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Abstract
Calls for a decolonized curriculum in South Africa are gaining momentum. Contrary to the school
curriculum that privileges knowledge from a western perspective, Indigenous Knowledge Systems
(IKS) appreciate and draw from local content and forms of knowing. A number of studies have
expressed the value of IKS, and the need for educational processes to be properly contextualized
within local knowledge and language in South Africa. This paper suggests a break away from the
current western modalities in teaching and learning and argues for unlocking and unleashing IKS
[local and latent] through decolonizing the curriculum. However, the uptake of such in the midst of a
longstanding ‘colonized’ curriculum seems to be daunting. Guided by Appreciative Inquiry (AI), the
paper reports on the narratives of three rural teachers regarding their understanding of IKS as they
consciously work against western hegemony, ideologies, epistemologies, ontologies and axiologies.
Working against western ideology may require an observation that learning takes place within,
across and between contexts. From a learning ecology perspective, schools are seen to exist within
an ecology where they are influenced by and also influence surrounding communities (contexts). The
Department of Basic Education states that rural learning ecologies in South Africa are constituted by
over ten million learners. The learners are expected to learn western knowledge and apply such in
search of sustainable livelihoods. Data generated through these stories, was analysed through
critical discourse analysis (at textual, social and discursive levels). The study finds that dislodging the
dominant western epistemologies demystifies authenticity of learning practices and experiences,
learning content and embraces indigenous communities and their knowledge. The implication
involves the appreciation of indigenous knowledge systems as genuine and acceptable knowledge
that may not necessarily need to be validated through western modes.
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Introduction
In our recent work (Dube and Hlalele 2017), we challenge dominant western discourses and
epistemologies that amongst others, relegate IKS to the periphery in respect of sustainability. We
further argue that by its very nature, rural life has for many years relied on IKS for survival and
sustainable learning. It has become common understanding in education and curriculum review
circles that western knowledges and western modes of knowing permeate the knowledge landscape
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in South Africa and other parts of the African continent. Before the democratic elections, colonized
curricula were entrenched through colonialism. Contrary to the expectation that the democratic
dispensation would embrace IK, Outcomes Based Education (OBE) was adopted from western
countries. In so doing, IK experienced marginalisation and neglect (Shonhai 2016; UNESCO 2018). In
addition, the understanding mentioned above has spawned some reaction. For example, the
National Research Foundation in South Africa conjured a funding instrument for research that seeks
to “promote and deepen our understanding of Indigenous Knowledge Systems [IKS] and its role in
community life” (National Research Foundation, 2014, p. 3). Osman (n.d.) sums up the challenge up
as follows:
Western domination of knowledge and marginalization of African systems of knowledge
continues to be an academic challenge that calls for a comprehensive evaluation, rigorous
planning and watchful implementation of policies that ensure the recognition and provisions of
space for the local in the existing political, economic, cultural and pedagogical domains. It is only
then that IKS may be successfully established and gradually contextualized (p. 4).
Over and above clarion calls for a shift in prominence, the World Bank (1998) provided elaborate
information on instances in various African countries where IKS were used to achieve certain
outcomes of national importance. The call for IKS prominence does not necessarily mean repeal and
replace but argues against the marginalisation of indigenous epistemologies. For example, primary
education in West Africa was improved through the use of local language as a means of instruction.
In Eritrea and Uganda, the use of IKS in health care facilitated the reduction of child and maternal
mortality respectively. Furthermore, it was instrumental in empowering women in Senegal to
facilitate the eradication of female circumcision whilst helping communities in Mozambique to
manage coastal natural resources. Traditional medicinal plants in Zimbabwe provided treatment for
malaria. According to Odora-Hoppers (2005), IKS refers to “a total of knowledge and practices,
whether explicit or implicit, used in the management of socio-economic, ecological and spiritual
facet of life stored in the collective memory and communicated orally among the members of the
community and to the future generations [through songs, stories, myths songs, etc]” (p. 2). In
addition, Dondolo (2005) indicates that IKS cannot be fixed and is therefore, fluid and dynamic. I may
add that like all other bodies of knowledge and ways of knowing, it is pluralistic in terms of
indigeneity. It may therefore be seen to be context-bound and specific.
