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ABSTRACT Teacher training institutions in post-apartheid South Africa must empower student-educators with pedagogic
practices to teach literature critically. However, there is evidence that suggests inadequate training of student-educators
in relation to the teaching of literature to learners. The inadequate training is witnessed through the poor academic
performance of learners in English literature classes. This study sought to investigate whether the teaching of literature
to student-educators at a university in Limpopo (UiL), South Africa, could be said to be preparing students with pedagogic
practices necessary to empower learners with skills to contribute to social transformation. The study adopted a mixed-
methods research approach that followed a qualitative, case study research design. It employed a group-administered
narrative-questionnaire, and a narrative-interview with student-educators and a lecturing staff, respectively. The findings
of this study suggest that the students have acquired an in-depth understanding of the pedagogic practices necessary to
teach literature in the classroom context.

INTRODUCTION

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in apart-
heid South Africa were used to determine one’s
social-economic status, and to undermine cultur-
al interests of certain sections of the population
(Gamede 2024; Mabunda 2021). In post-apartheid
South Africa, it would seem necessary for HEIs to
be geared towards facilitating the process of so-
cial transformation. Nkabinde (2024) also argues
that student-educators in HEIs, on the one hand,
should be seen as agents tasked with the respon-
sibility of facilitating the socio-political changes
underpinned by principles of social cohesion, ra-
cial and cultural inclusivity and tolerance. Literary
curricula, on the other hand, should become one of
the possible means with which to expose and chal-
lenge the injustices of the past (Gamede 2024; Nk-
abinde 2024; Mabunda 2021; Gamede 2019). To
achieve this, this study argues that ministries of
higher education and HEIs must ensure that the
necessary educational tools, namely, policy state-
ments and effective literary and critical pedagogy,
are put in place to facilitate and contribute effectively
to the process of social transformation.

Problem Statement

The poor academic performance in English lit-
erature at school level reveals evidence of inade-
quate training of student-educators at teacher

training institutions. This problem needed to be
addressed to create a more favourable teaching
and learning environment populated with teach-
ers who possess adequate scholastic aptitude to
engage critically with literary texts, and who hold
the needed knowledge, skills, values and enlightened
attitudes.

Research Aim

This paper sought to investigate whether the
teaching of literature to student-educators at a uni-
versity in Limpopo (UiL) could be said to be prepar-
ing students with pedagogic practices necessary
to empower learners with knowledge and skills to
contribute to social transformation. To achieve this,
the study set out three critical questions:

1. How do student-educators show their
mastery of the knowledge and understand-
ing of the role of literary art in education
and society?

2. What kind of knowledge do student-ed-
ucators manifest in their understanding
of the role of literary art in education and
society?

3. How do student-educators relate their un-
derstanding of the role of literature in the
teaching of critical literacy to learners?

Objectives of the Study

This study’s primary objectives were to:
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1. Contribute to the need for critical opinions
that respond to the call for critical peda-
gogic practices in the teaching of literary
art.

2. Pave the way for social cohesion and thus
contribute to the quest for a new sense of
national identity in post-apartheid South
Africa.

3. Provide an understanding of the importance
of social cohesion and cultural diversity in
the context of a democratic South Africa
and the world in general.

Literature Review

The apartheid system has subjected the ma-
jority of South Africans to the kind of education
and curricula, modelled towards socio-political
and economic reproduction. School curricula
were designed to restrict African students from
access to the kind of literacy that would prepare
them as critical citizens (Mabunda 2021; Holmars-
dottir 2005). This restrictive mechanism led to the
emergence of a relatively new discipline of curricu-
lum philosophy, whose essence was to study what was
taught in schools and to what purpose (Balfour 1998;
Prinsloo 2002; Singh 2003; Mabunda 2009).

From this philosophical discipline, several
studies within the field of literary curriculum de-
velopment were conducted by various scholars,
and have revealed that the kind of literary curric-
ula offered to African schools were designed with
the intention in mind, to socialise black learners
through literary art for the benefit of the ruling
elite, and at most, was facilitated by the apprecia-
tion of the Western culture at the expense of Af-
rican reality (Gamede 2024; Mabunda 2021). In
their findings, researchers such as Reid (1982),
Wright (1990), Balfour (1998), Prinsloo (2002),
Singh (2003), Mabunda (2009), Mabunda (2021),
Betti (2020), Ndlovu (2024) and Gamede (2024)
have argued for pedagogic practices to be geared
towards giving all forms of knowledge by ensur-
ing rationality, critical thinking and the ability to
appreciate the cultural relevance and the lived
experiences of students.

To account for the above, Balfour (1998) con-
ducted a project based on pedagogical principles
of inclusion and access for learners’ lived experi-
ence in the classroom. He does so by using South
African short stories to address the previously

excluded themes from the South African national
narrative, to evoke issues such as patriarchy, cap-
italism, cultural diversity, gender stereotyping and
‘taboo topics’ such as sexual molestation. In his
findings, Balfour indicates that pupils have re-
sponded to the selected text in a very systematic
and perplexing ways although their background
knowledge to the chosen text was very limited.
His findings further reveal that although the top-
ics addressed in such short stories are relevant in
addressing the issues that affect the majority of
South African citizens, teachers would still not
see any reason for making their learners aware of
such societal problems.

