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ABSTRACT This paper explores School Management Teams’ understanding of school assets as a means to
respond to the needs of orphans and other children made vulnerable by AIDS in the context of rural schools in
South Africa. The study employed a qualitative approach of data collection, using an art-based method, that is,
collage to identify the School Management Teams’ responses to the needs of children orphaned and made vulnerable
by AIDS in a rural school context, which included their identification of assets (resources) within and outside the
school context, and concerns about the mobilization and mapping out of assets using a collage. The School
Management Teams’ understanding of assets included material things such as food and clothes. The findings also
show that School Management Teams relied more on outside assets than assets within the school. However, with
the use of the collage, as a means to chart their way forward, School Management Teams engaged in a discussion
and looked at the extent to which learners, teachers, School Management Teams, School Governing Bodies and
outside community assets such as faith-based organisations, businesses and parents could be mobilized and mapped
in order to effectively respond to the needs of orphans and other children made vulnerable by AIDS in a rural
context.

INTRODUCTION

 An estimated 14 million children below the
age of 18 have been orphaned by AIDS in sub-
Saharan Africa (UNAIDS 2009).  South Africa is
no exception with approximately two million chil-
dren being orphaned by AIDS (UNAIDS 2010a).
Many other children have become vulnerable
due to HIV and AIDS. Most of these are school-
going children.  Drawing from a study the re-
searchers conducted in two rural high schools,
this paper seeks to achieve a two-pronged goal:
to examine how the School Management Teams
understood assets in the process of supporting
children orphaned and made vulnerable by AIDS;
and to explore the possibility of utilising collage
as a visual participatory method to achieve the
same supportive goal. South Africa has declared
that schools shall cater for ALL children (De-
partment of Basic Education and MIET Africa
2010; UNICEF 2009; Department of Education
2003). In the context of South Africa’s decentra-
lised system of education, the School Manage-
ment Team has become the central decision-
making structure in every public school. With
the world being bogged down by what is termed
education in the age of HIV and AIDS, the na-
ture and role of a school is fundamentally chang-

ing. There is a significant amount of literature
about schools as centres of information and sup-
port for the communities they serve (Kendall
2007; Kendall and O’Gara 2007; Van Wyk and
Lemmer 2007; Argall and Allemano 2009; Depart-
ment of Basic Education and MIET Africa 2010;
Williams 2010).

 The researchers conducted this study in
South Africa’s KwaZulu-Natal, a province with
a high HIV and AIDS prevalence rate.  While
evidence suggests that the prevalence of HIV
for the last three years in the country has shown
some stability, there are variations among prov-
inces. For example, the Western Cape reported
the lowest estimate of 16.1%, while KwaZulu-
Natal had the highest at 38.7% in 2009 (UNAIDS
2010a). Vulindlela, our target district had the high-
est percentage of HIV cases in the province at
37% (Abdool-Karim 2006).

South Africa has large numbers of rural
schools situated in various provinces around
the country. The very isolation of the rural space
makes for the intensity of the lived experiences
(Balfour et al. 2008). Such lived experiences tend
to be more intense for vulnerable learners in the
context of HIV and AIDS.  Usually, rural commu-
nities lack financial resources and have to sur-
vive with limited resources. Therefore doing this
study in a rural context was most appropriate to
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identify the existing resources in a rural school
but also how these resources could be mapped
to respond to the needs of orphans and other
children made vulnerable by AIDS. We chose
two rural schools as priority, not in terms of their
short economic factors, but as a context where
participation of everybody is essential. The re-
searchers have been in good continuous con-
nection with the educators, deputy principal and
principal of the selected schools as some of our
colleagues from the University of KwaZulu-Na-
tal run different projects in schools in Vulindlela.

The State of Orphans and other Children made
Vulnerable by AIDS in Rural School Context:
A Snapshot

The majority of orphaned and vulnerable
children continue to live (spend more of their
time) in the care and support of the schools. The
UNAIDS (2010b) report reveals that in most
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, there is a con-
siderable increase in school attendance by or-
phaned and vulnerable children. Despite this,
orphaned and vulnerable children particularly
those from rural poor communities have their
schooling interrupted. Failure to secure school
uniforms, shortage of food and isolation often
present barriers to their school attendance. Even
with the expansion of ‘no fees’ programmes,
many responses for orphaned and vulnerable
children remain small-scale and fragmented. It is
estimated that by 2015 the number of orphaned
and vulnerable children will still be overwhelm-
ingly high (UNAIDS 2008). The breadth and
depth of the challenges of rural schools are like-
ly to continue. Persistent poverty due to unem-
ployment, long distances between home,
schools, clinics, and police stations are not ro-
mantic, but harsh realities in rural environments
that negatively impact on the care and support
of orphaned and vulnerable children. Too often,
however, poverty is not just about the absence
of income, it is about isolation, being overlooked,
and/or ignorance. It is also about disempower-
ment of school leadership and lack of agency
which hold back full participation of rural peo-
ple. A significant factor for a school to succeed
in care and support of orphaned and vulnerable
children is to understand better, the notion of
rurality as a lived experience over time and place.

