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Abstract 
 
This article describes a service learning project which involved 138 finishing student-
teachers in the faculty of education at Cape Peninsula University of Technology in 
Cape Town, South Africa. The research problem identified is that there is a perception 
that university knowledge is removed from the needs of communities. The project 
thus required all fourth-year student-teachers to work at Child and Youth Care 
Centres (CYCCs) in the city. The study answers the question:  What are the self-
reported educational experiences of student-teachers while working with 
institutionalized children and youths in Cape Town? A qualitative case study design 
was employed. Data was generated through reflective journals and project reports 
which these students submitted as part of their assessment. This qualitative data was 
analysed through thematic coding. The students’ experiences are discussed using the 
organizing concepts of consultation, involvement, collaboration and empowerment. 
Findings indicated that most student-teachers in the study felt they had gained useful 
knowledge and skills which would enhance their confidence when working in 
classrooms. The study concludes that integration of service learning could contribute 
to improved preparation of student-teachers by enhancing their reflective capacity 
and transformative learning to make them more aware of their civic and citizenship 
role in society. 
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Introduction 
 
Universities are increasingly aware of their social responsibilities which, formerly, 
were not considered to be an important part of the work of the academy. Universities 
had at times been accused of being ivory-towers removed from the communities in 
which they operate (Erasmus, 2014). The relevance of the university to the grassroots 
communities around them had not always been obvious. In an attempt to bridge the 
perceived gap between universities and grassroots communities many universities 
now implement various types of community outreach programmes. As Albertyn and 
Erasmus (2014) have noted, higher education can only become truly meaningful in 
society if it engages with external knowledge partners. This is especially so in 
developing and diverse contexts such as that characterising South Africa. 
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In developing countries such as South Africa, where poverty is endemic, universities 
are now attempting to design programmes through which the academy collaborates 
with communities in finding solutions to community challenges. Institutions of higher 
learning in South Africa are working hard to improve on their presence within 
communities. Different faculties within various universities are devoting increasing 
amounts of time and resources to community engagement efforts. These efforts are 
varied, ranging from HIV/AIDS awareness programmes to setting up community 
vegetable gardens. 
 
However, some of these projects have at times been seen as re-enforcing the notion 
that universities are aloof and patronising in their dealings with grassroots 
communities (Kaars & Kaars, 2014). There is a perception that university knowledge 
is removed from the real needs of communities. In other words this knowledge often 
fails to empower grassroots communities (Erasmus, 2014). In the context of teacher 
education, which this article focusses on, the observation that theory learnt in 
institutions of teacher education does not align well with the real requirements of the 
classroom in particular and of communities in general is a historical and universal one 
(Anderson & Freebody, 2012; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Lenoir, 2011; Philpot, 2006). 
Zeichner (2009) makes a strong case that, despite evidence from years of research 
which indicates that many university teacher programmes do not place enough 
emphasis on aligning their theory to the real practical demands of classrooms and 
needs of communities, teacher education continued to be business as usual. It is this 
perception that teacher education was not transforming which motivated the project 
being reported on here. This project was an attempt to empower student-teachers, 
institutionalised children and youths through service learning (SL). I sought to answer 
the research question: What are the self-reported educational experiences of 
student-teachers while working with institutionalized children and youths in Cape 
Town? 
 
The aim of this article is to report on a SL project which was based in the faculty of 
education of Cape Peninsula University of Technology in Cape Town, South Africa. This 
city has a diverse population and is dogged by many social challenges. One challenge 
presents in the form of child-abuse which sees some children being institutionalised 
in registered centres or placed with foster parents. There is also a problem with youth 
unemployment, crime and substance-abuse. All these social challenges result in some 
youth being abandoned or running away from home, many ending up on the streets 
or in institutions. This situation requires innovative teachers who are motivated to 
play a role in empowering communities. 
 