A similar study was conducted by Gamede
(2024) and focused on ways in which literary art
is taught and learned at the secondary school
level. Unlike Balfour (1998) who focuses on short
stories, Gamede uses poetry to investigate the
teaching of literary art by paying a particular at-
tention to the use of the Cultural Heritage ap-
proach of the apartheid education system. While
Gamede (2024) focuses on ways of teaching liter-
ature at the secondary schools level, Balfour (1998)
employs literary analytical approach by engag-
ing learners to reading and analysing the select-
ed texts. In each case, studies show that the ped-
agogic practices used under apartheid still domi-
nated the teaching of literary art to learners in
post-apartheid schools.

Although the above studies provide a rich
background knowledge of teacher-learner experi-
ences in the teaching and learning of literature
respectively, and the kind of literacy embodied
within the school curricular, they do not provide
an in-depth insight as to the origin of the nature
of the pedagogic practices employed in the teach-
ing of such literary art to learners. Furthermore,
they fail to highlight whether or not teachers were
equipped with adequate skills to teach learners
certain topics that are culturally considered ta-
boo and politically sensitive to engage with in
class (Mabunda 2021). In particular, none of the
above studies interrogated the extent to which
teachers of literature were (un)able to deal with
the literary curriculum designed for their learners
(Nkosi 2011; Shupak 2015; Ndlovu 2024; Gamede
2019), and neither do such studies reveal why
certain topics deemed by some as politically and
socially offensive were not considered relevant
for teaching regardless of the impact such topics
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have on the everyday lives of both teachers and
learners beyond the classroom. However, it needs
to be acknowledged that the above studies have
thrown a great deal of light on the kind of literacy,
literary curricular, subject-content, as well as the kind
of pedagogy embodied within school curricula.

Critical Literary Pedagogy

Driven by the need to design critical literary
pedagogy accountable to the community of both
teachers and learners, this paper calls for literary
curricula and pedagogic practices to be geared
toward developing in leaners a sense of critical
spirit, thereby ensuring rationality, critical think-
ing and the ability to reason in various ways, and
being able to appreciate the cultural relevance
and the lived experiences of learners in the class-
room. To achieve this, the paper argues that liter-
ary curricula should prepare all learners from all
classes in ways that would enable them to re-
ceive critical literacy in its fullest sense, and to
help them gain a proper understanding of their
environment, their culture and its systems. Fur-
thermore, the teaching of literature should be able
to develop the potentialities of each learner, to
the ability that the educated individuals are able
to realise themselves, make judgments and think
critically (Balfour 1998).

It is the researcher’s belief that such peda-
gogic practices will enable both teachers and
learners alike to challenge docile literary curricula
and syllabi that largely ignore cultural diversity,
social cohesion, sexist, racist and other forms of
discriminatory attitudes and practices often wit-
nessed in society (Freire 1993; Mgwashu 2008;
Mabunda 2021; Sheik 2021). This will also assist
in avoiding what Mones’ (2007) Lost in Transla-
tion refers to as the “the paradox of indirect knowl-
edges”, by which the author means the intergen-
erational transmission of spoken and unspoken
‘bitter’ knowledges from the people who were there
(during apartheid), to the children who were not.
In other words, it is the researcher’s belief that the
teaching of literary art should hold the potential to
challenge certain socio-historical ideologies and
political practices that are perpetuated through var-
ious means and mediums including literary curricu-
la in schools (Cloete 2008; Jansen 2008, Hall 2008;
Seepe 2008; Fourie 2008; Van Damme 2015).

Against the need to interrogate the role of
literary curricula in post-apartheid South African
schooling and challenging “the paradox of indi-

rect knowledges” as highlighted above, this pa-
per argues that while there are other greater so-
cial environments such as the home, the places
of warship and the social circle that can poten-
tially facilitate the process of transformation,
teacher-training institutions remain ideal sites for
fostering social integration and cultural diversity.
In this regard, the post-apartheid teacher of En-
glish, largely through the medium of literature,
needs to create and equip the learners’ cultural
world and endow them with the kind of cultural
heritage and the sense of identity that will enable
such learners to develop as a whole person (Fusch
et al. 2018). In this way, the teaching of literature
should prepare a post-apartheid South African
child to reach an understanding of the complexi-
ties of politics and discriminatory attitudes which
dominated South Africa in the past decades. The
teaching of literature must incite learners to think
about the experiences and feelings of other peo-
ple who exist(ed) outside and beyond their daily
awareness (Balfour 1999).

