodation of diversity which does not 
conflict with othe r key principles . 

* The provision of education and training shall 
be linked to the development of human resources 
within national developmen t aimed at the 
restructuring of the economy , redistributio n 
and the democracisation of soc iety . 

* The edw::acion process will encourage nationa ~. 
pea.:;.=. I ~q$ti..Q...e and stabi lity. 

* Educati~'n shall be based upon the principles of 
co- operation, critical thinking and civic 
responsibility, and shal l equip individuals for 
participaGion in all aspects o f society. 

(Back to learning 1992:7-9) . 

Essop believes that this framework of values and 

principles was a major advance: .. . .. it succeeds in precisely 

the area where the People's Educat ion Movement failed, that 

is , in developing a vision and giving content, albeit broadly, 

to a democratic education system" (Back to learning 1992 : 7) . 

This is clearlY the case. Although many of the values 

and principles are quite 

are, 

vague, o pen to a wide range of 

on the whole, more substantial, more interpretation, they 

readily t rans latable into practice, than were the resolutions 
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that formed the basis for People's Education. The delegates 

were more intent on formulating policy c apable of detailed 

articulation at a later stage, than on making an ideological 

statement. The oppositional rhetoric that characterised 

People's Education in the past is still present, if only 

implici tly (as in the negatively conceived values of "non

racialism " and "non-sexism"); but it is balanced by a 

creative, immediately practical element. That this is so is, 

of course, indicative of the political changes that had taken 

p lac e in the interim. The delegates at the Broederstroom 

conference, while faced with an education crisis as serious as 

that of 1986, were clearly more confident of the impact that 

t he i r recommendations were likely to have. The possibility of 

actually being i n a position to implement an alternative 

system of educ ation was now very real. 

At the same time differences in emphasis should not hide 

the similarities . Continuity with People's Education is found 

ir, 'uch principles as "co-oper'ltion, critical thinking and 

co. ?: C :'c:2po:.sib ility", The geleral spirit of the earlier 

rn ove:nent is still very much in evidence . 

The Code of Conduct adopted by the conference, on the 

other hand, is one area where the observer is more likely to 

be struck by a d eparture from earlier tendencies . The Code 

sets out norms of behaviour for students, teachers and parents 

which are likely to assist in the re-establishment of a 

culture of learning, But it is the means rather than the goal 

that is noteworthy here . Implicit in the code is, as Essop 

puts it, an acknowledgement that "although the prime 

responsibility for the destruction of the culture of learning 

must be laid at the door of the state, the liberation movement 

must also accept that it has a responsibility to ensure the 

renewal of the culture of learning " (Back to learning 1992 : 9) . 



106 

One might, in fact, go further than this and see in the 

Code a tacit admission of the failure of many of the earlier 

strategies of People's Education, such as boycotts and the 

disruption of schooling, What had originally been conceived 

of as acts of liberatory defiance had degenerated into 

counterproductive lawlessness, anarchy or, at best, 

inactivity. The Code itself repeatedly stresses the 

importance of self-discipline, responsible action and that 

"the primary responsibility of students is to learn" (Back to 

l earning 1992:76) . It also attempts to clarify some of the 

principles so glibly assumed and asserted previously. In most 

c ases these refinements involve a more conservative (some 

mi ght say, more realistic) reassessment, a tempering of the 

o riginal principle. For example, the notion of mutual respect 

in the classroom is explained as follows: 

In the case of the student-teacher relationship 
mutual respect refers to equality as human beings 
a nd not equality in terms of power within the 
c lassroom. ~quality as human beings r e fers to the 
d eve lopment ·")f mlltual respect between s tudents and 
t eachers on '~he basis that they learn f..: om each 
other and that both parties contribute, albeit 
differently, to the learning process (Back to 
l earning 1992 : 77) .3 

I n his commentary on the Code, Meintjies mentions the 

debate that preceded the acceptance of this clause: 

The authority of the teacher came up for scrutiny. 
That authority was not disputed; if anything, it was 
reaffirmed . Delegates agreed to excise a reference 
to 'equality' between teachers and students in the 
Code guidelines and to substitute 'mutual respect', 
Conference was warned that easy talk of equality was 
' troublesome' and 'fraught with all sorts of 
dangers' (Back to learning 1992:59). 