It is the view of this study that universities need to rethink the models of teacher 
education currently in use in response to these challenges of a dislocated society. 
Teacher education models being used in different countries position theory against 
the practical component of teachers’ work in various ways and with different 
justifications (Kwenda, 2014; Kwenda & Robinson, 2010). However, there appears to 
be general agreement that the role and purpose of theory in teacher education needs 
to be redefined in ways that empower stakeholders (Johnson, 2014; Allen, 2011; 
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Gravett & Ramsaroop, 2015; Shulman, 1998; Roth, Mavin & Dekker, 2014). There are 
calls for a shift from the old paradigm which treats theory separately from practice, 
to a more organically evolving, more grounded conception of theory which integrates 
campus-based courses with school teaching and learning and with community 
partners in more productive ways (Zeichner, 2009). Finding a balance or designing a 
model for this grounding of theory in practice is, however, easier said than done. It 
appears that the first port of call in this effort should be what the students of 
Education have experienced, what lessons they report to have learned and how this 
can be integrated systematically into their courses and teaching practice. This is what 
this study does. It explores the experiences of student-teachers working in a particular 
community context and examines the processes at work as the student-teachers 
engage with the stake-holders involved and then reflect on the experience. 
 
The article discusses these students’ experiences using the organizing concepts of 
consultation, involvement, collaboration and empowerment suggested by Goulding 
(2009). These concepts by Goulding form part of the theoretical framing for the study, 
since the Child and Youth Care Centres (CYCC) project followed that process. The 
other framing concepts for this project are provided by Gandy, Pierce and Smith’s 
(2009) phases of conducting a successful CE project, which will be outlined in the 
literature review below. 
 
It was partly the realization that many of the CYCCs were strained and stretched for 
resources and lacked adequate manpower that I, having experienced these 
constraints at first hand as a community volunteer myself, decided to engage with 
this community challenge, with the participation of my students and of the children, 
youths and staff at the CYCCs. The Fourth-Year Education Students Voluntary Service 
Project (VSP) was then launched and formally registered with the university’s Work 
Integrated Learning (WIL) department. The project is described briefly below. 
 
The project 
 
The VSP involves finishing Education students going to volunteer their time and 
subject knowledge at CYCCs where they will be assisting children or youths with 
mainly study and homework, but also with any other activities the centre staff may 
require assistance with. The student-teachers have to put in 10 hours of voluntary 
service at a centre of their choice. They each receive an assignment package which 
includes: 

 A letter of introduction which they present at a prospective centre on the first 
day of visiting to negotiate entry; 

 A module-outline which explains the scope and assessment criteria and 
weighting of the project;  

 A brief giving details of the project and related requirements; 

 An ethics acceptance form that students sign and attach copies of their student 
identity cards to; 

 A journal in which they make daily entries of their experiences and reflections 
from the first to the last day of their work at the centre; 



Chiwimbiso Kwenda: Engaging with communities: student-teachers’ experiences 

 

55 

 A time-sheet which should be signed by a staff member at the centre; 

 A guide and rubric for the power-point presentation of students’ experiences 
which they will do in class upon completion of their 10 hours; and 

 A guide and rubric for a written report which the students will submit for 
marking and grading. 

 
The students are allowed to work in groups at the centres and when presenting their 
experiences in class, for which they are awarded a group mark. However, each 
student submits an individually written detailed report which will be marked and 
graded separately. 
 
Students have to identify and locate available centres themselves using the internet. 
They then contact the centres of their choice and make arrangements to visit. 
Students organize all the logistics and negotiate working times, and which children to 
assist, with the centre staff. I as their lecturer do not interfere with this process. The 
journals, project write-ups, presentations and subsequent class discussions provided 
the data for this article, as is explained below. 
 
Methodology 
 
This qualitative study was framed in an interpretive paradigm which explores people’s 
experiences and their opinions about or perceptions of these experiences (Gray, 
2009; Wayhuni, 2012; Thomas, 2013). The interpretive paradigm allows for the 
making of context-based meaning (Cresswell, 2008). This paradigm was suitable in 
this study to frame thinking around the self-reported experiences of the student-
teachers in the sample with the SL project. A qualitative approach was adopted since 
the data used was of a qualitative nature as explained below. The study sought to 
understand the unique experiences of finishing student teachers in a particular 
context using a case study, hence without making generalisations. 
 
Data for this study was derived from the reflective journals and written reports 
submitted by the fourth-year students, and from power-point slides of student group 
presentations. The sample included all 138 fourth-year students because these 
students were about to qualify and work within communities permanently. The VSP 
module is compulsory. However, student-teachers were free to go to a CYCC of their 
own choice to do their service learning based on availability, accessibility and 
convenience. 
 