To achieve this, this paper proposes the ped-
agogic practices and literary texts that are capa-
ble of ensuring that learners as readers are
equipped with imaginative insight so as to allow
the contemplation of possible human experienc-
es which the learners themselves have not met
outside their immediate environment and use
such a contemplation to reflect on their own lived
experiences. The researcher argues that the ped-
agogic practices in the teaching of literary art must
be seen as one of the critical means of ensuring
that student-educators who major in English are
able to offer in the classroom context knowledge
and skills that would make learners understand
and respond to the socio-political changes that
take place around them. One way of doing this,
the researcher would like to suggest, is the need
for teacher-trainees to hold an in-depth under-
standing of how literary art as a social expression
makes for an effective teaching tool in inculcat-
ing knowledge about cultural diversity and social
cohesion.

To achieve the above, this paper suggests
that the texts selected for teaching both at schools
and universities should be able to lay historical
evidence of their making and their time (Balfour
1998; Mabunda 2021). It is further argued that
such a critical literacy must present the learner
and the teacher with opportunities to negotiate
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meaning, understand cultural diversity and what
these mean in the lives of South Africans. In the
same way, Kissack (2000: 365) calls for literary
curriculum planners in South Africa to incorpo-
rate into school syllabi works which challenge, to
use his exact words, “…the ethos of contempo-
rary liberal multicultural values”. He further ar-
gues that such works are relevant in post-apart-
heid South African schooling as they possess
the ability to stimulate educational debates in an
inherently cultural conflictual society.

Once incorporated into school curriculum,
teachers, Kissack (2000) continues, can critically
interrogate and challenge the texts that offend
contemporary norms. He advances his argument
by referring to the relationship between literature
and society. For Kissack (2000), literature is a
product of culture, and its very existence is influ-
enced by its historical context, which then sug-
gests that literary art embodies, represents and
affects the values and predilections of its forma-
tive cultural environment. Kissack’s thinking is
also shared by Said (1984: 4-5) who argues that,
“[literary] texts are worldly…they are events, and
even when they appear to deny it, they are never-
theless a part of social world, human life
and…historical moments in which they are locat-
ed and interpreted…The realities of power and
authority—as well as the resistances offered by
men, women and social movements to institu-
tions, authorities and orthodoxies–are the reali-
ties that make texts possible, that deliver them to
the readers, that solicit the attention of critics.”

The above background establishes a strong
relationship between culture and literature. It fur-
ther presents literature as a product of social
events, historical moments, realities of power and
related authorities. These, according to Said
(1984), are the socio-political and historical reali-
ties that form the basis for the existence of liter-
ary texts. This understanding could be taken to
suggest that literature is a product of actual so-
cial events and socio-historical politics that exist
in a given society. If this is arguably the case,
then, the teaching of literature to student-teach-
ers becomes important in that it equips them with
the necessary knowledge to understand the role
literature can play in exposing and confronting
socio-political dialectics that shape(d) the society
within which they find themselves (Marx 1976).

To better understand how social events, his-
torical moments, realities of power, resistance,
movements, and authorities become the basis for
the existence of literary art, it is necessary to con-
sider Marx’s (1975) concept of dialectics. Marx-
ism provides two strands of materialism, that are,
dialectical and historical materialisms. While the
former focuses on how things are, how they have
come to be the way they are over time and, more
importantly, on the relations of production and
the consequent class relationships and struggle,
the latter claims that the current state of affairs of
a given society cannot be understood indepen-
dently of the historical conditions that shaped its
current outlook.

The above two strands of materialism are
equally important in the context of this report
because they, firstly, establish the interconnect-
edness between the socio-historical ideologies
that informed literary pedagogy and syllabi and,
secondly, provide the basis from which the peda-
gogic practices in the teaching of literary art at
the selected university could be critiqued and
analysed and, lastly, pave ways for students as
prospective teachers and their prospective learn-
ers to confront current socio-political attitudes,
beliefs and practices that dominate South Africa.
This interconnectedness is also revealed by Furst
(1992) who describes literary art as a representa-
tion of an actual historical situation at a given
historical moment through its careful use of a
broadly mimetic approach. This view is further
advanced by Marx (1975) who argues that litera-
ture reveals a variety of ideological elements that
form the basis of the social structure. In other
words, literature, through the use of language as
its medium, becomes a social expression in which
the writer presents his or her experiences about
social reality.

Within the context of this paper, Marx’s argu-
ment is an important one, for it offers an under-
standing of how the teaching of literary art can
become a means of exposing and examining the
historical conditions, by which certain practices
within the South African society were/are legiti-
mated. This paper therefore argues that literary
art needs to be seen as an important teaching
tool geared towards inculcating a critical spirit
and awareness concerning socio-historical poli-
tics as processes contributing to social transfor-
mation. This should enable teacher-trainees and
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their learners as agents of social change to rea-
lise that there is a need to interrogate socio-polit-
ical and historical issues that may be seen as of-
fensive to others in order to confront the nega-
tive impact such issues have had on the South
African society.

