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SUMMARY 
 
 
Teaching is a profession that has a practical component that relies on the skilful application of 

knowledge. For the past ten years (1996 - 2005) and with the advent of Curriculum 2005, major 

changes have taken place in the underlying philosophy of education in South Africa. Curriculum 

2005, which replaced the old traditional curriculum, encourages teachers to become more 

innovative and an emphasis is placed on the acquisition of skills, the application of knowledge 

and problem solving. In this study, the researcher considers teacher agency within the South 

African context. Teacher agency needs to be the priority of the National Department of 

Education. By teacher agency, the researcher refers to teachers having initiative, being 

innovative and also becoming responsible for their actions. Furthermore, this study also 

considers the influence of some educational structures on the exercising of teacher-agency. By 

structures, the researcher means both human and non-human structures, like circuits, district 

managers or documents in the form of circulars or policies.  

 

This study presents work on the life histories of two South African teachers. These teachers are 

an example of those teachers who, despite all forms of problematic structures, managed to 

pave their way into the exercising of teacher agency. The key concepts that were used to guide 

this study are: Empowerment, Autonomy and Ownership. 

  

Besides using the concepts mentioned above, the researcher also adopted Brubaker’s 1994 

concept of “Non-Victim”, which also addresses a situation of a positive attitude of agency in 

difficult situations.     

 

KEYWORDS: TEACHER, AGENCY, CURRICULUM, EMPOWERMENT, AUTONOMY, 

OWNERSHIP, STRUCTURES, NON-VICTIM, CREATIVE, INNOVATIVE, INTELLECTUAL 

ENGAGEMENT, REFORM, IDENTITY 
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OPSOMMING 
 
 
Onderwys is ‘n professie met ‘n praktiese komponent wat op die vaardige toepassing van 

kennis vertrou. Vir die afgelope tien jaar (1996-2005) en met die aanvang van Kurrikulum 2005, 

het groot veranderinge in die onderliggende filosofie van onderwys in Suid-Afrika plaasgevind. 

Kurrikulum 2005, wat die ou tradisionele kurrikulum vervang, moedig onderwysers aan om 

meer innoverend te word. Die klem word geplaas op die verwerwing van vaardighede, die 

toepassing van kennis en probleemoplossing. In hierdie studie bestudeer die navorser 

onderwyser-agentuur binne die Suid-Afrikaanse konteks. Onderwyser-agentuur behoort ‘n 

prioriteit van die Nasionale Department van Onderwys te wees. Met onderwyser-agentuur 

verwys die navorser na ondewysers wat initiatief neem, innoverend is en verantwoordelikheid 

vir hulle aksies neem. Die studie bestudeer ook die invloed van sekere opvoedkundige 

strukture op die uitvoering van onderwyser-agentuur. Strukture verwys na beide menslike en 

nie-menslike strukture soos ringe, streeksbestuurders of dokumente in die vorm van 

omsendbriewe of beleid.  

 

Hierdie studie bestudeer die lewensgeskiedenis van twee Suid-Afrikaanse onderwyseresse. 

Hierdie onderwyseresse dien as voorveeld van onderwysers wat, ten spyte van alle vorme van 

problematiese strukture, daarin geslaag het om hulle weg na onderwyser-agentuur te baan. Die 

sleutelkonsepte wat gebruik is om hierdie studie te lei, is Bemagtiging, Outonomiteit en 

Eienaarskap. 

  

Aanvullend tot bogenoemde konsepte, het die navorser ook Brubaker se 1994 konsep van 

“Nie-slagoffer” toegepas, wat ook ‘n situasie van positiewe benadering in moeilike situasies 

aanspreek.     

 

SLEUTELWOORDE: ONDERWYSER, AGENTSKAP, KURRIKULUM, BEMAGTIGING, 

OUTONOMITEIT, EIENAARSKAP, STRUKTURE, NIE-SLAGOFFER, KREATIEF, 

INNOVEREND, INTELLEKTUELE GESPREKVOERING, HERVORMING, IDENTITEIT. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 vi

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

Page 
 

Declaration …..……………………………………………………………………………………..……... ii

Dedication …..……………………………………………………………………………………………... iii

Acknowledgements …..………………………………………………………………..………………... iv

Summary …..……………………………………………………………………………..………………... v

Opsomming …..……………………………………………………….…………………………………... vi

 
CHAPTER 1:     ORIENTATION 
1.1     Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………………... 1

1.2     Background ……………………………………………………….………………..……………... 4

1.3     The purpose of the study …..…………………………………………………………………... 5

1.4     Aim of the research ………………………………………………………….…………………... 6

1.5     Overview of the research report …….………………………………………………………... 7

 

CHAPTER 2:     LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1     Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………………... 8

2.2     The South African curriculum …..……………………………………………………………... 8

2.3     Definition of a teacher …………………………………………………………………………... 9

2.4     Teacher agency ………………………………………………………..………………………... 10

2.4.1     Characteristics of agency ……..…………………………………………………... 11

  2.4.1.1     Personal initiative …..…………………………………………………... 11

  2.4.1.2     Intellectual engagement …….………………………………………... 12

  2.4.1.3     Empowerment …………………………………………………………... 14

  2.4.1.4     Autonomy ………………………………………………………………... 16

  2.4.1.5     Ownership of the curriculum …….…………………………………... 17

2.5     Structure …………………………………………………………………….……………………... 18

2.6     Conceptual framework ……..…………………………………………………………………... 19

2.6.1     Agency and structure ……..………………………………………………………... 19

2.7     Conclusion ………………………………………………………………….……………………... 21

 

