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The Independent Education Board (IEB) introduced the need to facilitate critical conversations
on controversial topics in the Life Orientation (LO) classroom at the National Conference in
2016. This shifted the focus of discussions to a facilitated critical narrative within IEB Subject
Assessment Guidelines (SAGs) topics. This push followed youth activism against systemic
racism at educational institutes, which initially created the perception that these conversations
related to the socio-political status quo alone. However, the LO curriculum includes a range of
topics that require critical narratives. Courageous conversations may trigger cognitive and
emotional dissonance in both the teacher and learner. It is, therefore, crucial to interrogate the
LO teachers’ lived experiences in facilitating courageous conversations. This study employed
individual phenomenological interviews and a focus group discussion. The participants
consisted of nine LO teachers from Gauteng, Eastern Cape, Western Cape and North West
province. Each individual interview focused on determining the contexts and the phenomenon
of their lived experience of courageous conversations and each participant’s agency in their
private capacity as professional educators. The focus group discussion centred around
establishing gaps in the motivation, training and skill development of LO teachers to facilitate
these conversations. The findings indicate that the courage required of teachers to challenge
and be challenged, albeit in a safe environment, results in teacher vulnerability.

Keywords: courageous conversations; vulnerability; Life Orientation; critical agency,
dissonance triggers, autonomy, lived experience, negotiated space.

Introduction

Life Orientation (LO) teachers are encouraged to provide their learners with exposure to
multiple perspectives and academically sound knowledge. The content must allow them to
critically analyse opinions, views and beliefs that manifest in democracy, human rights,
gender and sexuality, mental health and identity development.!” These courageous
conversations occur in LO classrooms where teachers need to develop an agency to negotiate
the trust relationship with their learners that make the possible vulnerability of the teacher
meaningful, despite the professional dissonance that the conflicting values between school
and subject may trigger.>*® During this study, the LO teacher’s lived experience of courageous
conversations in the LO classroom was explored. Both teacher and learner share this space
within which the courageous conversation occurs with openness, honesty, trust and safety.®”*
This integrated sharing of learning and teaching could enrich identity development and the
meaning attached to the courageous conversation as a learning process. The facilitation of
courageous conversations depends on the teacher’s ability to reflect and grow their personal
beliefs, develop high professional courage, re-frame their critical agency and remain
motivated to facilitate these conversations.”'" It is crucial that the teachers’ model of
facilitation, self-regulation and growth determine the trust relationship between the teacher
and learners.>*13

Background to the study

The informal directive from the Independent Education Board (IEB) in 2016 to facilitate
courageous conversations as a LO teaching practice shifted the focus from an informal approach
to critically analysing selected content, seen as potentially controversial, to utilise in an open
formal conversation. This shift in teaching methodology presented a challenge to LO teachers.!
The teacher’s level of professional skill and experience directly correlated with their confidence
and motivation to select specific content that learners may experience as sensitive, to enhance
the LO curriculum.”® Perceptions held about LO since its implementation as a compulsory
subject have been and continue to be tenuous.'® The support for both LO as a subject and the LO
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teacher as an academic is often limited, resulting in greater
rates of teacher turnover and a compounded lack of
specialised LO teachers to meet the increased demand for a
higher academic standard in this subject."” In independent
schools, there is more flexibility in applying subject curricula
and structured timetables.’® In LO, the battle for sufficient
time allocation continues. Consequently, in smaller schools,
it is likely that the entire LO department will consist of only
one teacher.”” Few LO teachers can teach their subject with
complete autonomy, managerial support and with respect
for the value of the subject they teach and for the challenges
integral to the context and nature of the LO curriculum.”
The LO teacher has a significant need for professional
courage when negotiating a safe space within which
courageous conversations can be facilitated with their
learners truthfully, openly, safely and honestly.2"*

Aim and objectives

The study’s objective is to describe how LO teachers attach
meaning to teaching topics they deem sensitive, and that
need to be facilitated through courageous conversations to
develop critical citizenship skills."”? Empathy and knowledge
of one’s learners are vital in enabling the teacher to create an
environment where these open and truthful conversations
canoccur and foster trustand understanding.**? Furthermore,
the study aimed to provide insight into the existing gaps in
skills development, dissonance and motivation to facilitate
the conversations that require professional courage.”%
Identifying factors contributing to the LO teachers” sense of
vulnerability is vital in understanding their choices of
content, the boundaries of the school culture, the availability
of a support system and the level of respect and trust that
exist in the space where they need to implement these
difficult conversations.?