This critical initiative will also assist in chal-
lenging the contemporary debate regarding the
type of literature to be included in the literary
curriculum from elementary to the tertiary level
(Kissack 2000). Central to the debate is the argu-
ment that the literary text to be included in the
literary curriculum should exclude texts that make
central issues of racism, sexism, classism, ho-
mophobic utterances and xenophobic issues, as
they may be seen as morally offensive and insen-
sitive to other identities. This argument emanates
from a general belief that people of colour, wom-
en of all races, foreigners and other vulnerable
groups have suffered oppression, prejudice, ex-
clusion and exploitation in the hands of the power-
ful (Butler 2023). This, as a consequence, makes
curriculum and syllabus planners exclude litera-
ture that they deem offensive in their attempts to
adhere to the ideals of comprehensive inclusivity.

However, Kissack (2000: 367) argues that if
curriculum planners adopt this view, then “…their
practice of comprehensive inclusivity and reluc-
tance to offend any particular identity” ignores
the fact that literature is a product of a conflictual
society, and that “…educational exposure to the
constituents of [a conflictual society] should re-
flect that controversial and antipathetic quality”.
He further argues that “...the very presence of
diversity, difference or contrary sentiment is a
stimulus to rigorous and systematic thinking,
which I assume is central to the education of critical
individuals in liberal democratic society”.

It is through this type of educational expo-
sure to the constituents of a conflicted society that,
this study argues, a teacher should become a liber-
ating individual whose sole responsibility is to en-
sure that teaching and learning are human experi-
ences with profound social consequences. The in-
terrelatedness between the teacher, education and
society will therefore bring about social pedagogy
in which both individuals and society are construct-
ed (Ndlovu 2024; Gamede 2024; Mabunda 2009). To
facilitate this relationship, South African educa-
tors, the researcher wants to argue, need to un-
derstand the importance of critical literacy—a clear

understanding of the nature and the extent of the
problems education is intended to solve. For curricu-
lum designers whose primary concerns are to bridge
the gap between different cultures, a wider perspec-
tive is required to understand the conception of cul-
tural diversity and cultural  conflicts (Ndlovu 2024;
Gamede 2024; Betti 2020).

RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

Guided by the purpose of this investigation,
this study adopted a mixed-methods research
approach that followed mainly a qualitative, case
study research design, and employed a group-
administered narrative-questionnaire and a nar-
rative-interview issued to teacher-trainees and a
lecturing staff, respectively. This research ap-
proach would facilitate access to a deeper under-
standing of the pedagogic practices used in the
teaching of literary art to teacher-trainees.

Context of the Study

The context within which this study was lo-
cated was a university in Limpopo (UiL). The
university was selected for the purposes of data
collection, first, due to its socio-political and
historical background that saw its establishment and,
second, because it was convenient for the researcher
as he resides in the Limpopo province.

Data Collection

For the purposes of data collection, this in-
vestigation used a group-administered question-
naire designed for the 10 final year student-teach-
ers. The questionnaires contained 6 long ques-
tions which, in the main, dealt with the respon-
dents’ knowledge of literature in relation to its
role in, and relationship with, society (Betti 2020;
Ndlovu 2024; Gamede 2024). The questions al-
lowed for the respondents to relay their under-
standing of the role literature can play in address-
ing various social ills that dominate post-apartheid
South Africa.

Apart from the use of questionnaires, this
study also conducted an interview with the only
one lecturing staff who was responsible for teach-
ing literature to teacher-trainees. The use of ques-
tionnaires and interviews helped uncover the in-
nermost views and students’ understanding of
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the texts and pedagogic practices in the teaching
of critical literacy to learners. The study further
analysed documentary evidence such as Learn-
ing Guides and other related study materials de-
signed for the literature modules to triangulate
generalised responses made by the interviewees.

Population Sample

Within attempts to investigate the nature of
knowledge relating to the teaching of literary art
and determining whether students have mastered
the necessary pedagogic practices to meet the
outcomes as set out in the literature modules at
the chosen university in Limpopo, this study used
a sample of 10 final year teacher-trainees. Such a
sample was chosen in terms of the following char-
acteristics like an area of specialisation, year of
study, as well as gender. In other words, five fe-
male and another five male participants were pur-
posefully selected to make up a sample of 10 in
total. The reasons for selecting this category of
students, that is, final year students, included
that these students were expected to have satis-
fied the learning outcomes in terms of mastering
the teaching methodologies in the literature class.
Also, the issue of gender was important as it es-
tablished a balanced perspective regarding their
individual understanding of the role of literature
in society as well as establishing their mastery of
the pedagogic practices necessary for teaching
literature to learners.

Data Presentation

The study designed a thematic framework to
code and categorise the themes identified in the
questionnaires and the narrative interviews. The
use of a thematic framework was important, for it
offered the critical framework of the relationship
between literature and society, the texts as cited
by the respondents to support their understand-
ing of such a role, and the coded themes emanat-
ing from the data on the ground. Most important-

ly, for the purposes of data analysis, pseudonyms
were created to easily interpret the responses offered
by the students. Below are the themes identified from
the analysis of the questionnaires distributed to
the student-participants (Table 1).