3 Unfortunately constraints of space do not allow the entire 
Code of Conduct to be reproduced here. The interested reader is 
refe rred to Appendix 1 in Back to learning (1992), 74-81 . 
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El sewhere Meintjies sums up very succinctly the sense of 

incongruence that initially strikes the reader when faced with 

the Code of Conduct: 

The term discipline ... does not sit comfortably 
with the concept of people"s education. Discipline 
and order smack of obedience, docility and 
subjugation, conflicting sharply with a people"s 
drive for discussion, a questioning approach and a 
scepticism which encourages bucking the values of 
the status quo (Back to learning 19992:53-54). 

He emphasises, however, that the work of the Code of Conduct 

commission should be seen in relation to the findings of the 

parallel commission on values and principles: 

The two commissions taken together paint a picture 
of democracy that balances the need for maximum free 
expression with structure and parameters. The 
democracy being sought is one that stamps out 
authoritarianism and simultaneously protects people 
from anarchy and mayhem (Back to learning 1992 : 54). 

The Code, he believes, fulfils a. need for ·'stability. 

structure and agreed participation in education" (Back to 

learning 1992:54).' 

The third area of agreement was that strategies 

should be developed to involve the state and capital in 

addressing the immediate crisis in education. This would be a 

continuation of the work begun by the Education Delegation; 

however. in future any negotiating forum would be held 

accountable to the public. 

This emphasis on accountability to grassroots level is 

obviously in the tradition of People"s Education: the decision 

• Meintjies provides evidence of this need in the 
community by quoting a number of leading figures . 
'Community Response", Back to learning (1992), 67-71. 

black 
See: 
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to negotiate with the government and business points to a new 

mood of pragmatic compromise. 

The keynote address at the National Education Conference 

was given by Jakes Gerwel, rector of the University of the 

Western Cape. His paper, "Constructing a new education 

system", offers some further insights into the ways in which 

the proponents of People's Education have had to reconsider 

their positions in the light of recent political developments . 

It i s, says Gerwel, "no accident that the National 

Educat ion Conference has taken place at a time when the 

struggle for people's education is in question and when the 

imperatives of negotiations and the prospect of a p ost

apartheid South Africa impel us to find a new direction and a 

new mode of struggle in our quest for the transformation of 

education" <Back to learning 1992: 11) . 

In the past, he goes on to say, attemp~s had been made 

via b1ople's Education to establish an alte l native system 

alongside the apartheid institutions . This was to involve two 

elements: democratic organisation and new curricula. Neither 

goal was achieved, however: the liberation movement lacked the 

capacity to put the structures in place, and there was not 

enough time to develop new curricula, particularly under the 

repressive conditions then prevailing. People's Education, in 

consequence, lost "its distinctive positive and creative 

content " , and was "reduced to an opposition movement based on 

the rejection of apartheid education", linked with school 

boycotts and street demonstrations (Back to learning 199 2: 12). 

Gerwel's account presents a picture of an ironic 

reversal: the very conditions that came to characterise and 

ultimately discredit People ' s Education were those that its 

proponents had originally sought to eliminate. But the 
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dilemma that he goes on to sketch has the potential for even 

greater irony. 

The liberation movement rejected an oppositional approach 

to education after it was drawn into the process of negotiated 

poli tical reform. This was not, however, "' accompanied by a 

recovery and development of either the substantive, democratic 

and critical content of people's education or of its self

conscious attempt to link education to the broad goal of 

social transformation. In fact, the engagement in 

negotiations has served, in general, to further subdue the 

radical and transformatory content of people's education"' 

(Back to learning 1992:13). Gerwel ascribes this reactionary 

tendency to two causes: 

Firstly, the imperatives of the negotiation 
process have had the effect of channelling the 
struggle to dismantle the apartheid system into the 
very institutions which constitute that system. The 
goal of a rapid and total displacement of the 
existing inst i tutions by a new, radically different 
social order bas, of necessity, given way to a 
negotiated reform of the separate institutions from 
within. The inevitable consequence is that the 
process of reform tends to be gradual, uneven, 
partial and piecemeal and the horizons of change 
become narrowly focused. 