Through the use of IKS, rural inhabitants in Zimbabwe adapted practices in order to be able to
reduce the vulnerability as well as improve the resilience of the local people to climatic variability and
change (Mugambiwa 2018). In addition, Kaya and Matowanyika (2017) resolved to support the
expansion of modern education and monotheistic religions which undermine the claimed the
rationality of IKS. Carm (2018) asserts that re-centrering IKS and decoloniality has a great potential to
lead to sustainability.
Guided by Appreciative Inquiry, this paper reports on three rural teachers’ endeavours towards
sustainable learning through indigenous storytelling as they consciously work against western
hegemony and ideology (epistemologies, ontologies and axiologies). The dominant western
ideologies and epistemologies (what is acceptable knowledge), ontologies (realities) and axiologies
(values) permeate over half of households in South African rural learning ecologies. According to the
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Department of Basic Education (2010), just over half of South Africa’s children (54%) live in rural
households, which translate to almost 10 million children who are expected to learn western
knowledge and apply such in search of sustainable livelihoods (Hlalele, 2013, 2014; Mapesela, Hlalele
and Alexander, 2012). A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses and
shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets both now and in the future, while not
undermining the natural resource base (Petersen and Pedersen, 2010). Data generated through
these narratives, was analysed through critical discourse analysis (at textual, social and discursive
levels).

Indigenous Knowledge Systems
Scholars argue that emerging knowledge societies (for example schools with a decolonized
curriculum) must include the indigenous knowledge of diverse human communities as a major
component. Indigenous Knowledge refers to the tacit know-how that is community based, unique,
multiplex, constantly evolving, eclectic, non-formal and transferred from one generation to another
in various contexts to aid indigenous communities in solving problems and making fundamental
decisions that are germane to their survival and adaptation in their daily actions within their natural
habitat and value systems in distinct geographical locations (Ngulube, Dube and Mhlongo, 2015;
Maluleka and Ngulube, 2017). The definition put forward by these scholars on indigenous knowledge
shows it to be a participatory genre of knowledge that is not only people oriented, but takes
cognizance of their environmental diversities.
Indigenous knowledge is defined as, “a cumulative body of knowledge, know-how, practices and
representations maintained and developed by peoples with extended histories of interaction with
the natural environment” (Nakata et al. 2014:1; Parasecoli 2017:181). These sophisticated sets of
understandings, interpretations and meanings are part and parcel of a cultural complex that
encompasses language, naming and classification systems, resource use practices, ritual, spirituality
and worldview (Deepak and Anshu, 2008). Mohamedbhai (2013) states that “there is a rich body of
indigenous knowledge embodied in Africa’s cultural and ecological diversities, and African people
have drawn on this knowledge for hundreds of years to solve specific developmental and
environmental problems”.
The rural nature, in respect of the context within which the study finds resonance, implies that some
or many of the people in such contexts rely on indigenous practices and traditions for survival.
However, it appears as if what happens and is official in schools has generally disregarded the
authentic realities in rural learning ecologies. In other words, what Barron (2004, 2006) initially
conceptualized as ‘learning ecologies’ does not enjoy prominence. Barron (2004, 2006) and Hlalele
(2013, 2014) identify the existence of a cobweb of complex and intricate circles of learning
associations that cross-pollinate various segments of particular contexts. In a similar vein, Preece
(2017) emphasizes the importance of ‘sustainable connections’ (p. 1).
The advent of modernization and western education in rural learning ecologies served to dislodge
tried and tested ways of being among indigenous people. Critical scholars (Giroux and McLaren,
1989; Zimmerman, 2002; Weiner, 2016) have argued that different academic resources that are
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instrumental to shaping learners’ view of their country’s historical evolution, ethnic power and racial
power hierarchies have been sidelined. The colonial curricula [as knowledge generation and
propagation spaces] adopted in South Africa mirrors knowledge from the western perspective
consequent on Africa being the mainland on which the Europeans have culturally defined themselves
by ignoring the existence of indigenous cultures (See Weiner, 2016: 450). Under such circumstances,
European cultures were imposed through colonialism, hegemony and Euro-American imperialism.