Social (In)justice

In addressing these questions, the respon-
dents were required to offer not less than 15 line
detailed sentences in their responses. As a start-
ing point, the respondents were asked to offer an
explanatory response to this question: How does
literature (literary works) affect your perceptions
towards society?

Responses to this question presented vari-
ous themes relating to social diversity and other
related challenges. In response to this, Jane, one
of the respondents at the university in Limpopo
(UL), had this to say,

“It [literature] moulds the way I see the soci-
ety around me, and it also betters my reasoning
when engaging with people around.”

This line of thinking is also shared by Dolly
who claims that:

“[Literature] affects me in a positive way as
I am able to understand different things about
different people. I get to understand how differ-
ent people live, do things differently, their cul-
ture, etc. But most of the time it makes me ques-
tion if my society is doing things correctly…”

Clearly, these responses give a clear under-
standing that the respondents see literature as a
textual representation of society—one that serves
as a lens through which they can understand cer-
tain attitudes and practices inherent in society.
These views also relate to Eagleton’s (1983), Cull-
er’s (1997), McNeil’s (2000), Althusser’s (1984),
Kohn’s (2000) and Benjamin’s (1973) understand-
ing that literature can be seen as a direct repre-
sentation of society that functions as a medium
through which various socio-political ideologies
and cultural beliefs and practices may be exposed,
challenged and/or validated.

Table 1: The thematic framework to code qualitative data

Critical framework Coded themes

Literary art as a representation of social reality Social (in)justice
Literature as an entertaining piece Relevance and In(significance)
Literary art as an effective teaching tool for language teaching and learning Analytical and language skills
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In addition to the above question, the respon-
dents were asked to either agree or disagree with
the claim that, Literature (literary work) is im-
portant in that it serves as a tool that represents
social reality.

To address this, respondents were required
to provide examples to show how this is achieved
(or not) by citing any literary texts prescribed for
them in their fourth-year of study. To respond to
this, Mary argues that, “literature represents
social realities such as love and abuse of women
and children, how culture and money [are] used
to oppress women, [and] how people value marriage
more than their careers.”

Although the respondents were also request-
ed to base their responses on any literary text
prescribed to them in their 4th year of study, the
above respondents could not relate their responses
to a particular work of art.

In addition to the above, Suzy claims that au-
thors, “…are more focused on writing about their
lives, the context they live in, and mostly contex-
tualise their writing by reflecting on their soci-
ety or environment they live in. For example, the
poem ‘Hanging’ by Malika Ndlovu (2010) re-
veals the truth about human nature and how we
respond to situations like that.”

Similarly, Dolly held the same perspective
when she pointed out that, “Most…writers write
about the things that are real, things that they
have come across in their lives, things they see
happening in their communities. Most [writers]
write about how they feel about the things they
are writing about.”

Moreover, Grace had put it more eloquently,
“Literature authors write about challenges that
are faced by societies, and [they] also write
about social challenges that they experienced
themselves. Most literary works are themed
around social issues faced by society. Authors
represent social reality in their work. For exam-
ple, the book ‘No Longer at Ease’ by Chinua
Achebe represents social issues that are currently
[happening] in…Nigeria. The book talks about
the changes brought about by colonialism in
their society.”

Clearly, the above responses seem to sug-
gest that literary works represent social reality,
and can thus be seen as a social expression that
is used as its medium language to convey mes-
sages to the reading community. This view is fur-

ther amplified by the respondent’s reference to
Achebe’s (1960) ‘No Longer At Ease’ and the is-
sues it raised about colonialism, oppression and
other forms of social ills inherent in many colonies.

To further understand whether the respon-
dents’ possess any knowledge regarding the role
of literature in society, they were asked to respond
either by agreeing or disagreeing, and to offer
clear examples by referring to specific texts pre-
scribed for them, with the claim that, “social ills
such as racism, sexism, xenophobia, gender vio-
lence, human rights violation, children and
women abuse, human trafficking, etc. can be
easily addressed through the teaching of litera-
ture to learners in the classroom context.”

Responses to this question would allow the
researcher to determine whether the respondents
would be able to relate the role of literature in
society to its function as an effective teaching
tool capable of equipping learners with knowl-
edge and skills necessary to contribute to the
process of social transformation in South Africa.
In response to this question, Suzy had this to
say, “Literature addresses issues that are always
happening in our daily lives. So, the issues men-
tioned above can be addressed in [the] teach-
ing [of] literature, whereby we take a certain short
story/poem/novel, read and reflect and then try to
contextualise [them] by referring [to issues] around
us… Learners will realise what needs to be done
when [they are] facing certain issues.”