Secondly, that narrowing is conditioned by the 
fact that the liberation movement is obliged, in the 
new conditions, to turn its attention to immediate 
issues of social and human resource development 
(Back to learning 1992:13). 

Gerwel concedes that compromise is necessary under the 

changed political conditions so as not to miss the 

opportunities afforded in areas of consensus between the 

government and the liberation movement. But his fear is that 

the ideal of an alternative education system will be 

sacrificed to the more immediate needs of education, an area 

where some degree of agreement has been reached. For this 
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reason he urges delegates not to be d iverted "from the 

necessity of recalling and restoring to the centre of [their] 

concerns the broader aims of [their] struggle for a democratic 

South Africa and an education system appropriate to it" «B<l.d 
to learning 1992:17-18), 

The National Education Conference at Broederstroom is not 

the only forum in which the changing face of People"s 

Education has been reflected, however, 

In 1991, for example, Witthaus, writing about adult 

literacy programmes, remarked that "[clhanges in the social 

and political climate in South Africa since February 1990 have 

led to some self-evaluation by prac t itioners in the field" 

(Witthaus 1991:60), Concepts such as learner-centredness and 

the dialogical communicative approach, c entral to 

' alternative" education methodologies , were consequently being 

subjected to closer critical scrutiny, no longer accepted as 

axioIT".tic, She warned that past Dolicies and principles, in 

addi t ".on to any inherent weaknes ;es , migr.-: not necessarily be 

appropriate for the formalised, 3taoe supporced , l arge scale 

literacy campaigns anticipated i n the fuoure. In view of this 

she advocated a compromise with mo r e orad i ti ·:>nal 

methodologies, without losing sight of the ideals that 

motivated the original approach: 

Although the De Klerk reforms have ushered in a new 
era South Africa, literacy and illioeracy still 
remain ideological issues, and need to continue to 
be addressed as such. I have argued in this paper 
that the ideals and values of learner-centredness 
should continue to guide alternat ive literacy 
organizations in their work, even though 
circumstances now require a more prescriptive 
approach., .. The challenge facing alternative 
literacy organizations at the moment is to find a 
balance between a prescribed, centralized approach 
that stifles creativity and enjoyment of learning, 
and one that still incorporates the values of the 



111 

learner-centred, communicative and dialogical way 
(Witthaus 1991:64). 

It was pointed out in the foregoing chapter that the 

English language course at the University of Bophuthatswana 

was not designed to be a 'People's English course'; rather it 

was found, on retrospective reflection, that it embodied, to 

varying degrees, many of the principles and tendencies typical 

of the movement. 

That my colleague and I had, as it were, stumbled into 

People's English, seems to confirm the belief, expressed on 

more than one occasion in this study, that People's English 

(and People's Education, to which it is inextricably tied) is 

not easily described in terms of a theory of education or even 

as a set of principles. It is rather a particular way of 

thinking, an area o f d~sc 0urse, subjec t to the shifting tides 

of socio-politica l f or~es. 

This 'fuzziness ' is whac nas made discussion of People's 

English so difficult , and an adequate definition of it 

elusive. The same vagueness has been simultaneously its 

strength and its weakness. On the one hand, the flexibility 

has allowed for its applicat ion in a wide variety of 

situations and circumstances. But it has also encouraged 

intellectual sloppine ss: Pe ople's English can mean whatever 

you want it to mean provid ed you say it loudly enough, 

Such an assessment of any movement in its formative stage 

is not uncommon. Unfortunately People 's Education does not 

seem to have moved much beyond that stage, as comments at the 

Broederstroom conference have already suggested. For a 

variety of reasons its principles have not been adequately 

tested; there has no t been enough real discussion or debate 
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which could have refined or clarified the broad outlines. 