CHAPTER 3:     METHODOLOGY 
3.1     Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………………... 22

3.2     Description of the research design …………………………………………………………... 22

3.2.1   Methods and approaches ………………………………………………………………. 22

3.3     Data collection ………………………..…………………………………………………………... 27

 vii

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



3.3.1     Participant observation …………………………………………………………... 27

3.3.2     Interviews ………………………………………………………….…………………... 28

3.3.3     Field notes …………………………………………………….………..……………... 30

3.4     Permission to conduct research …….………………………………………………………... 31

3.5     The selection of subjects for the study/participants …………………………………….... 31

3.6     Description of the field ……..…………………………………………………………………... 33

3.7     Data analysis and interpretation ……………………………………………………………... 33

3.8     Enhancing the validity of the research …….………………………………………………... 35

3.9     The limitation of the study ….…………………………………………………………………... 36

3.10   Conclusion ……………………….………………………………………………………………... 36

 

CHAPTER 4:     AGENCY AS AUTONOMY AND EMPOWERMENT: THE CASE  
   STUDY OF MRS. TEARS 

4.1     Agency as autonomy and empowerment …………………………………………………... 37

4.2     Introducing Mrs. Tears …..……………………………………………………………………... 38

4.3     Life history ……………………………………………………………………………….………... 39

4.3.1     Entry into teaching and her early career ………………………………………... 40

4.4     Curriculum development ……..……………………………………………………………….... 42

4.4.1     Curriculum resources and parental involvement ………………………….... 42

4.5     Learners’ involvement and empowerment …..……………………………………………... 47

4.6     Empowering other teachers.…………………………………………………………………... 53

4.7     Curriculum decision-making and agency …………………………………………………... 56

4.7.1.     Dealing with the shortage of curriculum material ..…………………………... 58

4.8     Personal professional change and the new curriculum …..……………………………... 60

4.9     Teacher agency and the culture of learning and teaching …….………………………... 63

4.10   Structures and their constraints to Mrs. Tears’ teaching ………………………………... 64

 
CHAPTER 5:     AGENCY AS AUTONOMY AND EMPOWERMENT: THE CASE 

   STUDY OF MRS. MAJA 
5.1     Introducing Mrs. Maja …………………………………………………………………………... 73

5.2     Life history …………………………………………………………………………………….…... 73

5.2.1     Her early perception of the teaching career and new thoughts …….……... 75

5.2.2     Entry into teaching and her early career ………………………………………... 77

5.3     Agency as autonomy and empowerment …………………………………………………... 80

5.4     Curriculum development and decision-making …….……………………………………... 81

5.5     Empowering the learners and teachers ……..…………….………………………………... 83

5.6     Mrs. Maja’s transformative identity and her teaching …..………………………………... 86

 viii

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



5.7   Structures and their constraints to Mrs. Maja’s teaching …………….…………………. 93

5.8   Other challenges to Mrs. Maja’s teaching ………..………………………………………... 97

 
CHAPTER 6:     SUMMARY 
6.1     Personal professional change and the new curriculum …..……………………………... 99

6.2     Agency as autonomy and empowerment …………………………………………………... 100

6.3     Teachers and their teaching practice ………………………………………………………... 102

6.4     The influence of educational structures ………..…………………………………………... 102

6.5     Conclusion ………………………………………………………………….……………………... 107

 

CHAPTER 7:     DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
7.1     Teachers’ perceptions and attitudes on teaching and the new curriculum ……..…... 108

7.2     Conclusion ………………………………………………………………….……………………... 115

 

References ………………………………………………………………………………………………... 118

Appendix A: Letter to the Nkangala Education Regional Offices asking for permission to 

conduct research ………………………………………………………………….……………………... 125

Appendix B: Permission letter from the Education Regional Offices ……….………………... 126

Appendix C: Consent form …..………………………………………………….……………………... 127

Appendix D: Interview tool …..………………………………………………….……………………... 128

 

 
 

 ix

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 


	THOKO POPPY MAHLANGU  
	DEDICATION 
	KEYWORDS: TEACHER, AGENCY, CURRICULUM, EMPOWERMENT, AUTONOMY, OWNERSHIP, STRUCTURES, NON-VICTIM, CREATIVE, INNOVATIVE, INTELLECTUAL ENGAGEMENT, REFORM, IDENTITY 
	TABLE OF CONTENTS 
	Declaration …..……………………………………………………………………………………..……...
	Dedication …..……………………………………………………………………………………………...
	Acknowledgements …..………………………………………………………………..………………...
	Summary …..……………………………………………………………………………..………………...
	Opsomming …..……………………………………………………….…………………………………...
	CHAPTER 1:     ORIENTATION
	CHAPTER 2:     LITERATURE REVIEW
	CHAPTER 3:     METHODOLOGY
	CHAPTER 4:     AGENCY AS AUTONOMY AND EMPOWERMENT: THE CASE  
	   STUDY OF MRS. TEARS

	CHAPTER 5:     AGENCY AS AUTONOMY AND EMPOWERMENT: THE CASE 
	   STUDY OF MRS. MAJA

	CHAPTER 6:     SUMMARY