This understanding is shared by Ben who
added that, “…literature is useful [in] address[ing]
the social ills and the negative effects they have on
people and the [other related] consequences that
arise therefrom. So literature will help [learn-
ers] avoid such pitfalls and the resultant conse-
quences [in order] to become responsible citizens.”

While these responses acknowledge the im-
portant contribution literature can make in ad-
dressing various social issues, what is important
is the respondents’ ability to show how learners can
benefit from teaching literature in the classroom
context.

Relevance and (In)significance

In addition to the above questions, the re-
spondents were requested to either agree or dis-
agree (and to offer clear examples by referring
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any texts prescribed for their literature modules)
with the claim that, “The knowledge I acquired
through the literature module has equipped me
as a prospective teacher with the necessary skills
and teaching methodologies to empower learn-
ers with intellectual tools to deal with social
challenges in society.”

This was designed primarily to determine
whether the respondents have acquired the nec-
essary skills and pedagogic practices the litera-
ture module has sought to inculcate in them. This
question received quite interesting responses. For
example, Suzy revealed that, “…What I have
learnt, especially on poetry and short stories
has given and equipped me with much more
knowledge that I can share with my learners
once I am employed at school…The disadvan-
tage is that I was only doing drama and novels
in my high school level.”

This response to the question goes beyond
the university level in that the respondent was
never introduced to other forms of literature such
as poetry prior to university education. This lack
of background knowledge appears to be com-
mon amongst many respondents. For example, in
response to the same question, Grace bemoans
(important to note in the above response is the
claim that), “No, I don’t agree with the statement.
Literature has many genres and sometimes are
fantasies, which are not reality. Some of the lit-
erary works are personal experiences of the au-
thor and are not reliable [to] utilise…in the real
world [to] face and solve social challenges. Lit-
erature is for enjoyment and even [our] pre-
scribed [texts] are used to increase vocabulary
and the world of reading. It is not so that I can
deal with social realities…”

Grace has not acquired the purported knowl-
edge gained from the learning of literature as some
of the prescribed texts she read were “…fanta-
sies, which are not reality”. As such, such literary
genres could not be used as effective tools to
empower learners with skill to contribute to so-
cial transformation as they, to use her exact words,
“…are not reliable [to] utilise…in the real world
[to] face and solve social challenges”. Central
to Grace’s response is that this literary genre was
important only insofar as it increased her vocab-
ulary, as it was prescribed, and taught only for
“enjoyment”. Although it is possible that Grace
could simply possess a narrow, almost false-un-

derstanding of literature and its purpose in gen-
eral, the issue of using literature as a language
resource whose only significance was to improve
communication skills and vocabulary is shared
by many respondents. For example, Ben reveals
that, “I learned to use various language struc-
tures and conventions critically and correctly.
This also helped me when communicating with
other people in real life situations.”

Analytical and Language Skills

It is important to note that the respondents
also highlighted certain aspects of the literature
module which they have found to be challenging.
To establish this, a question was raised, “Which
aspect(s) of the literature module have you found
difficult to understand? Provide reasons.”

In response to the question, Jane responded
that, “I do not understand how to identify a theme
in a short story”. Jane’s response can be juxta-
posed with the response (to the previous ques-
tion as presented in the preceding paragraph) that
she gave when she claimed that, “I can now teach
literature better than other teachers at school,
especially poetry. I find it easier than other teach-
ers”. This lack of ability to identify themes in lit-
erary texts is worrying, especially because this is
the same respondent who claimed that she can
now teach literature better than any other teacher
at school. If this is the case then, one wonders
how such a teacher would be able to teach short
stories, novels and poetry (all of which deal with
themes) to learners without herself being able to
identify themes.

To the same question, Johnny points to the
language used in literary texts as one of the as-
pects of the English literature module he has found
difficult. He revealed that what he finds difficult
is, “The grammar part because at times the lan-
guage used in literature can be difficult to un-
derstand as [it is] used in [a] figurative [way],
more especially in the poems, [which use] poetic
elements or devices.”

The issue of difficulty in understanding poet-
ry appears to be a challenge to almost all the re-
spondents. In addition to language difficulty in
accessing poetry as a literary genre, for instance,
Grace adds that, “…sometimes it is hard to un-
derstand the message of the poem and to anal-
yse its features”. Suzy also echoes the same sen-
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timents, “It is not easy for me to analyse poems
line by line. The only [aspect of the poem] I am
good at is summarising, and outlining figures of
speech. So, it is not easy to choose poems and
teach them to my learners since I do not have full
understanding.”

Suzy’s response is not surprising given that
this is the same respondent who, in the preced-
ing question, claims that her disadvantage was
that she was never taught poetry at school until
now that she is at university. Moreover, another
respondent also confesses that, “poetry [is diffi-
cult], I believe [it] is because I never studied poetry
at my secondary level. So I still find it difficult”.