While t hes e objections might be answered by reference to the 

idea of process, so important in most conceptions of People's 

Education, the problem remains : there has been little progress 

to the process. The recurrence of the word 'towards' in so 

many of the titles referred to in this study is indicative of 

this. 

This stagnation may also go some way in explaining the 

frequent discrepancy between the promise and the actual 

performance of People's English. The analysis of materials in 

Chapter 3 revealed some innovative work, such as the booklets 

produced by the English Resource Unit (see pp. 63-67, above) 

and The Sto r yteller Group's comics (see pp. 67-72, above), 

both radical in more than a tritely political sense. All too 

often, however, the 'alternativeness' of the materials is no 

more than s'~perf ic ial: at best seeming to follow the crude 

for mula of 'C ommunication + Politics = People's English', a 

tendency cieariy ex~mpl ified in some of the worksheets in ~~ 

idea.s 'f .yr 8:;%&: 1 ish t~ .;tchers and t )re i deas for English teachu.:a 

,see p . 55, above). The re is not much evidence of the truly 

radical critical quest i oning and scrutiny of language 

suggest,ed by writ,ers suc h as Norton Peirce and Ndebele, 

referred to in the first chapter of this study. 

The failur e to realise the full implications of People's 

Eng lish is nOe confined to materials writers, however . Its 

most a r dent proponents have, more than once, been hoist by 

their own petards. In Chapter 2 Sebidi's speech was quoted at 

some length to demonstrate how poorly it would stand up to the 

s .crutiny of the very approach it was ostensibly advocating . 

But whereas Sebid i was something of a paper tiger, set up only 

so that he could be shot down, quoted only so that he could 

damn himself, his was not an isolated case of inconsistency. 
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Kruss, f o r example, refers to a programme "for the training of 

h8ad masters, administrators and teachers within a People's 

Education approach" (Kruss 1988: 23; emphasis mine), without 

drawing attention to the sexist assumptions in the phrase, 

perhaps not even aware of them . Even more damning is the 

reference to the "correct values of democracy, non-racialism, 

collective work, and active participation" in the resolutions 

on People's Education at the First National Consultative 

Conference - an inconsistency all the more noticeable for 

following immediately after a resolution in which the 

importance of "critical and creative thinking and working 

methods" was stressed. 

The fact of the matter is that the proponents of People's 

Educ ation have set for themselves very high standards, 

e:<pectations that will not be easy to meet, especially in 

South Afric a where education has suffered years of neglect and 

aouse. As Gardiner observes: 

:\-. difficulties faced by teachers ... - n my of whom 
~r~ like ly to be daunted by the requirements of 
Feople's Education, given that their education, 
training, experience and organisation have not 
provided them with the confidence or resources to 
adapt to significant change - must also be 
addres sed ... . (Gardiner 1990a:161). 

The educational situation is such that CLT - the 

i~~dequacies of which provided the point of departure for 

Norton Peirce ' s argument in favour of a "pedagogy of 

p ossibil ity" such as People's English - would, one suspects, 

presen t a radical alternative for most teachers. Certainly, 

m·::st of the factors identified by the delegates to the 

People's English workshop in 1987 as "contributing to an 

oppressive educational system" (the lack of autonomy of 

Er:glish teachers; the irrelevant and unstimulating literature 

syllabus; teacher-centred, textbook orientated methodology; 
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rigid processes of assessment and examination ) (People's 

Education f or teachers 1987 :36) could be addressed with 

nothing more subversive than a communicative approach to 

language teaching. 

But for some, as many of the resources examined in 

Chapter 3 seem to imply, a communicative approach ~ 

synonymous with People's English. Lyster's comment that 

"many who claim to be using a Freirean approach are in fact 

using participatory, learner-centred methods that have been in 

existence since early this century and even before" (Lyster 

1992:40) would seem to hold true for many who believe 

themselves to be implementing People's English. 