The colonization of the curricular is not peculiar to the schools in South Africa, but Africa and
countries in other parts of the world. For instance, Hess (2015: 336), in her treaties on ‘decolonizing
music education, moving beyond tokenism’, established that many music curricular in Canada
prescribed western classical music as the genre of music most appropriate to study. The example
find resonance in South Africa from the colonization of indigenous Canadian peoples. Hess (2015:
336) further reported that the music schools gave special importance to basic musical notation and
specific constructs of western orientation for expressing meter, dynamics, and belaboured these
music elements as essential musical concepts to learn in Canadian schools. It is in response to calls
for a decolonized curriculum that this study proposes a break away from the pervasive western
modalities in teaching and learning in South African schools. It argues for prominence of indigenous
knowledge systems through decolonizing the curriculum. Lazarus (2006:521) claims that educational
institutions in South Africa are confronted with challenges in their attempts to metamorphosise into
academies of IKS. One of the significant challenges revolves around the contextual relevance of
western knowledges as they are less relevant and applicable to the local context.
Unfortunately, the Indigenous Knowledge Systems seem to be dominated, excluded and
marginalised from the global efforts to attain sustainable development (Cocks, Alexander, and
Donald, 2012:243). Cocks, Alexander and Donald (2012:243) further stated that western dominance,
characterized South Africa’s 2005 curriculum brokered by the African National Congress, and has
aggravated the inadequate attention given by the national schools curricula to Indigenous
Knowledge Systems through marginalisation. The introduction of Curriculum Assessment Policy
Statement (2011) in South Africa called for the recognition of IKS. However, because “indigenous
knowledge systems reside among the majority of South Africans, the topic has not been given the
attention in educational curriculum development policies it deserves, resulting in a lack of attention
to indigenous knowledge in the discursive terrains of all learning areas/subjects” (Riffel, 2015:909). In
the light of the foregoing, this study utilized appreciative inquiry to collate three teachers’
understandings in rural learning ecologies.

Appreciative Inquiry (AI)
AI commences with exploring existing solutions and focusing on what works, which allows for
greater commitment from individuals to initiate change and create a destiny of choice and
possibilities (Skinner and Kelley, 2006). The first assumption that underlies AI is the belief that every
person has some unique talents and as such does something right some of the time. The second
assumption is that “images of the future are created by social interactions among group members,
and once these images are articulated and understood they can guide the individual and group
action” (Skinner & Keeley, 2006, p. 82). Inquiring into what works therefore mobilises people into
action, which is the third assumption of affirming the power of positive thinking. Cooperrider et al.
(1999:10) give a lengthy yet accurate exposition: AI is the cooperative search for the best in people,
their organisations, and the world around them. It involves systematic discovery of what gives “life”
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when it is most effective and capable in economic, ecological and human terms. AI involves the art
and practice of asking questions that strengthen a system’s capacity to heighten positive potential. It
mobilises inquiry through crafting an ‘unconditional positive question’ (Ludema, Cooperrider and
Barrett, 2001). Through unconditional positive regard, it may not have been as easy for society to
abandon, relinquish or overlook indigenous knowledge systems.
I locate our arguments within the appreciative inquiry (AI) realm. As described by Mathie and
Cunningham (2003, p.478), AI is a “process that promotes positive change in organisations or
communities by focusing on peak experiences and successes of the past”. The theory is premised on
the notion that all communities (including rural ecologies) possess strong and diverse forms of
capital that can be of benefit in addressing community challenges. I contend that our ancestors,
through their rural ecologies, were able to sustain their livelihoods by living on and from the land.