These responses are interesting because the
Department of Basic Education’s (DoBE) CAPS
of 2011:12 states that, “The main reason for read-
ing literature in the classroom is to develop in
learners a sensitivity to a special use of language
that is more refined, literary, figurative, symbol-
ic, and deeply meaningful than much of what
else they may read… [It] is to show learners
how…language can be used with subtlety, intel-
ligence, imagination, and flair… Such work
might involve examining the presence or ab-
sence of imagery; [the] kind of imagery [that] is
being selected by the writer and why; sentence
structures and paragraphing, or the layout of
poems; choice of words, continuing motifs
through the text; the use of symbol, sound, and
colour where appropriate.”

It is therefore not clear how these respon-
dents could have progressed through secondary
school level to university education without be-
ing taught poetry and its special use of language.
It is also not clear whether teachers themselves
simply opted not to teach poetry due to their lack
of knowledge of this literary genre as poetry is
part of the literary curricula for school learners or
whether the DoBE gives them an option to choose
any literary genre that interests them as teachers.
It would be interesting to see how these respon-
dents as prospective teachers would cope with
teaching poetry to their students if they themselves
possess no knowledge in this type of literature.

Lastly, the respondents were asked to reveal
aspects of the literature module which they en-
joyed the most. To do this, this question was
presented, “Which aspect of the literature mod-
ule have you found helpful and/or insightful as
a prospective teacher?”

The issue of language was further taken up
by Grace who also attested, “Language—it helps
[me] as an individual to develop communica-
tion skills, such as reading…writing and pre-
senting, listening and speaking, and language
conventions which are all helpful in the outside
world. [i] utilise them in our everyday world.”

Similarly, Johnny added that, “The conven-
tions and language structure as [they] involve
all aspects of languages, in particular it can [pro-
vide] the solution [to the language challenges]
that I faced in English…”

Interestingly, it is important to also record that
this is the same respondent who bemoaned that
he found language in literature to be too difficult
to understand, especially poetry, as it tends to
employ certain poetic devices and other related
elements. It is certainly not clear how what was
once cited as a weakness has suddenly become a
strength for Johnny.

Also, while Ben claims, on the one hand, that,
“[A] critical analysis of the story helped me to
understand them critically and deeply”, Suzy
contends, on the other hand, that, “The fact that
I gained more knowledge in understanding lit-
erature by reading and reviewing short stories, anal-
ysing and responding positively on the questions
set…helped me a lot.”

To the same question, Marx pointed out that,
“Class discussions, dialogues provide one with
multiple perspectives of looking at issues and
they promote a comprehensive development of
reading, writing, listening and speaking.”

On the basis of the above, it is clear that liter-
ature has equipped most of the respondents more
in terms of improving their language and effective
communicative skills than empowering them with
the knowledge and pedagogic practices necessary
for critical thinking.

RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION

Research Question 1: How do students show
their mastery of the knowledge and understand-
ing of the role of literary art in education and
society?

The critical analysis of data revealed that the
students showed their understanding of the role
literature can play in education and society. To
show this, the students were able to demonstrate
in their responses that literature is capable of rep-
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resenting social realities and, in the context of
education, literature makes students understand
how the teaching and learning of literary art could
be used to deepen students’ understanding of
how certain practices and ideologies shape(d) the
societies (Gamede 2024; Nkabinde 2024; Ndlovu
2024). This issue is also made clear by Ben in the
following extract, “…literature is useful [in]
address[ing] the social ills and the negative ef-
fects they have on people and the consequences
that arise therefrom. So literature will help
[learners] avoid such pitfalls and the resultant
consequences [in order] to become responsible
citizens.”

Clearly, the quotations provided show stu-
dents’ mastery of knowledge and understanding
of the relationship between literature and soci-
ety, and how education could play an important
role in equipping students with pedagogic prac-
tices necessary to empower learners to become
responsible citizens who can contribute to the
process of social transformation in societies. Sim-
ilarly, Gamede (2024) argues that literature teach-
ers should possess an adequate understanding
of the role of literature in society. He further con-
tends that once equipped with the necessary
knowledge and skills to teach literature in class,
teachers would be in a better position to mould
their learners into becoming critical citizens who
would contribute meaningfully to the processes
of social transformation in society.

Research Question 2: What kind of knowl-
edge do students manifest in their understand-
ing of the role literary art can play in education
and society?

The findings of the investigation showed that
the respondents possessed knowledge of litera-
ture in relation to its role in society. Notably, one
of the respondents claimed that, “The short sto-
ries that we were assigned [to do], for example,
‘The Suit’, helped me to use my imagination and
go back in days of apartheid [and understand]
how the neighbourhood used to live. Literary
works helped me as a person to get informed
about things [I] would not [have] know[n].”

As such, the kind of knowledge the students
at the university in Limpopo presented was such
that they possessed knowledge that demonstrat-
ed, to a considerable extent, an understanding of
the role literature plays both in education and in
society. This suggests that the teaching of liter-

ary art at the university in Limpopo served as a
means to foster the students’ in-depth under-
standing of how certain ideologies influence the
ways in which a community of readers is able to
view the world. This knowledge has a lot in com-
mon with Ndlovu’s (2024), Betti’s (2020) and
Gamede’s (2024) understanding that literary art
as a product of social reality cannot be divorced
from a variety of human experiences which it seeks
to represent.