Understanding‘Rurality’

Children in rural contexts of South Africa
seem to be more vulnerable than others else-
where. In South Africa, rurality is a multi-layered
concept encompassing the farming communi-
ties, peri-urban settings, informal settlements,
and what is often referred to as the ‘deep rural’
(Gabela 2006). ‘Deep rural’ is a popular term re-
ferring to some of the remotest parts of the coun-
tryside (Chikoko 2008). The term ‘rural area’ is
often used as a synonym of ‘remote area’ (Pan-
siri 2008). Pansiri further characterises a remote
area as one that is informationally and infrastruc-
turally underdeveloped with the people therein
being marginalised from the socio-politico-eco-
nomic activities run from the centre. In addition,
rural communities are often in the periphery of
society’s mainstream activities due to factors
such as low levels of education of the majority
of the adults, limited economic empowerment
opportunities, and lack of civic knowledge such
as human rights. Rural schools as part of such
communities would therefore be equally margin-
alised and disadvantaged and therefore many
learners therein being vulnerable. While the re-
searchers would not characterise the two
schools whose School Management Teams were
studied as being located in  one of the remotest
parts of the country, they are certainly in a re-
mote area with many vulnerable children.

This above characterisation of rurality de-
notes a deficit model which views a community
as totally incapable of addressing its own prob-
lems and therefore at the mercy of external inter-
vention. In this paper, while the researchers ap-
preciate the reality of this characterisation, par-
ticularly as South Africa is still recovering from
the ravages of apartheid, they argue for the as-
set model (Kretzmann and McKnight 1993). In
this connection, Chikoko (2008: 77) has the fol-
lowing to say:

While rural communities are often charac-
terised by a cocktail of social ills (disease, pov-
erty, low levels of education, limited facilities,
etc.) that bedevil these parts of the South Afri-
can society, and by the apparent ‘emptiness’,
and therefore needing urgent external inter-
vention, we should not lose sight of the hidden
[but very present] resources[assets] that these
communities are endowed with.
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Understanding ‘Assets’

The researchers use the term ‘assets’ in this
paper to signify all resources, actions, transac-
tions, capacities, abilities, inner strengths, pos-
sessions and so on that people have but not yet
fully realised. Assets imply also a basic under-
standing of the necessity to coordinate resourc-
es in a sustainable way. Therefore assets are
both material and non-material.

The major blind spots in the prevailing
school context (particularly schools in rural area)
thinking seem to be:
 Mapping Assets: This means to identify the

initial list of potential participants and in-
corporate as many partners as possible
from inside and outside the immediate envi-
ronment (Khanare 2008). It is important to
note that the focus on existing assets par-
ticularly in poor communities does not im-
ply that additional resources are no longer
needed.

 Mobilising Assets:  This entails providing
continuous support by reallocating avail-
able or attainable resources so that innova-
tions do not deplete resources needed by
other initiatives in the school system (Al-
Barwani and Osman 2011: 849).

These two constituents are either miscon-
ceived or ignored, yet they are very basic from
the point of view of a sustainable way of sup-
porting orphans and other children made vul-
nerable by AIDS.

The Place of the School Management Team in a
South African School

South Africa runs a decentralised system of
schooling in which schools have been granted
the authority to make many decisions regarding

their own affairs in such areas as finance, hu-
man resources, school development, etc. The
School Management Team, made up of the prin-
cipal, the deputy principal and Heads of Depart-
ment is the highest executive decision-making
structure in the school. The nomenclature
‘School Management Team’ is a bit misleading
in that it suggests that this body only performs
a management function and yet it is expected to
equally play a leadership role. The two terms are
elusive in that ‘there is no clear-cut division be-
tween management and leadership, and yet their
features are distinct. There is no “either-or” but
an “as well as” (Schley and Schratz 2011: 276).

The importance of the School Management
Team’s role can be illustrated by how Hinterhu-
ber (2003) quoted by Schley and Schratz (2011:
277) shows the complementary nature of leader-
ship and management as shown in Table 1.

 Due to this interrelation between manage-
ment and leadership, the researchers shall, in
this paper refer to ‘leadership’ or ‘school leader-
ship’ to mean both concepts. One of the critical
priorities for schools set out by the South Afri-
can National Department of Education is that
the school community is expected to work to-
gether and manage a joint response to ensure
quality education for all learners (Department of
Basic Education 1996). Such working together
requires the leadership capacities illustrated in
Table 1. In addressing the issues of orphaned
and vulnerable children, efforts need to be har-
nessed and combined in a collaborative manner
(Khanare 2009). The leadership role of the School
Management Team becomes very important in
engaging with the national policies and in mo-
bilising and mapping assets and carrying out
strategies to deal with the needs of orphans and
other children made vulnerable by AIDS.

Table 1: Interrelation between management and leadership (Adapted from Hinterhuber 2003) in
Schley and Schratz 2011: 277).