These sustainable rural livelihoods were, undoubtedly, premised on IK and ways of knowing, doing
and being. This article adopts a positive, optimistic and appreciative approach to rural peoples’
experience. Drawing on the seminal work of Cooperrider and Whitney (1999), who developed AI in
organisational dynamics through the Cleveland Clinic Project, I posit that this inquiry is about
discovering new knowledge and new ideas about educational practice, by using a productive and an
appreciative approach. AI is a strength-based approach. It focuses on an understanding of the assets
of an organisation. Framed in social constructivist thinking, AI has developed into an established way
of inquiring into organisations and change. Its application can be seen in a number of texts, journal
articles and research projects (Reed 2006). Openo (2016) adds that Appreciative Inquiry “is
unapologetic in its focus on the positive, believing communities can be strengthened through
collaborative inquiry as a method to turn problems into transformative change” (p. 39).
Further, Appreciative inquiry may be described as a philosophy and an orientation to bring about
difference, which facilitates the actual practice in institutions and is based on the belief that
difference can be achieved through focusing on capabilities and successes, moving away from an
emphasis on weaknesses and failures (Watkins, Mohr and Kelly, 2011; Mishra and Bhatnagar, 2012).
Positive psychology emphasises those qualities and aspects associated with success and, as such, AI
parallels positive psychology in focusing on positive questions that will result in positive narratives
(Dematteo & Reeves, 2012; Fritz & Smit, 2008). Traditional approaches typically focus on defining and
diagnosing the problem and coming up with solutions.

Data Generation and Analysis
Data were generated from narratives of three teachers who have extensive experience of teaching
and living in rural ecologies. The teachers were born and schooled in rural ecologies, went to teacher
training institutions and came back to teach in rural schools. Prompts and probes geared at
harnessing rich stories were used. Teachers related their stories orally and these were audio-taped.
Rural learning ecologies are characterized by smaller population sizes and therefore sample sizes
tend to be smaller. As indicated, the three teachers were chosen due to their length of stay in the
rural learning ecology under study. Besides growing up there, they returned to work after
completing their initial teacher education qualification. Furthermore, the three participants (coded
as T1, T2 and T3) all hold postgraduate degrees in education. They were prompted to reflect on
debates around decolonization of the curriculum as these [debates] relate to their rural learning
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ecologies with a view to assessing the value of Indigenous Knowledge Systems. According to
Mathobela (2015, p.24), following this process assists in enhancing the researcher’s understanding of
the meanings from the participants’ perspectives. This paper adopted Fairclough’s Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) as a tool for understanding, analysing and interpreting the participants’ perspectives,
defined as “…the study of speech beyond sentences…” (Avdi & Georgaca, 2007, p.158). Seen
differently, CDA has been appreciated as both theory and methodology, tasked with analysing the
politically, political-economic and socially inclined discourse (Fairclough, 2013, p.178). In addition,
Rogers, et al. (2005, p.370) state that it is a scientific paradigm centred on the intention to address
social problems. In this paper, dominance of western pedagogies in a rural context is troubled. CDA
is chosen since it operationalises AI. AI involves people in understanding the ‘best of what is’ (RidleyDuff, 2013). Critical appreciative processes helps deconstruct experience and during the remainder of
the AI cycle to construct new realities (Bushe 2011). Bushe further states that Appreciative Inquiry is
heavily influenced by theories of discourse and narrative especially as applied to desirable change
(transformation). AI is transformational (Meyer, Donovan & Fitzgerald 2007).
Fairclough has developed a three-tiered framework in which analysis is performed on three different
levels: interpretive, descriptive and explanatory. The first level involves the analysis of both written
and spoken texts. The second level of analysis is of text as discursive practice, with a focus on
language structures and the production, consumption and interpretation of texts by the participants.
The third level focuses on discourses as a social practice (Myende, 2014, p.92), emphasising how
knowledge is perceived by those who receive it. Such explanations are aimed at critiquing, reflecting
and understanding how social structures are designed and transformed the way they are (Rogers, et
al., 2005, p. 369-371). CDA was chosen because it embraces social change, attempts to understand
peoples’ perspective and analyses data within social and discursive practices. This paper advocates
for change and reorganisation of dominant and dominated western knowledge in relation to IKS
epistemologies and practices.