Research Question 3: How do students relate
their knowledge of the role played by literary art
in the teaching of critical literacy to learners?

The findings of this study revealed that the
respondents were able to relate their understand-
ing of the role of literature in society, thereby
demonstrating how literary art is able to assist
learners to understand certain issues that take
place in society. For example, Clara, one of the
respondents, revealed that, “[In] teaching gen-
der violence I can [use] ‘Beauty’s Gift’, where
women had no say about their sexual life, [and]
men used to take control of everything… Learn-
ers in class can be taught about gender issues…
Also, literature engages learners to be open
about these issues”. Another respondent claimed,
“…What I have learnt, especially in poetry and
short stories has given and equipped me with
much more knowledge that I can share with my
learners once I am employed at school…”

The students’ understanding of the relation-
ship between literature and society and how such
a relationship could be of benefit to their learners
showed that the respondents would use their
acquired knowledge to equip learners with the
necessary skills to be able deal with the issues
raised in some literary texts once they are at
school. Clearly, these respondents demonstrate
their understanding of literature as a source for
critical thinking, reasoning and problem solving-
one that is necessary to instil in teachers and
learners alike a sense of resolve and tenacity to
challenge certain unjust practices, beliefs and
socio-political ideologies that are prevalent in South
Africa and beyond (Chauke 2023; Nkabinde 2024;
Gamede 2024).

In determining the extent to which the peda-
gogic practices used in the teaching of literature
to teacher-trainees at UiL could be said to be con-
tributing to the processes towards social trans-
formation, there is enough evidence to suggest
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that the students have acquired an in-depth
knowledge about the interrelationship between
literature, society and education. There is also
adequate evidence to suggest that the students
have acquired knowledge of how literature could
serve as an important tool in inculcating critical
spirit, thinking and reasoning to their learners.

Based on the responses of the participants,
one can arguably conclude that the pedagogic
practices in the teaching of literature to teacher-
trainees at UiL were capable of preparing students
with knowledge and skills to empower learners to
contribute to the process of social transformation.

CONCLUSION

This study sought to determine whether the
teaching of literary art to teacher-trainees at the
university in Limpopo could be said to be prepar-
ing students with knowledge and pedagogic prac-
tices to empower learners with skills for social
transformation. The paper argued that teachers
must be seen as agents charged with the respon-
sibility of facilitating the development of positive
attitudes in learners towards different races, reli-
gions, sexualities, nationalities and ethnic groups.
Furthermore, it insisted that teachers should be
seen as trained citizens and professionals who
possess knowledge and skills to provide an equi-
table critical pedagogy—a critical approach in
their teaching practices that will allow learners in
the classroom context to take a critical stance in
society and give them the necessary tools and
power to take social responsibility to improve their
own lives and that of their community in general.

The results of the investigation showed that
the students possessed adequate understand-
ing of the relationship between literature and so-
ciety. On the basis of the responses, one can ar-
guably claim that the pedagogic practices in the
teaching of literature to teacher-trainees at UiL
were capable of preparing students with knowl-
edge and pedagogic practices to empower learn-
ers with skills to contribute to the process of so-
cial transformation. Such a successful training of
students could also be attributed to the full in-
volvement of the academic staff both in the teach-
ing of the literary content to students, and in the
follow-up process (by the same academic staff)
of assessing the students during teaching practice
period in schools.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Firstly, the author recognises that this study
was limited to investigating whether the teaching
of literary art to teacher-trainees at UiL could be
said to be preparing students with knowledge
and pedagogic practices to empower learners
with skills for social transformation. As such, the
study acknowledges that more research is need-
ed to investigate whether these students can ap-
ply the skills and knowledge they have acquired
at university in their teaching of literary art to
learners in schools. The second recommendation
is that while this study was limited only to the
pedagogic practices in the teaching of literary art
at the selected university, more research is need-
ed to investigate how such pedagogic practices
are implemented in other teacher-training institu-
tions in line with the requirements of Curriculum
and Assessment Policy Statement issued by the
Department of Basic Education. The third recom-
mendation refers to the need for further investi-
gation into the type of literary curricula and sylla-
bi for teacher-trainees in institutions of higher
learning. This will assist curriculum specialists
responsible for the selection of literary texts for
secondary school learners. The last recommen-
dation refers to the need for further research to
examine the effectiveness of the pedagogic prac-
tices in the teaching of literature at the school
level in order to add to the knowledge base re-
garding how teachers make use of literature to
inculcate critical thinking skills to contribute to
social transformation.

NOTES

This research paper is developed from a doc-
toral dissertation completed by the author,
Mabunda M.T., and submitted to the University
of Johannesburg in 2021.
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