But perhaps the foregoing criticism (although it need not 

be construed as such) is unnecessarily harsh. It is all too 

eas y to forget the context in which People's Education and 

People's English first arose . Conditions, especially in black 

schools, in South Afri.ca are such that any initiative that 

~ttempts to inject me" ning and relevance into education is 

like ly to be hailed ill the somewhat extravagant terms typical 

of the rhetoric of People's Education. 

Janks has pointed out that although the syllabuses of the 

(white) Transvaal Education Department and the (black) 

Department of Education and Training show a surprising 

similarity, both reflecting "the growing understanding of the 

relationship between language and learning and the current 

influence of communicative approaches" (Janks 1990b:253), in 

classroom practice and in the type of questions set in the 

examinations, there is a vast difference. Examinations and 

classroom practice in DET schools , she suggests, provide a 

conservative mutual reinforcement of each other, undercutting 

the claims made by the syllabus. Thus the DET examinations 

continue to f oc us on content in literature, while grammar 
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questions involve decontextualised manipulation of structures. 

While the "TED papers require some analysis, the DET papers 

rely fairly heavily on recall of information " (Janks 

1990b: 253) . ' 

Janks goes on to describe the material conditions which 

prevent teachers from translating the CLT-inspired syllabus 

into "meaningful classroom activity": 

Teaching in black schools, for example, has 
traditionally been based on a transmission model 
where pupils are passive recipients of information 
provided by the teacher. Language has been taught 
using chorus drills, rote repetition and gap-filling 
exercises . Literature is seen as content. 
Culturally, teachers are seen as authorities who 
possess knowledge which they impart to learners. 
The switch to an interactive, communicative 
methodology is difficult under any circumstances. 
Where the teachers are poorly qualified and insecure 
in relation to their subject matter, allowing pupils 
to ask questions and make their own meanings can be 
very threatening. In overcrowded classrooms group
w . ~ rk is difficult and it is d ifficult to mark and 
m( .1i tor pupils' production when every c lass you 
teach has up to fifty pupils in it. (Pupil-teacher 
ratios do not reflect the fact that English classes 
are always larger because it is a compulsory 
component of the curriculum.) Moreover, pupils 
schooled in passivity often do not adapt to 
participatory, communicative learning with any more 
ease than their teachers (Janks 1990b:253-254). 

In such a context, CLT, denigrated by Norton Peirce as 

reactionary, would actually seem to be a radical alternative, 

seeming to offer much greater opportunities for democratic 

participation, critical and creative thinking and authentic 

use of the language. 

, The approach followed by the Learning Press (discussed 
above, in Chapter 3) is therefore obviously a clear reflection 
of the reality of the DET classroom practice and examinations. 
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Certainly, any appro ach - even a wate red-down , 

ideologically inconsistent version of People's English, no 

more than CLT in another guise - that allows a teacher to feel 

that he or she has gained some control over the situat ion, can 

break free of the DET stranglehold (at least mentally) and is 

capable of producing his or her own material for use in the 

classroom, is psychologically an enormous step forward in a 

context such as the one described by Janks, Academics trained 

in Applied Linguistics, and even teachers working under 

happier circumstances, are perhaps apt to forget this; and all 

too often fall into the trap of dismissing much o f People's 

English as banal, empty rhetoric," 

It should not be forgotten that People's Education has 

always been conceived of as a process, sensitive t o the 

changing needs of those whom it serves, Such a c oncept i on 

would allow for its future development to a position beyond 

the limitations of CLT, 

What People's Er,glish has achieved should . ot be 

forgotten either , SACHED's Down Second Ayenue comic was 

banned by a government which - quite rightly - regarded it as 

subversive and dangerous, The same organisation's Turret 

Correspondence College course incurred the suspicion of 

Eastern Cape pr~son authorities ,' Even if the repressive 

reaction was motivated by superficial paranoia, and executed 

by people with little understanding of the full implications 

of the ' subversive material', the effect was the same: 

" For this insight I am indebted to a private c onversation 
with Jane Jackson, University of Fort Hare, November 1990, 

, Workers from EWE (Each Working in Education) found that 
prison authorities were not willing to allow political detainees 
to complete their school education using the Turret course: 
"People wanted to do Turret Correspondence College courses from 
SACRED . But the Eastern Cape prisons don't like S ACHED and 
refused Turret material " (Education is ours 1990: 18 ) . 
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People's English had successfully questioned and challenged 

the hegemony of the status quo. 