In the analysis of the narratives, three themes emerged. They include marginalisation of IKS in rural
learning ecologies, a call for re-centering Indigenous Knowledge Systems for sustainable learning in
rural South Africa as well as perceived challenges in re-centering Indigenous Knowledge Systems for
sustainable learning. The basic tenet for the emerging themes appears to be migration of IKS from
the periphery to the centre of sustainable learning in rural ecologies.

Marginalisation of IKS in Rural Learning Ecologies
As indicated earlier in this paper, IKS remains marginalised in rural ecologies (Nchemachena et al,
2011; Seboalo, 2015). However, teachers are aware of the value and contribution it can make in the
survival of rural people. T1 offered the following comment:
T1: Indigenous Knowledge Systems, despite the value and its contribution to the livelihoods of
the local people in general and rural people in particular, have been marginalised, seen as
outdated and irrelevant to address the lived realities of the local people. This perception has
relegated local knowledge to the periphery of human development in favour of Euro-Centric and
global North knowledge systems. As such younger generations grow up with a negative
perception of the value of IKS, and to change the negative mentality is a gigantic task which
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scholars have a mammoth task, which despite the trajectories needs a collective approach to
recentre the local knowledge for the survival of the local people.
The expression from T1 above makes a few points. Firstly, there is a direct recognition of the
marginalisation of IKS as an integral part of the curriculum. In fact, it has been largely ignored and
relegated to the state of non-existence. At a social level, the situation of introducing western
discourses and epistemologies was more of a tacit ‘repeal and replace’ affair. That is a situation
where IK is relegated to the margins and is replaced with the ‘new, alien and fashionable’. In my
observation as a rural citizen and teacher in South Africa, the introduction of western curricula
contributed to the current inappropriate knowledge not applicable to indigenous communities.
Letsekha, Wiebesiek-Pienaar and Meyiwa (2013) state that while the value of IK in education has
been recognised, this recognition is yet to translate into practical curriculum processes. T1 regards
this as taking away the means of survival for local people.

A Call for Re-Centering Indigenous Knowledge Systems for Sustainable Learning in Rural
South Africa
T2 advocates for the re-centering of Indigenous Knowledge Systems by the local people in rural
learning ecologies. He says:
The re-centreing process of IKS requires a struggle for recognition as means to promote politics
of identity, recognition and representation. It is through the struggle that local people can
launch themselves as people worthy of respect even when it relates to their epistemologies. The
struggle as I have seen is not easy especially among the young generation who have acquired a
sense of hopelessness when it comes to IKS. The feeling of hopelessness is sometimes promoted
by the fact that the harbingers of IKS in society are seen as poor people who cling to traditional
ways without tangible benefits, which can be emulated by the young generation. The fact is that
the custodians of the local knowledge remain poor and out dated compared to people who have
followed the global north knowledge system. Given the above circumstances, the struggle gets
complicated yet desirable and doable as means for African people to remain relevant through
upholding IKS.
The quote above reiterates that the locus of IKS remains within communities but fails to enjoy
prominence due to poverty and unavailable support through financial and other resources.
Perpetuation of the situation where IKS is not acknowledged and appreciated leads to feelings of
hopelessness. Therefore, the need for acknowledging, celebrating and embracing IKS becomes
desirable.

Perceived Challenges in Re-Centering Indigenous Knowledge Systems for Sustainable
Learning
The teachers noted that even though it is desirable to re-centre Indigenous Knowledge Systems in
rural South Africa, the endeavor is not necessarily immune to challenges. One teacher stated,
The other challenge is that there is inadequate funding from donor agencies making the
struggle for IKS difficult. The amount of funding correlates with the value attached to the
funded project. IKS arguably remains underfunded, under researched and under staffed with
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people that can champion the cause of the IKS. So the revival of IKS lies on the funding of the
projects that relates to growth of IKS (T3).