Management Leadership

Creative problem solving Discovering new possibilities with the capacity to real
   ize them or make them realized

Working within a paradigm Creating a new paradigm
Working within the system Working on the system
Getting “things” and people into motion, Enticing and empowering staff to achieve top perfor-
  methods, techniques, control   mances
The human being as support (aid) Dignity for the human being (trust)
Attitude of “doing” Attitude of “serving”
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Towards an Asset-based Approach

In explaining the asset-based approach, Eber-
sohn and Eloff (2006) refer to the strengths that
can be identified, accessed, mobilised and sus-
tained in order to address scarcity/problems/
shortcomings and/ or challenges. Contrary to
the needs-based approach, which emphasises
deficiencies within a system and therefore point-
ing at the need for an externally-driven remedy,
the asset-based model seeks to identify
strengths, abilities, capacities of individuals,
groups and contexts in order to overcome the
deficiencies. Even in rural contexts, there are re-
sources/assets that can be identified in order to
respond to the needs of orphans and other chil-
dren made vulnerable by AIDS (Khanare 2009).
In recent years the researchers have witnessed
an increase in the literature that advocates the
involving and empowering of individuals and
their contexts. As Ebersohn and Eloff (2006) right-
ly argue, much time and effort has been spent
on thinking of needs and problems but recently
the focus is shifting towards finding solutions
and by working with existing strengths, assets
and capacities. For Kretzmann and McKnight
(1993) all individuals, families and communities
have capacities, skills, resources and assets that
they can develop to become people who are able
to solve problems in a variety of contexts. This
approach therefore stresses that even in the
poorest schools, even in rural areas there exist
some assets that could be explored, created and
made best use of in the communities in ques-
tion. Therefore the importance of knowledge to
map, mobilise and include all stakeholders for
what they know and are able to do cannot be
over-emphasised (Khanare 2009).

In this paper the researchers’ notion of care
and support for orphaned and vulnerable chil-
dren is therefore informed by the shift from ‘def-
icit thinking’ or seeing schools especially in ru-
ral contexts as lacking, to asset-based thinking
involving identifying existing resources avail-
able to the school and bringing these to bear in
addressing problems therein. As people mobil-
ise cultural, physical and other assets at their
disposal, they become active problem solvers
rather than passive clients of the society in which
they belong (Kretzmann and McKnight 1993).
In a school context, the School Management
Team members become stewards to include all

stakeholders and open access to information.
School leaders such as the principal are called
upon to lead the processes of engaging others
and sharing responsibilities and expertise in car-
rying out strategies to care and support orphans
and other children made vulnerable by AIDS in
the school contexts (Buthelezi 2008). As rightly
argued by Khanare (2008) a well-coordinated and
integrated approach is very important in this re-
gard. An understanding of school assets is im-
portant for the development of social relation-
ships and the establishment of links across cul-
tural resources to respond successfully to the
issues of orphans and other children made vul-
nerable by AIDS.

Research Questions

The study was driven by the following two
critical questions:
 How do the School Management Teams

understand assets in the context of address-
ing the needs of orphans and other chil-
dren made vulnerable by AIDS?

 Can collage as a visual participatory ap-
proach be utilised to assist the School
Management Teams to understand assets
in response to orphaned and vulnerable
children in a rural school context?

METHODOLOGY

Collage as a Participatory Visual Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative approach
to examine and analyse, through collage, School
Management Teams’ understanding of assets
in the context of addressing the needs of or-
phaned and vulnerable children.  Studies by vi-
sual sociologists (Becker 1974; Goffman 1979;
Wagner 1979; Collier and Collier 1986) initiated a
paradigm shift from the conventional way of
undertaking research to a more ‘seeing’ and ulti-
mately ‘perceiving’ form of visual sociology
(Prosser 1998). More recently, Fargas-Malet et
al. (2010) also highlighted the emergence of new
participatory research methodologies.  They ar-
gue that this shift has come about as result of
the need to allow indigenous and minority pop-
ulations to take care over their lives (Fargas-
Malet et al. 2010). Sullivan (2010) contends that
visual participatory methodologies provide a
sense of enjoyment in the research activities,
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that participants learn visual skills, and more
importantly that in the intense and sincere en-
gagement of the participants while learning to
produce the visual artefacts, for example pic-
tures and texts, they choose what they want to
talk about, which experiences are important to
them, and so have a space to think about and
reflect on their own lives.  This engagement could
contribute to subtle change in their lives. The
energy and creativity of people, especially those
living in less resourced environments such as
rural school contexts, (Fargas-Malet et al. 2010)
to explore issues related to HIV and AIDS can-
not be underestimated. Visual participatory
methodologies have been reported as capable
of offering a nested approach to research as a
forum for sharing and voicing experiences (Oliv-
ier et al. 2007; Park et al. 2007; Balfour et al. 2008).
For this reason, the researchers were keen to
draw on collage as a participatory methodology
with the School Management Teams as ‘identi-
fiers’ and ‘mobilisers’ of assets or what Ng’ango
(2011) refers to as collective citizen actors. “Col-
lage is a form of art that involves creating a work
from pictures; this may also include words and
photographs” (Khanare 2009: 224). It can be very
low-tech and the materials used in a collage can
be original, borrowed, or a combination of both,
and the medium is limited only to the imagina-
tion of the artist. Norris et al. (2007: 43) say the
following about collage:

Collage…is a democratic…, it can be used
to persuade, explain and critique…It creates
action spaces for people to talk, ask questions,
disagree, reveal misconception, and so on.

Literature therefore suggests that collage as
a visual participatory method, creates space for
people to think, put ideas together using pic-
tures and texts. This method is quite suitable for
qualitative research because it can be used in
many circumstances in a relatively unobtrusive
manner and “expand the possibilities of multiple
and diverse realities and understandings” (But-
ler-Kisber 2008: 268). It provides for both the
visual and text forms of evidence-a facet often
missing in other methods such as interviews.
Collage is also argued to create opportunities to
learn new skills, such as visual skills, as well as
to unlearn beliefs. The researchers therefore
chose collage because it can move people from
talking to action.  On the economic front, col-
lage can be very low in technology, not neces-
sarily needing internet or electricity-threats to

most rural schools. It is about being thoughtful
and creative. Creativity and thoughtfulness are
possible even in the remotest of contexts hence
our adoption of this method in a rural setting.