Research methodology

This qualitative study implemented a phenomenological
approach to focus on the lived experiences of LO teachers.
Phenomenology was a suitable approach to understand and
describe the complexities of the teachers’ lived experiences,
anecdotes thereof, and emotions experienced during
courageous conversations. The data obtained from the in-
depth phenomenological interviews of the participants’ lived
experiences and the focus group discussion enabled the
development of ‘seamless perspectives’ to describe these
different experiential realities authentically®** In-depth
phenomenological interviews with nine teachers and a focus
group discussion were utilised.

Bevan describes the phenomenological approach as a three-
phase process: contextualisation of the participant’s lifeworld,
apprehension of the phenomena or lived experience of the
participant and clarifying the phenomenon to focus on
specific aspects of the lived experience.’ These three phases
provided a practical structure and confirmation that ensured
that the phenomena were fully clarified from the data
collection process.
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Data collection

Nine teachers were selected based on their experience as
subject heads of LO, as cluster leaders or regional moderators
or both. Furthermore, the participants have experience as
either NSC Portfolio moderators or national Common
Assessment Task (CAT) examiners. The implementation of
online teaching in March 2020 allowed for the inclusion of
participants from Cape Town, Eastern Cape, North West
province and Gauteng. This inclusion ensured a more diverse
group of participants, who included teachers from religious
schools, a dual-medium school, transdisciplinary teachers,
teachers who are mainly sports specialists and teachers who
are dedicated LO specialists.

The individual interviews consisted of a set of leading semi-
structured questions used to design a critical questioning
approach. The main question posed to participants were
What are your experiences of courageous conversations in the LO
classroom? The interpretivist researcher role allowed the
questions to evolve according to participant responses.*> The
structure consisted of three phases: Phase 1 —contextualisation,
Phase 2 — apprehension of the phenomenon and Phase 3 -
interpretive and imaginative questions.* The interaction
included opportunities to self-regulate any dissonance that
resulted from the critical conversations.***>* The focus group
discussion consisted of a further set of semi-structured
conversations to authenticate responses during the individual
interviews or address gaps in the data gathered.**”

The transcribed interviews and discussions were analysed
according to Tesch’s Eight Step Coding process.®® Each
interview was read to identify key phrases to structure the
data; commonalities between these key phrases were identified
to create main thematic headings; the supporting themes were
resorted under each main thematic heading. The third tier of
thematic subheadings that enable the interpretation of the data
was identified and assimilated to structure a rich, in-depth and
detailed analysis of the findings.?®

Ethical clearance was obtained from the University of
Pretoria’s Research Ethics Committee. Thereafter, participants
who met the criteria were approached and presented with
informed consent. Participants were notified that they could
withdraw at any stage of the study.

Findings

The three main emerging themes will form the focus of this
article. The participants indicated the following themes
as consistent contributing factors to their motivation to
develop dynamic content for courageous conversations: (1)
vulnerability, (2) teacher’s experience of a lack of autonomy
and (3) fostering mutual respect in the LO space.

The nine schools represented by the participants were found
to have a demographic that ranged from 90% black learners,
indigenous learners and learners of colour (BIPOC) learners
to 90% white learners. The approximate average learner
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demographic was 45% — 65% white learners approximately
25% - 35% black learners (here referring to African
individuals), 10% bi-racial learners approximately 5%
coloured learners and 10% — 15% Indian learners. The majority
of schools are situated in urban middle to upper middle-class
areas. One of the schools were situated in a rural farming area
and therefore found access to resources, which were easily
accessible by urban schools, a challenge. The teaching
environments consisted of historical schools, religious schools
serving a specific denomination, religious schools that do not
serve a particular denomination and a very liberal school.