APPENDIX 

CORRESPONDENCE ON PEOPLE 'S EDUCATION AND PEOPLE'S ENGLISH 

The following pages are copies of correspondenc e between 

myself and representatives of Learning Press. Learning Nation. 

Use Speak Write English and thE: Erlg1ish Resource Un it . The 

letters that I received from these organisations in reply to 

my queries about the thE: ~ ry 
. . -21. r.2. ;:r a.: 1:.:.. : e OI thei. r work have 

all been · uot.ed in t.he -:E:xc .:.::: -:~is st..lay. 



The Editor 
Learning Press 
City Press 
Media Centre 
2 Herb Street 
New Doornfontein 
JOHANNESBURG 
2001 

Dear Sir I Madam 
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RESEARCH INTO POPUL AR EDUCATION 

P.O. Box 7113 
MMABATHO 
BOPHUTHATSWANA 
8681 
12 May 1991 

I am curren~ly doing research into popular education in 
South Africa. in partial fulfilment of the requirements for 
an M Ed (English Second Language) degree at Rhodes 
University. The focus of my interest is. of course, the area 
of English language and literature. Part of my research 
involves the ~~scripti0n and analysis of specific materials 
and booKs which are wi~~ly available and which aim at either 
;>upple m>el",-:in€ ~ rl ' :: ~·e:'Cl: ) rcing the formal education 
struc~ur es. ~~ ~r0vidi~ ; an alternative to them. 

I wou~d be very grateful for any information that you can 
give me as far as Learning Press's involvement with popular 
education is concerned . What are its aims and objectives? 
Do you . as editor. work according to any specific philosophy 
of education ? Do you see Learning Press as providing an 
alternative to formal education, or merely supplementing it ? 
How do you see your work in relation to "People"s Education" -
a concept that h.as rece i ved a great deal of attention in 
educational circles la~ely ? 

I realise that these questions are all rather vague, and 
I am sorry to bGmbard you with so many at once! But I do 
hope that you W111 be able to find the time to write to me and 
share any thoughts that you might have on the subject. 

I would . of course, also appreciate any other information 
that you can give me. or the names and addresses of any other 
people or organizations that you think might be able to help 
me in my research. 

Yours faithfully 

Ian Butler 
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POBox 7113 
MMABATHO 
BOPHUTHATSWANA 
8681 

11 May 1991 

English Resource Unit 
14 St Andrews Centre 
21 St Andrews Street 
DURBAN 
4001 

Dear Sir I Madam 

RESE ARCH INTO "PEOPLE'S ENGLISH" 

I am currently doing research into People's Education, 
;.;i t. h special ref erence to " People ' s English", in partial 
fu:filmen~ of the requirements for an M Ed (English Second 
L3~guage ) degree at Rhodes University. 

~he0a~~ of my research (as St s out in my research 
'-' · .;C'=~ _ ' 

.... :J produce a critica l analysis of the current debate 
a.r.c discussion surrounding "People's English" in South 
hfr ica., which will include an examination of similar 
and related concepts internationally; 

* To provide a review and analysis of syllabuses and 
teaching materials which seek to implement "People's 
English"; 

". =:1 tbe light of the above, to strive towards a 
def inition of "People's English" . 

I w'Juld be very grateful for any comments that you or 
your co-workers in the English Resource Unit could make in 
response to these three areas of enquiry. Do you see your 
work as implementing the principles and aims of People's 
Ed 'lcation? If so, in what way (in terms of materials, 
ap?roach, go a ls, etc)? What exactly do you understand by the 
co .. ,-:ept 'People' s Education" (or, more specifically, " People's 
Er.glish i anyway? 