Participants

As the researchers have already alluded to,
School Management Team members from each
of the two schools were the participants. In each
school there were four School Management
Team members:  the principal, deputy principal,
and two heads of department. Thus a total of
eight people participated in the study. As the
researchers pointed out earlier, the School Man-
agement Team is central to all decision- making
in a school, therefore these participants were, as
a purposive sample, deemed to be potentially
information-rich (Babbie and Mouton 2009) re-
garding the plight of orphaned and vulnerable
children.

On Creating the Collage:  Setting the Scene

Once the necessary permission was ac-
quired, participants were approached to partici-
pate in the study. They were assured of com-
plete confidentiality and encouraged to disclose
as much valuable information as they possibly
could.

The creation of a collage is not just a ‘cut
and paste’ activity (Khanare 2009).  Therefore
the researchers started with a brief workshop
seeking to clarify how the process was to un-
fold. The researchers gave a short description
of a collage.  They also brought two students’
collages for the School Management Teams to
have a look, ask questions, and seek clarifica-
tions. They emphasised the importance of be-
ing precise and practical regarding how they
thought they would address the needs of the
orphans and other children made vulnerable by
AIDS in their school context. There was a lot of
looking, questions, astonishment and laughter-
‘wow’, ‘huhh’ ‘ok’ moments were notable dur-
ing this session. They impressed upon the
School Management Teams that the whole pur-
pose of this workshop was that the participants
as experts of their own lives were capable of
showing and telling their own ‘stories’, and in
their telling reflect on their own lived experienc-
es (Mitchell et al. 2007; Olivier et al. 2007; Muda-
ly and Sookrajh 2008). The researchers also high-
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lighted to them that collage was a useful tool for
developing critical dialogue (Thomson 2008). On
the other hand, it would give the participants an
opportunity to represent experience, a tangible
process and product, out of which stories are
(re)created.

The researchers then gave the School Man-
agement Teams instructions prior to their cre-
ation of the collage as follows:

Using a combination of pictures and text from
magazines, make a collage showing any resources
which are available to you as the school which
will help to address the needs of orphans and
other children made vulnerable by AIDS in the
context of HIV and AIDS, that is:

o What do you think/how do you think you
can help these learners?

o Make a collage of how you think the school
can help to address the needs of these
learners,

o  Draw any resources that you think can
help you but which you do not find pic-
tures for.

• Share collage:  put up on the wall and have
a ‘t/walk about’while everyone views the
collages.

Guiding Questions for the School Management
Teams

• What resources are available at the school
(both human and material)?

• What resources are available to the sch-
ool?

• What would you as School Management
Team do – if anything – to support/get
supported in the school in this age of HIV/
AIDS? (how exactly do you think you will
go about connecting or engaging other
stakeholders)

• What would be the policy of the school in
this case with respect to care and support
of vulnerable learners in the school in this
age of HIV and AIDS?

The ‘doing’ aspect of the collage is impor-
tant to the process. This implies that the School
Management Team members were not only asked
to identify assets, but crucial to the process was
how they would go about mapping and mobilis-
ing them in such a way that they became mean-
ingful to the needs of orphans and other chil-
dren made vulnerable by AIDS. Resource mobil-
isation, as Al-Barwani and Osman (2011) con-

tend, entails providing continuous support by
reallocating available and attainable resources
so that innovations do not deplete resources…or
have negative impact on the school systems.
This calls for the School Management Teams to
be active and ensure the involvement of all stake-
holders while they are recognising the comple-
mentary role they play in supporting orphaned
and vulnerable children.

Creating the Collage

Through the experience of creating a collage,
the researchers sought to provide the School
Management Team members an opportunity to
relook and reframe their own identity and that of
the school. They aimed at putting the School
Management Teams in the position of doers or
compilers of pictures, of communication, and of
ideas in order to address the needs of orphaned
and vulnerable children. As Allnut et al. (2007:
94) note, “the compiler comes to understand the
importance of bringing multiple selves… re-
frame… examine… [issues]”, in the context of
this study, orphans and other children made
vulnerable by AIDS.

Participants were given magazines, glue, co-
loured pens, scissors and charts as apparatus
for creating their collage. As a point of depar-
ture towards creating the collage, the research-
ers  offered the following prompts to the School
Management Teams:

In trying to address issues of orphaned and
vulnerable children in your school, what avail-
able resources do you draw on? Make a collage
to represent your response. Think about and jot
down what you intend to put in the collage.
Where possible extract a picture from the given
magazines to illustrate your thought and if you
cannot get a picture, try to get a text or your own
word or drawing. Paste it on your collage.