Vulnerability
Participant C mentioned that:

‘Tthink I do this [refers to strategising according to potential triggers]
all the time; I literally think I have a back-up plan for every
statement I make in class. [All round laughter] 1 feel like it is a
continual problem, I always ... every time I say something I
review it, and I'm like what happened, if this child leaves the
room and say that this happened, will there be kids that will
back me up.” (Participant C, LO teacher)

Further feelings of vulnerability are expressed by Participant I
when she says:

‘... in LO you are talking about feelings, you are talking about
perceptions and there is no guidebook to that and that is why
you are so nervous all the time because what you are doing is
you are negotiating the space, you don’t know how learners are
going to react to things [specific current content to augment the
curriculum] because you cannot hide behind this is fact ..."
(Participant I, LO teacher)

This participant further added that:

*... what you [the LO teacher] are doing is getting learners to engage
with opinions openly and honestly having those courageous
discussions, but at the same time it is unchartered territory and
that is scary and you never know what side you are going to get,
and even in a school like mine [liberal, upper-middle-class] that tries
to bring this critical learning attitude across I still feel that fear in
the classroom.” (Participant I, LO teacher)

Participant B described the following:

‘Tam constantly grappling ... and I think that is why I started the
year off so badly — I never felt I was on top of things despite how
well I was prepared.” (Participant B, LO teacher)

Life Orientation teachers experience a lack of
autonomy

Participant C described that:

‘We are also almost seen as people who may have instigated
problems rather than actually seeing us as doing a good job by
actively discussing these problematic issues with the learners.’
(Participant C, LO teacher)

Participant E illustrated the impact of current unease:

‘

. for the first time in all the years that I've been here,
management wanted my LO books, for each and every single
grade, he went through them and then called me in for a meeting
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and now I've got purple dog tags that he put into topics that
T have to chat to him about first, before I'm allowed to tackle it in
class.” (Participant E, LO teacher)

Participant A stated that the demands made of LO teachers
are often unrealistic and stand in stark contrast to the
dismissal of LO as having poor educational value and of LO
as a non-academic subject.

Academically the initial description of LO as a compulsory
subject was as experiential, and the allocation of only 10
credits led to the assumption that the subject would have a
lower academic standard. Therefore, the expectation was for
LO to account for exponentially greater numbers of subject
distinctions. This, despite the requirement, stipulated in the
LO Subject Assessment Guidelines (SAGs) for LO to be
taught and assessed using the same Bloom’s taxonomy levels
as all other subjects.” Participant C illustrated the lack of
managerial support as:

“You know I am never called into a meeting at any other time,
but I am called into meetings, not to hear how I am or how LO is
going — it is just “Why do you not have more distinctions?””
(Participant C, LO teacher)

It was clear from five of the respondents that praise or
acknowledgement for LO and the work performed, skills
needed and the constant need to be able to respond with
sound knowledge to the learners’ questions about an
increasingly complex world, an increasingly fluid and
sensitised society, and the toxic dynamic between society
and environment. Participant I stated that:

‘The need to interact critically and challenge the power
relationships between racial groups, gender identities, sexual
orientations, the decline in mental health, the fragility of
environmental resources has not decreased, it has increased. So
much needs to be performed constantly by an LO teacher to stay
current, source content, design new lessons, and have factual
substantiation for everything we take into that LO Space.
(Participant I, LO teacher)

‘The need to prove oneself as an LO teacher is far greater on
young inexperienced teachers, who do not have the skills or
knowledge to manage expectations or to set boundaries and
make enough time to self-reflect and self-regulate. This further
increases the high turnover rate of teachers that weakens the
subject.” (Participant B, LO teacher)