I realise that these questions are all rather vague, but 
T ;,Jpe chat. you will b e able to find the time to write to roe 
~':1':: shac-e any thoughts you might have on the subject . 
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I wo uld, of course, also appreciate any other information 
that yo u c an give me, o r the names and addresses of any other 
pe ople o r orga nisations that you think might be able to help 
me in my research. 

Finally, considerations of People ' s English apart, I 
would be most interested in seeing the materials and resources 
that you are using in your work. Are these commercially 
a vailable ? 

I look forward to hearing from you. Thank you. 

Yours faithfully 

I a n Butler 

COPIES OF THE ABOVE LETTER WERE ALSO SENT TO LEARNING NATION 
AND USWE 



New Doornfon t e in 2094 PO . Box 57473 

Admin. 1011) 402-6662 EOltona! 101 , . .u;;:..;: : 

Learning Press 

( 

Mr Ian Butler 
P.O.Box 7113 
Mmabatho 
Bophuthatswana 
8681. 

Dear Mr Butler, 

20.06.91 

I'm sorry that it has taken me so long to reply to your 
letter. Somehow, during term time I work to such a tight 
schedule, that I have not had the time to respond. 

The involvement of Learning Press with popular education is 
basically nil, if you consider curriculum-related material 
'unpopular' education. Our philosophy has been that black 
kids have to pass matric in a totally inadequate formal 
school environment, and our aim must therefore be to 
supplement that in order to help them pass. We do not 
provide an alternative in any way at this point. We are 
providing material that they should get in the classroom but 
don't, and hope that this does give them a slightly better 
chance than kids who don't read our publication. 

When talking to a black headmas·t.er last week about people" ; 
education, he said t ,-, l.1S, when s ·j meone can provide him wit ., 
a syllabus and a cur~:iculu:m, he will perhaps be in a 
position to evaluate it. No-one has been able to do that. 
Perhaps you will be able to when you have completed your 
thesis. It seems to be such a woolly concept and I don't 
think it has been adequately conceptualised by its 
proponents. Once the education system has been reformed, we 
will re-examine our aims. 

I~ sorry that our publication does not meet your criteria -
'.:u: :J can help you in any other way, I will be more than 
9i~\lng.Perhaps telephone me and we can discuss it more 
informally. 

YOU~s faithfully 

~J...dte~ . 
Michelle Leon 
Editor 
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23 July 1991 

Ian Butler 
P.O.Box 7113 
f1mabatho 
80phutatswana 
8681 

Dear Ian 

Research into People's En~lish 

Thank YOU for your letter and sorry about the late reply . 
Your research sounds very interesting, and we are 
interested in commenting on what you are doing. The 
difficulty comes in the broadness of the topic, which 
makes it difficult for us to comment without entering the 
debate extensively. 

The English Resource Unit is an adult basic education 
organisation focussing on the training of communi-. .,,
selected t eochers of English as a Second LangUage -n 
1992, we w1 ' 1 also be including First Language l i.'3;·acy 
teacher tra "ning. Hence, what we are involved in ;s not 
formal education. 

Our approach to the provision of adult basic education, as 
well as our aims and principles would be that of People 's 
R1f.JSaf;i f){J b.t:pfJcfrJ:. We seek to empower peop 1 e, ye t at t he 
samer"flffe"1ie='lir'IJ very aware of the ambiguities and 
vagueness of talking about a concept like empowerment. We 
feel that empowerment means delivering something concrete 
in terms of useful skills, abilities and understand ings. 
Further, the concept needs to be developed beyond the 
current rhetoric of People's Education. 