The School Management Team members
could not just ‘cut and paste’, the prompts pro-
vided a space and time for them to page through
as many magazines as possible, compare and
contrast their choices of pictures and or texts
before pasting them, and to think individually
and collectively about what, how and why they
were or were not addressing the issues of or-
phaned and vulnerable children in their schools.
Taking self or collective evaluative stances, they
actively and purposely engaged in debates that
were directly related to the issues of their own
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schools. This according to Al-Barwani and Os-
man (2011) provides opportunities for shared
goals and a unified focus. The exercise provid-
ed an opportunity for the School Management
Teams to ‘learn together’ (Mitchell et al. 2005)
and share directly their reality and capture it vi-
sually (Creswell 1994).

After they had done the collage, the re-
searchers then asked the School Management
Teams to classify their work into different types
of assets according to their own understanding.
Assets were classified in terms of their vintage
points as 1) material and non- material, 2) pro-
viders of those assets (faces and places) and 3)
missing assets which according to the School
Management Teams could also best represent
the solutions to addressing the needs of or-
phaned and vulnerable children in a school con-
text. During the collage and throughout the dis-
cussion proceedings were audio and video-re-
corded with the participants’ permission.

RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION

Identifying assets is a major opportunity to
assess the school community’s potentials, ca-
pabilities, and talents. For example, identifying
informal local networks such as other learners,
organisations around the school, small business-
es etc. could play a critical role in addressing the
issues of orphaned and vulnerable children in a
school. The use of collage created an opportu-
nity for the School Management Teams to iden-
tify and take stock of its potential physical re-
sources in order to muster support for orphaned
and vulnerable children. The essence of School
Management Teams’ understanding of assets
has been depicted from the pictures and texts in
the collage. From the collage, the School Man-
agement Teams identified various levels from
which they could draw in order to respond to
the needs of the learners. We adopted a dialec-
tic approach in order to analyse the School Man-
agement Teams understanding of assets, that
is, we looked at each picture and text closely
and then the classification of pictures and texts.
We then drew meanings from their discussions.

Three ‘Tiers’ of Community Assets

In presenting and discussing the School
Management Teams’ understanding of assets,
the researchers adopted Mourad and Ways’

(1998) classification of community assets. These
authors describe three different components of
community assets and their significance to the
well-being of that community. The three tiers of
community assets namely; primary (the most
immediate to a community), secondary (the less
immediate) and outside tiers (those outside the
immediate community) simply identify assets
that are available to the community from an in-
side-outside approach. Mourad and Ways (1998)
depict beautifully that an inside-outside asset
mapping is necessary for the sustenance and
well-being of all humankind as it foregrounds
inner strengths, intrapersonal relationships and
people’s inner abilities.

Primary Tier

In the case of this study, the most easily ac-
cessible primary tier assets are typically those
that are located within the school. In this regard,
the School Management Teams identified teach-
ers, learners, class managers, the deputy prin-
cipal and school infrastructure.

What emerges is that each school boasts a
unique combination of assets upon which to
build the future of all children. In teachers, learn-
ers and school infrastructure, one can discover
a vast and often surprising array of individual
talents and productive skills. In this regard, the
School Management Teams gave plausible ex-
planations of their collage as testified by some
of their responses below. Lungi had the follow-
ing to say:

I have included learners in my collage...let
learners tell their stories. My point is that we
might end up with some of the learners coming
out to talk about their own experiences, help
to address problems.

Janny responded:  They can be bold to come
and share their experience.

The School Management Teams agreed that
learners might be valuable assets to address their
own vulnerability. This suggested that the
School Management Teams understood learn-
ers as partners in support of other learners or-
phaned and made vulnerable due to HIV and
AIDS. The School Management Teams ex-
plained that involving learners as assets would
perhaps provide a glimpse into the children’s
world.

In their collage School Management Team
members also positioned educators and the dep-
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uty principal as some of the crucial resources
available to address the needs of orphaned and
vulnerable children. The data from the explana-
tion of their collage revealed that educators act-
ed with compassion to try to address the issues
of orphaned and vulnerable children in the
schools. Here is what some of them had to say:

Janny: At school we (teachers) initiated a
drop-in-centre where learners can
come and eat’.

Lungi: We asked for the principal’s assis-
tance in identifying people whom
we can approach for this drop-in-
centre’.

Muzi: Sometimes when I am eating, may-
be I will eat half and then leave the
other half for the boy in Grade 12
because I’ve been to his home at
one stage and know the situation.
Some teachers buy them uniforms;
others will even go as far as pay-
ing their school fees.

Bhana et al. (2006) also found that teachers
particularly those in rural schools do provide
basic care for orphaned and vulnerable children
but indicate that these teachers often lack ade-
quate skills to fully provide the necessary sup-
port. In this regard, the School Management
Teams explained that teachers needed training.

It appeared to the researchers that there were
clear opportunities to promote initiatives that
would benefit orphans and other children made
vulnerable by AIDS in the context of existing
efforts, but there seemed to be a need for
strengthening school systems to be more fo-
cused and to work as a team. Typically, stronger
links between the constituents might result in
orphaned and vulnerable children having health-
ier and more positive relationships. Cook and
Du Toit (2005) explain that the relationships,
when optimal, have the potential to foster posi-
tive self-esteem and powerful identities.

Secondary Tier

A close examination of both the School Man-
agement Teams’ collage and the discussions held
during the creation of the collage revealed the
next ‘tier’ of assets as being located inside the
neighbourhood but not controlled by the school.
This is also consistent with Mourad and Ways’
(1998) classification we described above. In this
regard, the School Management Teams identi-

fied community members (no special names were
given); faith-based organizations; and the Cen-
tre for the AIDS Programme of Research in
South Africa as important assets.