Ethical clearance was obtained from the Education Faculty Ethics Committee (EFEC) 
at Cape Peninsula University of Technology before the students could approach 
prospective centres. The ethical implications of working with vulnerable 
institutionalised children and youths were explained and discussed with the students 
before they embarked on the project. The students signed an ethics pledge and 
undertook to abide by the rules and requirements of the individual centres. Students 
were not allowed to take photographs of the children but, if the centres permitted 
this, the students were required to blur out children’s faces in the photographs. 
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Pseudonyms or letters of the alphabet were used in place of the children’s real names. 
Only information permitted by the centre-staff was included in all written documents. 
The student-teachers were also advised against bonding too closely with the children, 
as this would make it difficult for both the student-teachers and children when the 
time to part arrived. 
 
Data was analysed through a simple inductive thematic coding of the journal entries, 
written reports and power-point slides to establish recurring experiences and 
reflections. This triangulation of different data sets of the same experiences ensured 
the credibility and dependability or trustworthiness of the data (Denscombe, 2007).  
Informed consent was obtained from the students before the data could be used for 
this article. 
 
Literature review and theoretical perspectives 
 
Community Engagement (CE) has been defined in several ways. Fitzgerald (2012, p. 
101) defines CE as, “a university’s active role in supporting a mutually beneficial 
relationship with on- and off-campus partners in a range of ways”. The key idea in this 
definition is that CE is mutually beneficial, a two-way process between partners, as 
opposed to one in which the university exploits community players. This way of 
looking at CE is important in this study where student-teachers were learning through 
voluntary service while also assisting CYCCs to educate their resident children and 
youths. Below I highlight, very briefly, different conceptions of CE gleaned from the 
literature. 
 
Community Engagement and value addition 
 
Community engagement has been perceived by some as adding value to the overall 
student-teacher experience since it not only actively engages students, but also 
enables them to become aware of their social obligations as educated citizens (Gandy, 
Pierce & Smith, 2009). Gandy et al. (2009) are of the opinion that CE engages student-
teachers intellectually, socially and culturally hence increases student learning. These 
authors further believe that the experiences and skills gained by student-teachers 
through CE will remain with them throughout their working lives, skills such as 
assuming leadership and being reflexive and transformative in their thinking. Of 
relevance to the South African context is the observation by Gandy et al. (2009) that 
CE enables student-teachers to become more sensitive to diverse communities and 
human experiences and challenges. CE thus moves student-teachers out of their 
comfort zones and causes them to empathise with those that are not as privileged as 
themselves. Through CE, student teachers are challenged to interrogate their 
assumptions, biases and stereotypes (Abes, 2002; Boyle-Baise, 2005; Taylor & 
Trepanier-Street, 2007). Also, theoretical knowledge they acquire through campus 
courses is integrated with real-life experiences, thus providing a more rounded 
learning opportunity. 
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The same sentiments are expressed in South Africa’s teacher education policy 
frameworks which advocate the inclusion of Service Learning (SL) as a component of 
CE, in the teacher education programmes. The National Qualifications Framework Act 
6 of 2008: Policy on the Minimum Requirements for Teacher Education Qualifications 
(MRTEQ) (Department of Higher Education and Training [DHET], 2011: 8), explains the 
value and necessity of educating teachers who are able to learn from real-life contexts 
in a very diverse South Africa. Teachers are required to be reflexive practitioners and 
to assume a community and pastoral role and SL provides an important avenue 
towards arriving at this goal. 
 
Community Engagement and partnerships 
 
The reciprocal process involved in CE is noted by Stephenson, Stephenson and Mayes 
(2012) who concur with Fitzgerald (2012). According to Stephenson et al. (2012) SL, 
as a component of CE, is an important part of university learning which integrates a 
community service activity with a course programme’s learning outcomes in ways 
that are mutually-beneficial, and which encourage student reflection and skills 
development in partnership with community stake-holders. An additional feature of 
SL is that it promotes closer ties between the university and the community.  These 
sentiments are echoed by Goulding (2009) who sees CE as representing partnerships 
through which actions and initiatives are deliberately put in place to enhance the 
economic, social and environmental well-being of the community. In order for the 
university to partner productively with communities there needs to be a deliberate 
process and planned stages to establish a relationship of trust and goodwill. 
Therefore, Goulding (2009) suggests that CE should progress through four stages: 
consultation, involvement, collaboration and empowerment. By following these 
stages a relationship characterised by mutual respect and productive symbiosis will 
be achieved. However, as De Beer (2014) notes, for true partnerships to develop 
universities (and community organisations) should reimagine their identity and begin 
to see community members not as charity cases but as worthy partners in the creation 
and consumption of knowledge, ideas and resources. 
 