The underlying principles for our method07ogy for both 
training and teaching, cJfW@iJiJfJ~he ' tiOrk of Paulo Freire . 
We attempt through our train Ing to give people a concrete 
experience of participatorY teaching techniques, and then 
an opportunity to reflect on such 7earning processes. Thi s 
approach is however tempered by theories of second 
language learning and the tensions that exist be t ween the 
two approaches . For example, with beginner Eng 7 ish 
learners it is very difficu7t for 7earners to discuss 
anything because they do not know much Eng 7 ish. What then 
do part icipatorY teaching techniques mean in such a 
context? 
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What all this means for People ' s Eng l ish i s difficu lt to 
say. Most of the work that has been done i n th i s area has 
focussed on the forma I education system. It a I so seems to 
be closely tied in with the question of language policy. 
The ERU is a member of the National Literacy Co-operation, 
and there is work going on within the NLC around devising 
an Adult Basic Education curriculum and syllabus with 
clearly defined levels, and entry and exit points . A lot 
of work is also been conducted by COSATU in this regard. 
Such a curriculum would include English, and could be 
viewed as a contribution towards People's Eng 1 ish. 

A further comment I would make pertaining to People's 
Education more generally pertains to its historical 
context. People's Education came out of struggle, and is 
an oppositional dialogue. The challenge of People's 
Education in the current context is to translate that 
dialogue into something far more c oncrete - People's 
Education has to start delivering this alternative 
education that it has been s loganeering about for so many 
Years. Apartheid education has been reJected but we need 
something to put in its place. Clearly this is no easy 
task, especially when one considers the range of different 
understandings that exist about what thi s educat i on is. 
Participation is a key factor and how t his par t i c i pat i on 
of "the people" will happen i s a di f ficul t ques t i on. 

I'm not sure if any of 't 'J i s i s usef!.:', I 3 '" includin g an 
information package on ... i t eraCf ;,,'t;'c! ,r-;o c=:U de'/e?oped 
fur International Litera(.'y Yea!' I! :?;( ' , :, ,,'::; des igned 
for organisations in the democratic mevel'le:-: t as a resou r ce 
which could be used to discuss the ques tion o f l iteracy, 
It is argued in the package tha t the educational needs o f 
illiterate people need to be i nc luaed i n demands for 
People's Education. 

We would be interested in entering into further 
discussions with YOU, especially if YOU could provide 
clearer guidelines for areas of c omment that pertain 
specifically to our area of work. We wou ld also be 
interested in a copy of your thesis when it is completed, 

We look forward to hearing from YOU, and wish YOU a7 7 the 
best in your research. 

Yours in the struggle for a 1 iterate South Africa 

ANN SR.OWNE 
• 
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\Jt' 1/ 
~%jll~ . ~ ~:\-::::::- U se S peak W rite E nglish 

Literacy for Freedom 

29 July 1991 

Mr Ian Butler 
P.O. Box 7113 
MMABATHO 
Bophuthatswana 
8681 

Dear Ian 

1 Strubens Rd, Mowbray 7700, RSA. 
Tel: Cope Town 689-4026/5014 

RESEARCH INTO "PEOPLE'S ENGLISH" 

I apologise for answering your letter with a 3 month delay. 
It was not for lack of interest, simply there were 
immediate tasks to be dealt with. 

Further, I am not sure how we could contribute, however I 
shall try. 

l. People's Educat h '. l 

--(Arnold, 1985) is part of our 
endeavour as material writers and trainers of 
teachers. An excellen!l;28iefinition of popular 
education has been recently given by Marian Clifford 
and Caroline Kerfoot of USWE in an article. 
"English, Language of Hope or Broken Dream" to be 
published by UCT . I am enc10sinq a copy of the 
relevant pages. (Should you use the text in your 
thesis, please acknowledge it in the customary way.) 

2. people's English 

You do not quote any sources which will be used in your 
research, and you do not in any way define what do you 
mean by ·People's English", so it is very difficult to ' 
comment on your proposal. 

If .... /2 
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I an Butle r 2. 

I hope the enclosed will be of use to you. 
us if you have any queries. 

if you 

Please contact 

I do not think, with the exception of the article mentioned 
above, we have published anything of interest to you. 

your~ s nCe~elY ~ 

(d .~ 

~ BASIA LEDOCHOWSKI 

Encl.: Draft chapter for Oxford University Press. 
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