Local neighbourhood associations and or-
ganisations are central to the survival of the
school. These may be formal or informal and
could include cultural groups, faith-based or-
ganisations, small businesses, support groups
and recreation centres (Khanare 2008). The
School Management Team participants explained
the choices of their assets as follows:

Lungi: There are also fertilizer and plants for
parents especially those who are not
working to do some ploughing. Saby
(Indian businessman) has promised to
come to our school and train learners
together with their parents. Parents
are now attending farming classes.

Lungi: We talked with the principal about
whether we can invite Centre for the
AIDS Programme of Research in South
Africa team to come to our school.

Muzi: Yah! There are some companies which
are willing to assist, some company
was going to give our school Christ-
mas gifts but we could not get those
because we are too far from town, we
did not have transport.

Activities related to care and support of or-
phaned and vulnerable children are becoming
more critical in the schools as the number of
children who are orphaned and those made vul-
nerable by HIV and AIDS, care for their ill par-
ents and/or siblings (Kartell and Chabilall 2005)
is increasing. Mourad and Ways (1998) contend
that an asset-building initiative must reintegrate
the resources of local organisations into the
school community development activities. In
most cases, the depth and extent of association-
al life in any community is vastly underestimat-
ed (Kretzmann and McKnight 1993). This is par-
ticularly true in ‘rural’ and ‘poor’ communities,
however, these groups are indispensable tools
for the development and many of them can in
fact be stretched beyond their capacities and
intentions to become full contributors to the
welfare of orphaned and vulnerable children
(Kretzmann and McKnight 1993). The School
Management Teams’ leadership should be in a
position to network with the local associations
and other institutions in terms of local invest-
ments.
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An ‘Outside’ Tier

The last accessible assets from the School
Management Teams’ collage were those from
‘outside’ the community, both in location and
ownership. According to Mourad and Ways
(1998), this tier includes but is not limited to pri-
vate businesses; national corporations; and
non-governmental organisations. In this cate-
gory, the School Management Teams identified
the Child Welfare Department; ‘Municipali-
ties’; and ‘Pick n’ Pay’ Supermarkets.

While the School Management Teams
seemed to have little knowledge about specific
strategies to harness and map resources avail-
able to the school in relation to orphaned and
vulnerable children, they were able to identify
other resources that could be drawn from. They
suggested the need for collaborating with other
community organisations and government sec-
tors. The importance of pulling resources to-
gether was evident in the School Management
Teams’ collage discussion, as indicated below:

Lungi: We organize social worker to the
school and help with birth certifi-
cates.”

Janny: The other thing is, one of the ladies
from the Municipality in Pietermar-
itzburg came to our school and she
is willing to help parents or guard-
ians of these learners.

Janny: What we are actually saying here is
that, the school should work with
other  government departments.

The School Management Teams’ realisation
of the need to work together with other stake-
holders in addressing the needs of orphaned
and vulnerable children is shared by others. The
Department of Education (2003) indicated that
the school alone cannot cope with caring for
and support of orphaned and vulnerable chil-
dren. Circles of Care (Cook and Du Toit 2005)
emphasises the importance of connectedness,
participation and strategic partnership as an ef-
fective strategy for overcoming orphaned and
vulnerable children challenges. This is in keep-
ing with the Education White Paper 6 (DoE 2001)
and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) holistic, systemat-
ic and inclusive support to respond to children’s
issues.

In the preceding sections, the researchers
primarily showed the School Management
Teams’ conceptualisation of assets that they

could draw from in order to address issues of
orphaned and vulnerable children in their school
context. The focus has been to explore the School
Management Teams understanding of assets
from an inside-outside or asset-based approach
as opposed to outside-inside or need-based
model. The School Management Teams’ inven-
tory of assets generally fell into three catego-
ries:  individuals, associations and institutions
(Ebersohn and Eloff 2006). School Management
Team members weaved the strands of support
together in various patterns including the need
for stable relationships, proper nutrition, good
health, and partnership with local communities
and other government departments. The School
Management Teams were able to identify assets
of community, family, society, schools and indi-
viduals.

In the next section the researchers reflect on
how collage as a visual participatory method
enabled School Management Team members to
identify assets available to the school.

Enabling the Voice through Collage

Collage provides an opportunity for the par-
ticipants to play an active role in the generation
of data. The incorporation of participants to-
wards a collaborative and participative way of
doing research highlights the view that even in
remote contexts such as rural areas people do
not have to live in isolation. Prosser (2008: 14) is
of the view that:  “visual researchers choose to
place their metaphorical fulcrum…closer to col-
laborating ‘with’ respondents and seeing them
as experts in their own lives.”

By literally placing magazines, scissors, glue,
charts at the disposal of the School Manage-
ment Teams, the ‘wow’, ‘stare’, ‘touch’, and ‘huh’
moments began and there was a shift from a
researcher-centric construction of the social
world to that of participants as experts of their
own lives. In contrast to the orthodox interview
and observation methods, collage adds focus
to a phenomenon (in this case orphaned and
vulnerable children) under investigation.