Framing the current study 
 
The concepts by Goulding (2009) above form part of the theoretical framing for the 
present study, since the CYCC project followed those stages namely; consultation 
between the university and the CYCCs to create familiarity and trust, involvement in 
the activities of the centres, collaboration between the two parties in a relationship 
of mutual respect and, empowerment of all stakeholders involved through 
collaborative participation. The overarching theoretical base of the study is provided 
by Kolb’s (1983) Theory of Experiential Learning which posits that effective learning 
occurs when students go through a cycle involving concrete experience, reflecting on 
that experience, forming new concepts and ideas based on that reflection and testing 
the new knowledge (Cited by Cooper, 2013). According to Kolb (1983 in Cooper 2013), 
experiential learning moves students to higher levels of understanding which theory-
based lecture-type learning cannot achieve.  The project was therefore deliberately 
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designed to provide integrated enriching learning experiences for both the student-
teachers and the children and youths involved.    

The other framing concepts for this project are provided by Gandy, Pierce and Smith’s 
(2009) phases of conducting a successful CE project, which they identify as: 
 

 Deciding on the ethical standards guiding the project and the concepts to be 
taught; 

 Researching the community organizations; 

 Designing a meaningful project that involves all partners and role-players; and 

 Reflecting on the experience. 
I, together with the student-teachers in the current study deliberated on the ethical 
implications of the project during the debriefing session, and discussed the institution 
in question’s ethics policy. Student-teachers were left to take responsibility for the 
information gathering through their experiences working with the staff and the 
children at the CYCCs. The students had to collect information about the history of 
the institution, its mission and vision and its successes and challenges. I designed the 
project but adjusted it in response to suggestions and questions from the student-
teachers. The student-teachers reflected on their experiences throughout the project 
and shared these reflections during class presentations. 
 
Criticisms of Community Engagement 
 
Despite the perceived benefits of CE, some of its critiques (Abes, 2002) have pointed 
at short-comings of this concept. Some of the accusations levelled against CE, 
according to Gandy et al. (2009), include the charge that CE takes time away from the 
core-business of the university, which is providing an academic education. It is argued 
that students are sometimes exposed to stressful social issues that they are not 
emotionally equipped to handle, and that CE provides cheap labour for communities 
and non-profit organizations. Furthermore, some university academic staff view the 
pressure by their institutions for them to engage in CE as a burden which only adds to 
the many other demands on their time and labour. 
However, Gandy et al. (2009) argue that these accusations are largely based on 
misconceptions and a lack of full understanding of the role of CE in the work of the 
modern university. If CE is properly thought out and integrated into the core-business 
of the faculty it will produce positive outcomes.  
 
Findings and Discussion 
 
I make use of Goulding’s (2009) stages of conducting CE to frame the discussion of 
student-teachers’ self-reported experiences before, during and on completion of the 
SL project. These stages are: consultation, involvement, collaboration and 
empowerment. In this section of the article I provide answers to the research 
question: What are the self-reported educational experiences of student-teachers 
while working with institutionalized children and youths in Cape Town? 
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The student-teachers were required to make daily journal entries of their reflections, 
fears, anxieties, expectations, surprises, and so on. They used these entries to prepare 
a written report to be submitted for marking. The contents of these journal entries 
guided the process of preparing power-point presentations. The entries thus provided 
the primary source of data. Here I discuss selected entries from the journals as well 
as extracts from the written reports and presentations. 
 
Consultation and negotiation 
 
One of the skills student-teachers were expected to develop during the Voluntary 
Service Project (VSP) was that of consulting with people they had never met before 
and who were in positions of responsibility at their work places. The students thus 
learned to negotiate terms of their voluntary service with confidence. They had to 
convince the staff at the centres that the student-teachers were offering a worthwhile 
service. Times and activities as well as numbers of children allocated to each student-
teacher had to be agreed on. Whilst many of the student-teachers reported having 
gone through this stage of the project comfortably, some reported logistical, 
communication, confidence and trust challenges. One student-teacher reported thus 
in her write-up: 
 

Upon our arrival we were met with scepticism and 
uncertainty. The four care-givers were initially pessimistic, 
but gradually warmed up to us as we showed them our 
intention was genuine. At our interview with the Director 
we were warned not to get too emotionally attached to the 
children (because this would make our parting with them 
difficult on completion of our ten hours). 