So, it may be concluded that IKS remains one of the marginalised bodies of knowledge (Ocholla &
Onyancha 2013). This is consistent with rurality. Rural communities have been recipients of policies
crafted from an urban-centric vantage point and as such policies are found to be less implementable.
Furthermore, I also observe that there exists a lack of political will to understand and support these
communities accordingly. According to Nkambule, Balfour, Pillay and Moletsane (2011) rurality and
rural education have historically been marginalised bodies of knowledge. This was identified as an
area of concern for the research participants also,
In my view curriculum remains Western oriented where schools have served as sites to
propagate the Global North. The curricula have very little space to cultivate and enrich learners
on IKS. This opens a channel for learners to ridicule IKS projects. The curriculum places value on
subjects like Maths and Science while IsiZulu and Sotho languages have less value compared to
local languages which are a vehicle to enhance the growth of IKS (T2).
One of the documented characteristics of IKS is that it is carried out orally (Letsekha et.al. 2013;
Masemula, 2013). This is consistent with the view of participant T3 who says:
The other challenge that complicates the struggle to promote IKS is the lack of documentation
when it comes to IKS. Generally old people are seen as living libraries of IKS through oral telling.
While this may have advantages, there are problems with the lack of documentation of IKS. The
orality of IKS ensures that a limited number of people have access to knowledge and also upon
the death of these ‘living libraries’, IKS faces extinction (T3).
The absence of documentation which seems to be regarded as a setback for perpetuation of IKS may
be resolved through audio and video tapes. The tapes may be transcribed and translated. However,
scholars in language and linguistics, such as Ralarala (2016), have found distortions, manipulations
and huge gaps between the real story and its translated meaning. On the contrary, IKS employs
orality and storytelling as knowledge transmission mechanisms (Staffoni 2017). Knowledge is stored
by the knowers and passed on from generation to generation.

Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Sustainable Learning in Rural South Africa
In my earlier work (Hlalele, 2012) I drew from a social justice perspective to advance the case for
sustainable learning in rural ecologies. I illuminate the fact that the voices of people living in remote
and rural are seldom heard, their knowledge is underappreciated and their needs are barely
addressed in broader national development strategies. The environment in which they live requires
adaptive and differentiated processes, often to be found in their indigenous knowledge and
practices (Mukwada, Hlalele, Le Roux and Lombaard, 2016). From a social justice perspective, we
need to work to undo socially created and maintained differences in material conditions of living so
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as to reduce and ultimately eliminate the perpetuation and privileging of some at the expense of
others.
Contrary to my view, Letsekha, Wiebesiek-Pienaar and Meyiwa (2013) contend that the Department
of Basic Education (DBE) expects these curricula to be interpreted and implemented differently in
diverse contexts. Although this is the case, schools in so called ‘rural’ areas are still unable to take
advantage of the opportunities created by the National Curriculum due to the limited resources
availed to them. There is a need to start drawing knowledge from organic memories and repositories
of IK practiotioners in rural ecologies. Fieldtrips and resource person approaches may be employed
in various situations to harness IK holders. The authors (Letsekha et al), tacitly or otherwise, confirm
discourses of domination and not recognition of IKS. Such discourses tend to overlook the latter in
favour of the former. Therefore, local people are expected to conform to western pedagogies,
curricula, knowledges and practices and abandon their way of being in a somewhat deceptive
rhetoric. I contend that such malalignment when it comes to local content for rural people robs them
of their means for survival. From a somewhat conciliatory, encompassing and eclectic vantage point,
Masemula (2013) advocates for symbiotic relationship between IKS and the western system of
knowing in the rural South African curriculum. I will also add that the suggested co-existence should
be grounded on mutual and harmonious underpinnings. In closing, I concede that the entrenchment
of western modes of knowing in respect of sustainable learning in rural South Africa may have its
roots deep enough to leave a vacuum if they were to be completely obliterated. Therefore, mutual
co-existence of both is desirable. Sustainable learning in rural South Africa is desirable for sustainable
rural futures.
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