However, participants seem to feel that a loss of autonomy
can be minimised by supportive mentorship:
‘With maturity and experience, it is far easier to negotiate

boundaries and set limits according to your level of expertise.’
(Participant E, LO teacher)

Becoming assertive and setting clear boundaries reflect a
conscious choice to adapt to becoming a strategist and
facilitator as their set teacher behaviour and becomes the
coping mindset needed to facilitate courageous conversation.
However, as Participant C reflected:

“... preparing for every possible question and being prepared
with a coping strategy for every possible contentious response or
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risk of confrontation becomes mentally exhausting.” (Participant
C, LO teacher)

The importance of overcoming the lack of time to reflect and
self-regulate is described by Participant D as follows:

"... 2020 [despite the Covid protocols and online teaching] just that
time helped me to gain a new perspective and to really look at
myself, like look at what am I really here for as a LO teacher?
What should my focus be?” (Participant D, LO teacher)

The professional courage required from the LO teachers
increases their vulnerability and professional risks, but
without support, it results in self-isolation triggered by their
fear of failure. Participants G shared that:

‘... one parent just ripped everything [LO content covered in the
classroom] to shreds for about a year — it affected me emotionally,
and basically I didn’t teach those aspects for a while. I basically
said to the school. The school needs to actually say, don’t teach
that, if that’s what they want. If they say don’t teach it, then I
won't teach it.” (Participant G, LO teacher)

Fostering mutual respect in the Life Orientation
space

Despite the challenges faced by LO teachers, there are many
aspects that provide motivation to the teachers. Participant H
stated that:

“You have to love this subject; the interaction with the learners,
mentoring them until they have those “Aha-moments.” Providing
well-placed scaffolding until they are ready to embrace the
challenge and extend themselves, all while learning to listen and
learn with others equally.” (Participant H, LO teacher)

Participant G stated that experienced teachers who are aware
of and can sufficiently manage their workload have longevity,
emotional intelligence, aptitude and a thirst for new
knowledge. These teachers also have internal motivation and
are energised by challenging and rigorous debate — they find
LO a beautiful subject.

Participant G described the impact of mutual respect as follows:

‘... when it comes to learners and in the classroom, then I'm only
uplifted by what happens. I've never walked away from a lesson
with learners and felt “That was dreadful” or felt upset or
whatever — never!” (Participant G, LO teacher)

Participant D described the need for mutual respect as follows:

“... part of our role as LO teachers is to challenge learners on
statements that are made, and in that challenging ... there has got
to be an element of trust in a teacher, and respect for a teacher’s
capabilities.” (Participant D, LO teacher)

Participant A mentioned that:

‘... it is paramount that LO teachers focus on getting to know
their learners, gauge their maturity levels and their readiness
before they move on to the self-analysis of their own beliefs
and opinions during Grade 11 and Grade 12." (Participant A,
LO teacher)
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Participant B added to Participant A’s comment that:

‘Learners have to be provided with the cognitive scaffolding to
identify their triggers, understand them and practice how to
reflect on and accommodate cognitive and emotional dissonance
so that they may be able to cope with a peer or teacher challenging
their opinions.” (Participant B, LO teacher)

The bond that is created between teacher and learner and

learners with their peers in a relationship characterised by

mutual respect is illustrated by Participant G:
‘TI've got one youngster in matric, who as he has realised that he
actually has a voice, he is just the most amazing youngster, and
he has this wealth of knowledge ... because he’s the one, at the
end of our meeting the other day, who said “I just want to say, if
any of you are feeling uncomfortable after this, that’s OK, you're
on the road to recovery.” How sweet is that — “you’re on the road
to recovery.”” (Participant G, LO teacher)

Discussion of findings

The participants experienced vulnerability, to be attributable
to a lack of support from school management and colleagues,
specifically regarding broad, often unrealistic, expectations
of expertise regarding social issues that are considered
the purview of LO.* This teacher’s vulnerability is further
compounded by negative perceptions of LO’s value, a
general lack of understanding of the context and content of
LO and socio-historical trauma experienced by BIPOC
teachers, learners and parents.’®* The participants expressed
that they had to learn to be assertive in dealing with
unrealistic expectations and the lack of recognition in
developing an improved perception of the academic value of
their subject.” They also had to develop coping skills to
overcome the challenges that deplete their professional
motivation and result in the lack of teacher longevity.* The
impact of maintaining this learned teacher behaviour made it
vital to utilise self-reflection as restorative self-care and to
rely on internal motivation independent of an external
support system.'?