 
Gaining the trust of staff working with vulnerable children is not an easy task and 
student-teachers reported that they felt they had gained useful people skills by 
visiting and working at these centres. Some of the centres required the students who 
attempted to negotiate entry to obtain police-clearance first, a process which could 
take up to six-months. These student-teachers reported that they had to look for 
alternative centres. All these experiences provided these student-teachers with 
insight into a context which they had not encountered before, and they learnt from 
these experiences skills such as time-management, perseverance, prioritising, 
brainstorming ideas, focus, negotiation and goal-setting. As Du Plessis and Van Dyk 
(2013 p. 59) remind us, “We cannot work inside communities without negotiating and 
participating with them”. This calls for involvement and I address this theme below. 
 
Involvement 
 
It is clear from many of the journal entries and written reports that involvement 
presented some challenges for many student-teachers and made them fearful in the 
first few hours of their service learning. Many of the student-teachers were nervous 
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about the reception they would receive from centre staff and from the children or 
youths they would be assigned to assist, as this journal entry shows: 
 

I feel a little nervous because I don’t know what I am going 
to expect and experience tomorrow. This is really new for 
me. Will I be accepted by the staff, most importantly will I 
be accepted by the child who is assigned to me? 

 
The entry above is an illustration of the border-crossing that characterises service 
learning (McMillan, 2014). In line with what McMillan (2014) terms ‘ontological 
engagement’ this student prepared herself for something that she suspected would 
change in her. Ontology concerns itself with how we perceive our positioning in our 
context in relation to others. It is a question of how we relate and identify. This is a 
powerful way of learning about self and about others. 
 
Hence, after a few days most of the student-teachers became more confident, as the 
entry below illustrates. 
 

I had really good fun with the boys. I started thinking about 
their lives and how everything is different, with what little 
these boys have they still so full of energy and so 
welcoming. While sitting close to child Y and child Z I felt 
their sadness as these two have been through so much but 
yet they still smiling and acting like typical boys. 

 
The journal entry above shows how some student-teachers quickly became involved 
in the lives of the children or youths they worked with. Involvement often bred 
collaboration and, subsequently, empowerment for the student-teachers as well as 
the centre children/ youths, a process McMillan (2014) terms ‘operational 
engagement’. Student-teachers learnt to improvise and to intervene to make their 
sessions with the children successful, as the journal entry below shows: 
 

Yesterday while I was at the home I felt that the two boys I 
tutor can’t sit still for long periods at a time. So today I went 
in with a new plan of action and took along puzzles. Just 
seeing their reaction towards me bringing the puzzles made 
(sic) a huge smile on my face. Both boys first completed 
homework which consisted of mathematics and Afrikaans, 
and after that we attempted doing the puzzles. It got 
extremely loud at one stage as they became competitive. I 
actually enjoyed it as Q kept hiding the pieces away leaving 
R looking confused. I enjoyed the session so much, looking 
forward to going back their (sic).  

 
Most of the student-teachers became involved in many worthwhile activities before 
the end of their 10 hours. These activities ranged from assisting children with 
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homework to helping with cleaning and baking, and taking children out on picnics at 
the weekends and during the school one week vacation in April. Colouring and 
painting, decorating, baking scones and muffins and cakes for some of the children’s 
birthdays, and so on, were among the activities student-teachers reported engaging 
in with their children. Immersing themselves in the daily activities of the children 
created transformative learning spaces in which the student-teachers discovered a 
new way of ‘being in the world’ (McMillan, 2014).These experiences raised the project 
from a merely technical level to a more critical one in which the student-teachers 
interrogated the need for their assistance within this context (Petersen & Osman, 
2013).  
 