Connectedness among Participants

Collage as a visual participatory technique
enabled or evoked a sense of both collective
and personal knowledge. It is said that collage
is ambiguous and therefore requires the con-
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textual and participative engagement of partici-
pants which comes in the form of working to-
gether. In line with this, Irwin (2003: 9) explains
“the collage-making process inherently uses
metaphor metonymy and …challenges the di-
chotomy of the intellect and senses.” This brings
us to the relevance of the collage as a ‘capacity
focused alternative’ as expressed by the follow-
ing participants:

Muzi: Yah! I think we need refresher cours-
es for the teachers to be re-trained  so
that they can be able to deal with
HIV and AIDS-related issues  andor-
phaned and vulnerable children.

Busi: Yah! That refresher course is a good
point, write it down.

Lungi: Oh! And I think we should write an
explanation why we need a refresher
course.  Please write HIV testing so
that we do not forget.

Nay: Remember you have to put that in your
collage.

Janny: How do we paste, I mean the direc-
tion of the pictures.

Lungi: They should face one side in an or-
der.

The quotes above confirm the view that
“there is basic truth that every individual has
something to contribute, even though it may
not be mobilized yet” (Ebersohn and Eloff 2006:
151). In this respect, issues of orphaned and
vulnerable children would cease to be seen as a
burden for certain individuals or schools, but as
having the potential to create synergies that
harness more people. Collage contributes to
‘greater levels of expression, and in turn greater
areas for examination and subsequent clarifica-
tion (William 2000: 275). This study’s findings
with the School Management Teams are consis-
tent with William’s observation here.

The researchers found that through collage
the School Management Teams felt less pres-
sured than otherwise in the course of discuss-
ing sensitive issues such as HIV and AIDS and
orphaned and vulnerable children.  Participants
did not have to speak directly about the sensi-
tive and difficult issues but went through a ma-
terial ‘go-between’ (for example, cutting pictures,
classifying pictures and texts and pasting on
the chart). Thus, the ambiguity of collage pro-
vided a way of expressing the said and unsaid
through text and pictures. Therefore in its so-
phisticated form collage dissolves the tradition-
al or orthodox approach of doing research.

Kaleidoscopic Representation of School Assets
in Response to Orphaned and Vulnerable
Children

In its simplest form, collage is a process that
involves reasoning and where ideas are shared,
challenged and debated. In this case as the
School Management Teams ‘cut’ and ‘paste’,
conversations occurred via  an iterative process.
Below are examples of the School Management
Teams’ sharing of ideas through collage:

Lungi: I have already taken down some points
and ideas that we can use but I  will
read them to you. Ei! I’m not sure, but
I have written the word ‘informing’
heh! Informing learners and commu-
nity about orphaned and vulnerable
children.

Janny: How?
Muzi: It’s like eh! We are conscietising them,

isn’t that so?
Janny: The question is, when do we make

them participate in finding solutions
to the needs of Orphaned and vulner-
able children?

Evidence suggests that the position and ca-
pacity of the School Management Teams,
through the medium of collage, led members to
re-conceptualise issues of orphaned and vulner-
able childrenas a broader development issue of
focus. The collage depicts the participants’ re-
sponses based on creating networks to use avail-
able capacity more effectively. The following
excerpts illustrate this point.

Muzi: Finding solutions about how to sup-
port orphaned and vulnerable chil-
dren is not the work of teachers alone,
learners do support each other, we
need to challenge them so that they
come up with possible solutions, just
to make them part of the whole thing.

Lungi:  The peer educators are helpful (write
them down) because they get  trained
and then they come back to school
and then these learners get back and
start teaching other learners how to
be motivated and be strong. Or-
phaned and vulnerable children do
not only need food or clothes but mo-
tivation too.

Janny:  So, what do we write here?
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Lungi: I think we should write ‘surviving
skills.

Muzi: Please write ‘be informed’ for me
there, near that picture and motiva-
tion, there.

Janny:  So, I think we can make a list of all
orphaned and vulnerable children…
those who do not have Birth
Certificates…those who need social
grants and organise a social worker
for them…we make sure that help
comes to the school so that learners
do not go and stand in long queues
applying for identity documents and
miss out their studies.

Janny: Write Pick ‘n Pay there. We asked Pick
‘n Pay to give us their left  ‘overs’…so
that we can give them to the learners
and we found that they had lots of
food to give.

Lungi: Enough about the food issue, we need
to look at other solutions, and I also
talked about  the issue of clothes and
shoes in that teachers also try and
bring old things from home… some-
times approach companies for school
uniforms.

Janny: Ok! Let’s look for pictures then.
As the researchers pointed out earlier, School

Management Teams did not just go into the ‘cut
and paste’ activity. Instead they were forced to
recall and re-look what is going on in their
schools as far as orphaned and vulnerable chil-
dren issues are concerned. This collage work is
also linked to David Ausubel’s cognitive theo-
ries, also known as assimilation where there is
an emphasis on the significance of prior knowl-
edge in being able to learn new concepts and
ideas (Prosser 2008: 20). Therefore, asset map-
ping through collage created a space for multi-
ple voices and interpretations. It also forced in a
positive way the School Management Teams to
articulate their perceptions, engage in reflec-
tions, and generate and communicate about the
range of assets available to addressing the is-
sues of orphaned and vulnerable children in their
school. Collage also acted as a diagnostic tool
for both the School Management Teams’ and
schools’ actions as well as an aid to mapping
and mobilising assets to effectively address is-
sues of orphaned and vulnerable children. We
also argue that the collage approach is premised
on a constructivist notion of learning which al-

lowed the School Management Teams to frame
their understanding of new knowledge on the
basis of existing beliefs or notions.