It is not merely the workload but the mental drain of being
fearful of reprisals.?* Teachers must constantly be cognisant
of parent’s and management’s possible reaction to the
content analyses of belief systems and worldviews that are
common during courageous conversations. A backlash
from learners, parents and management because of the
content analyses of belief systems and world views of which
they must be cognisant.*? It is impossible to remove racial
identity and perspectives from the curriculum topics or
content of LO as a subject area because culture and ethnicity
are a big part of how meaning is added to the lived
experiences and how the LO teacher interacts with their
learners.'’ Therefore, it is not unusual that the conversations
at home that become evident in the classroom also indicate
that the classroom conversations feature around the dinner
table at home.*® The importance of socio-historical
perceptions is still inherent and needs to be acknowledged
and resolved."
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The skills to negotiate an LO space in which there is trust,
respect, accommodation and openness, need to be honed
constantly.’” This negotiation starts each year afresh, with
each new class. It remains very stressful and LO teachers
remain nervous in this space. It is not possible to pre-empt all
responses, you are actively negotiating that trust relationship
and safe space with each courageous conversation. The lack
of understanding, especially from management, the courage
and motivation needed to navigate the specific content and
context of LO and courageous conversations is an increasing
drain on the LO teacher’s self-motivation.

Most participants indicated that they find it easier to foster
openness with their learners by using themselves and their
combined lived experiences as subject matter in general LO
lessons and courageous conversations.* Taking this risk makes
the trust relationship between teacher and learner integral to
the honesty and respect negotiated in this safe LO space.”® The
common denominator in the various participants” individual
critical agencies for their teaching praxis is that with LO,
through promoting personal growth and development, the
concept of an evolving worldview is to afford young adults
with an agency that is crucial to the world beyond school.?!

Identifying the factors that are contributing to the LO teachers’
sense of vulnerability is vital in understanding their choices of
content, the boundaries of the school culture they need to
navigate, the availability of a support system (internal or
external) and the level of respect and trust that exist in the space
where they need to implement these difficult conversations."”*

Recommendations

There is a clear need to create training opportunities and
hands-on workshops for LO teachers, especially regarding
the setting of boundaries and negotiation of a safe space for
courageous conversations. Their existing skills need to be
updated to be able to open up controversial topics and
discussions. Clear efforts should be made to create a better
understanding and insight into the context and content
of LO. Management structures especially should be
encouraged to be more supportive of the value added to the
affective and psychological becoming of the learner in the
LO classroom.

Conclusion

Life Orientation teachers had to adjust their teaching practice
to accommodate the informal directive from the IEB to
implement conversations on controversial issues in the
classroom.” However, the LO curriculum additionally
encompasses many topics, such as democracy, race, gender,
sexuality, belief systems, political policies and human rights
that do not have set content to provide the LO teacher with
the flexibility to keep the content current and valid to their
learners. Attempting to plan for all possible questions or
perspectives, that may manifest in their classroom during a
critical discussion compounds the teacher’s constant sense of
being vulnerable. It is important to identify accessible
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support systems to provide LO teachers with the skills to
self-regulate, practice self-care and restore their waning
motivation and positive decision making. It is only when the
teacher can balance effective and meaningful experiences,
without fearing the challenges and discomfort, that the
lived experience of courageous conversation can continue
and the value and academic impact of the LO subject and
teacher can fully be achieved.
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