Collaboration and cooperation 
 
The student-teachers were required to work in small groups of not more than five at 
a centre. From the outset students in a group had to begin collaborating and sharing 
the tasks of organizing the project fairly. Cooperation was of paramount importance 
and the students gained useful skills such as team-work and compromise. Regarding 
this point one student wrote in her report: 
 

In completing this volunteering process… I know now more 
than ever how important it is to have (a) team behind you 
that makes sure everything is in place and that everyone 
knows what they are doing. We worked well with the social 
worker, counsellor as well as two other ladies that serves 
(sic) the centre on a daily basis. 

 
Many of the student-teachers reported positive collaboration and mutual support 
between themselves and the staff of the institutions where they volunteered. This 
way, mutual learning occurred in a space Magaiza (2014, p. 62) has termed “a 
collaborative platform for the generation of knowledge necessary for the 
amelioration of societal suffering”.  

 
With regard to collaboration between the student-teachers and the children there 
were reports of success but also some of failure, or both.  The following extract 
indicates how success and failure sometimes occurred together: 

 
To elaborate, my colleagues and I each took turns to teach 
music, arts and dancing while we spent time with these 
children. With all the positive comes a few negatives, in this 
case I can personally say that I experienced feelings of self-
doubt, wondering all the time, if what I am doing is the 
correct way of doing it. Although the children were excited 
to see us, work with us and have us in their space, it was 
truly a very difficult task establishing trust and getting them 
to participate in all events. With this said, I am glad to 
report that this was one of the stumbling blocks, but once 
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the children that I worked with opened that door, I made 
sure to walk through it with reassurance and absolute 
confidence. 

 
It is clear from the sentiments above that personal, interpersonal and intrapersonal 
learning occurred during these encounters. Student-teachers struggled with their 
emotions and experienced cognitive dissonance which motivated them to transform 
the way they engaged with the world. 
 
There were many similar stories in the other student-teachers’ journal entries and 
reports, with one other student saying: 
 

I found the children’s behaviour to be somewhat 
challenging at times, but I managed to control it with good 
physical education teaching strategies. Seeing them being 
responsive to the activities set-out for them was 
particularly rewarding. The children worked well with the 
fitness programme I came up with for them.  

 
There is merit in what previous researchers have said both in favour of and against 
CE, judging from these experiences by the student-teachers in this study. While the 
student-teachers were able to develop the positive skills required to work with 
institutionalised and vulnerable children (Stephenson et al., 2012; Fitzgerald, 2012), 
they were also exposed to emotional stress which they were not adequately prepared 
to deal with effectively (Gandy et al., 2009). When the children failed to collaborate 
and cooperate with the student-teachers the latter became doubtful and uncertain. 
When some of the children opened up and shared their life stories with the student-
teachers, many of these students experienced emotional distress as they empathised, 
even sympathised, with the children. Despite this, many of the students tried their 
best, in the limited time they had, to brighten up the lives of the children and 
teenagers. Many felt they had made a lasting impression on the children and 
empowered them, as the next section discusses. 
 
Empowerment 
 
The overwhelming feeling of the student-teachers was that they had become 
empowered with useful knowledge regarding an area of children’s development and 
learning with which they were not familiar prior to engaging in the VSP. One student 
wrote in the report: 

 
My thinking, my mind-set, my view of what a children’s 
centre is about, has changed. I had ignorantly thought that 
a children’s centre is similar to a day care, where children 
play and eat, but I was surprisingly awakened to the reality 
of the hard work, dedication and passion it entails to 
successfully run and manage a children’s home. 
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This student-teacher explained how working at the centre had awakened her to the 
importance of developing the child holistically, which she felt the CYCCs were trying 
hard to achieve under difficult circumstances generally. Her empowerment, she felt, 
was to be found in the way she strived to further the efforts of her centre in equipping 
vulnerable children to become better citizens by motivating them to rise above their 
circumstances. In line with this reflection another student-teacher reported thus: 
 

When one is taken out of one’s comfort zone and placed 
into a situation where there is so much heartache, it can 
exhaust you, but I needed to make a conscious decision to 
remain positive, give as much of myself as I could during my 
visits (to the children’s centre) and encouraged those kids 
by showing them how important and special they were. 
 