Creativity and Agency

Visual research provides an insight into vi-
sual texts and sign systems that communicate
cultural or other significant information about
society and individuals. Creativity is non-mono-
lithic (Butler-Kisber 2008) but takes many forms
and contributes to empirical studies in multiple
ways. In this paper we extend the participatory
principle by emphasising participants’ owner-
ship and agency as they charted their way for-
ward in trying to address the issues of orphaned
and vulnerable children in their school. The fol-
lowing comments attest to this:

Nay: I was going to ask something, does
this stop here because that’s fine for
our research? How could we use this
next year?

Muzi: Yah! I think it is important informa-
tion worth sharing, especially what I
have learnt today, it’s a lot, I think
it’s something that can be shared with
my school as well. This activity was
challenging to me, you actually
opened our eyes, thank you for that. I
need to go back to my school and
share with teachers before I move to
another school.

The researchers argue that collage was a
successful pedagogical tool that the School
Management Teams as members of the school
community employed in order to identify, map
and mobilise assets that were available to them.
The complexities of HIV and AIDS matters and
that of care and support of orphaned and vul-
nerable children have led to a change in ways of
communication. Consequently, researchers have
embarked on various and novel ways of address-
ing society’s complex issues. Methodologically
different from text-only approaches, collage as a
visual participatory method provides access to
qualities of life that literal language has no greater
power to disclose (Butler-Kisber 2008).

CONCLUSION

The study the researchers have reported on
in this article sought to explore School Manage-
ment Teams’ understanding of assets that could
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be used to address orphaned and vulnerable
children’s needs and to examine the efficacy of
utilizing collage as a visual participatory ap-
proach in this regard. This study positioned the
School Management Team as a crucial leader-
ship structure in every South African public
school, particularly in the context of HIV and
AIDS. Such leadership is even more crucial in
rural contexts where isolation, poverty, lack of
resources and the attendant feelings of hope-
lessness tend to dominate people’s lives.

The researchers conclude that the School
Management Teams demonstrated deep under-
standings of assets that could be brought to
bear in addressing orphaned and vulnerable
children needs. Their construction of assets as
generally classified into three tiers:  primary, sec-
ondary and outer ones, was consistent with the
literature the researchers found. The research-
ers are convinced that the School Management
Teams’ understandings reveal the importance
of the asset-based approach in turning around
the fortunes of organisations. Even in the poor,
rural context of the schools we studied, useful
assets were identifiable and their utility dis-
cussed and determined. This sentiment can best
be described by what one of the School Man-
agement Team members had to say during the
course of constructing the collage:

…right now we have been talking about
‘hand-outs’, that is good on one side but I think
in a way there must be a way to train or help
these people to help themselves, rather than
depending on other people, because now it’s
becoming like a culture, especially in our coun-
try because we expect that people will be given
things. It’s good though because there are cen-
tres that provide but I think in schools we
should encourage may be things like intern-
ships (write it down in our collage) whereby,
we can teach them those skills, for them to be
able to make a living, I think we actually do
need it.

 The findings of this study suggest that the
often observed pathological behaviour, where
people are seen or see themselves merely as
‘needy’, the deficit approach, has been overtak-
en by the asset-based model, which affirms, ac-
knowledges and embraces the assets, gifts, and
capacities in people, in the case of this paper, of
schools situated in ‘poor’ communities. Deficit
thinking is a tired approach and therefore it

should be retired. However, focusing on the as-
sets of lower income communities such as rural
schools does not imply that those communities
do not need additional resources from outside.
Rather, such communities should be mobilized
to define their own agendas for which addition-
al resources can be obtained. This strong inter-
nal focus is intended simply to stress the cre-
ativity, hope and control of communities’ own
challenges and resources to solve those prob-
lems. An important implication of the asset-based
approach is that effective leadership should be
devised to mobilise and build the assets and
also strengthen relationships.

The researchers also conclude that the con-
structivist nature of collage as a visual partici-
patory method has demonstrated ability to pro-
vide participants with new experiences and dif-
ferent ways of thinking about the phenomenon
at stake. Through collage the School Manage-
ment Teams revealed aspects about their every-
day life with orphaned and vulnerable children
in school the context that might not have sur-
faced through other methods. This medium en-
abled School Management Team members to
cast their opinions about assets available to the
school in order to respond to issues of orphaned
and vulnerable children, stir up discussion in
the data generation sessions where reflective
questioning by the researcher and the partici-
pants was framed around the collage images and
texts in order to clarify relationships, significance
of issues presented, personal feelings, and val-
ues of these to the schools as centres of care
and support of orphaned and vulnerable chil-
dren. Using collage as a product, school com-
munities could also identify their weaknesses
and eyesores, which could be subsequently elim-
inated or transformed into strengths and assets
to effectively address issues including those of
orphaned and vulnerable children. Of course,
further in the future, a school community might
even have to look for more connections in order
to muster more the support necessary for or-
phans and other children made vulnerable by
AIDS. The importance of sound leadership in
efforts to apply the asset-based approach can-
not be over-emphasised.
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