The reflection above is representative of the overwhelming sentiment amongst this 
sample of students that the VSP was an eye-opener which had positive learning 
outcomes. The students felt they had gained useful knowledge regarding the 
backgrounds of some children who attend regular schools and whom they will be 
teaching in those schools after graduating. This way the student-teachers felt they 
had grown in their understanding of children and their social, emotional, physical and 
educational needs. The extract below sums this up when a student-teacher writes: 
 

This assignment has made me re-examine my teacher 
identity, especially in a school classroom atmosphere, 
where we are so quick to judge and label a child’s behaviour 
as naughty, disobedient or disrespectful, even lazy, but we 
are often oblivious to that child’s background and what 
might have or is occurring, that could be playing a role in 
that child’s behaviour. 
 

These reflections appear to sum the overall tone of the concluding paragraphs of the 
student-teachers’ project reports and class presentations. Although the time they 
spent at the CYCCs was very limited, many students felt that they had left the children 
a touch more confident and positive about themselves than the student-teachers had 
found them. As indicated earlier, many of the student-teachers continued to visit their 
children long after the prescribed 10 hours were done.  
 
As Stephenson et al. (2012) and Fitzgerald (2012) observe SL is a reciprocal process 
which involves benefits for all partners. In this project the CYCCs benefitted from the 
free assistance offered by the student-teachers. The children and youths at the 
centres benefitted from working with the young and enthusiastic student-teachers, 
as opposed to the familiar centre staff. The student-teachers and the children and 
youths all engaged with the enriching and imaginative academic and social activities 
designed and organized by the student-teachers and carried out together, 
collaboratively and cooperatively, with the children and youths. The student-teachers 
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gained exposure to an important aspect of children’s development, growth and 
learning which normal teaching practice at schools would not have provided. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This article reported on the experiences that finishing students at Cape Peninsula 
University of Technology in Cape Town, South Africa, had when they were assigned 
to volunteer at Child and Youth Care Centres (CYCCs) in and around the large city. 
Service Learning (SL) was identified as an important way in which universities can 
engage with their communities. The experiences reported on here opened the eyes 
of the student-teachers involved to the growing reality that faces many abandoned, 
abused and neglected children and youths who end up institutionalised at 
orphanages, religion-based children’s homes, in foster care, safe-houses and other 
types of registered places for vulnerable children.  
 
The project enabled the student-teachers involved to reflect and to interrogate their 
prior beliefs about their positioning as prospective teachers, as parents and as citizens 
with a leadership, participatory and community pastoral role to play. Judging from the 
reflections and reports made by the student-teachers the project was a worthwhile 
exercise which made some of them want to continue volunteering and working with 
these vulnerable children. Valuable knowledge was gained regarding the role, 
purpose, organization and function of CYCCs as a context within which many children 
attending public schools in South Africa live. Skills were also developed during the 
process of designing, meeting logistical demands and implementing a programme of 
collaboration with these centres.  
 
Some of the student-teachers involved in the study experienced deep emotional 
sorrow at the way some children are removed from their biological parents and 
siblings to grow up under institutionalised conditions. These students had challenges 
dealing with this emotional fall-out. All these are important lessons learned and which 
made these student-teachers rethink their emerging teacher identities as well as the 
demands of their calling. In Theory of Education classes student-teachers were 
noticeably more engaging and critical of the authoritative and seminal theories of 
child development and learning after these practical experiences. It was refreshing to 
hear the voices of the students during the group presentations in which they 
questioned policies on children’s rights, issues of justice and collective conscience, 
the ethical and moral fabric of society today and how the 21st century teacher is 
positioned within this complexity. The experience enabled student-teachers to 
theorise from below and critique the textbook knowledge they merely took for 
granted prior to engaging in the service learning project. As was indicated in the 
introduction to this article, in an attempt to bridge the perceived gap between 
universities and grassroots communities many universities now implement various 
types of community outreach programmes. Albertyn and Erasmus (2014) remind us 
that higher education can only become truly meaningful in society if it engages with 
external knowledge partners, particularly in developing and diverse contexts such as 
South Africa. This project bears testimony to the importance of bringing the work of 
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the university close to the community and how this process contributes to the 
preparation of better future teachers for society. 
 
A longer, longitudinal study could be done in the future starting with second-year 
students, who would be required to work within the same centre each year for 10 
hours till they complete their studies. This way the students would be able to 
consolidate their understanding of their citizenship duty and community 
responsibility more deeply. Alternatively, the time spent at centres during the fourth-
year VSP could be increased from 10 hours to 20 hours. These ideas could determine 
the direction future scholarly work on this project will take. 
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