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CHAPTER 9
Building a community of practice in an 
extended curriculum: the intervention 
programme
Amaal Abrahams, Elmi Badenhorst and Busayo Ige 
(University of Cape Town)

Introduction
The October morning was crisp and full of  anticipation as a small group of  
lecturers and students held hands to form a circle. In the centre of  this circle 
stood a young African man with a drum made from wood and skin. Slowly 
he started beating out a rhythm. We joined in and clapped and clicked our 
fingers until perfect harmony filled the room, and then…we were one. We 
moved around, students and staff  alike, speaking to one another, asking each 
other: ‘What scares you?’ ‘Do you feel you belong here?’ ‘What lies beneath 
the surface of  the person I see in class every day?’ Outside, the University 
of  Cape Town (UCT) was burning as a wave of  red-hot anger swept across 
the various campuses. Ironically, in this space, staff  and students in the 
Intervention Programme (IP), an extended curriculum programme (ECP), at 
the Faculty of  Health Sciences (FHS), were healing. 

The recent student protests in 2015 and 2016 remain a watershed moment 
for student activism in post-apartheid South Africa. The student outcry for 
social change in our institutions across the country became a movement, now 
known as #FEESMUSTFALL, which brought learning to a standstill at leading 
institutions, including UCT. The 2016 protest led to the closure of  UCT and the 
suspension of  the academic year, which particularly affected the pre-clinical years 
(1–3) in the FHS and other faculties such as Engineering. As a result, this placed 
pressure on course convenors and lecturers to adapt teaching strategies and 
timetable arrangements as a contingency plan to ensure the completion of  the 
2016 academic year. These events were notably traumatic for both protesting and 
non-protesting students and staff  alike. It was evident that the protest evoked a 
range of  emotions from fear and anger to passion and hope. As staff  in the IP 
we noted how fragile and fragmented the university community had become in 
the face of  the student protests. We were also acutely worried about the impact 
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of  the protests and closures on the learning and academic success for both the 
IP and mainstream students.

Given that one of  the principles of  the IP is the creation of  a strong community 
of  practice (CoP) (Lave & Wenger 1991), our immediate action was to protect 
our community of  students and staff  members. Due to the premature closure 
of  the faculty, we feared that our students may be further isolated from the 
larger university community. As such, our approach was to create a safe space 
off  campus for students and staff, where we would be able to listen, recognise 
and respect a diversity of  views. It was especially important to foster our sense 
of  belonging, within both IP and the larger university community, to preserve 
and deepen relationships in our community. Our approach was not unfamiliar 
as IP embraces an intercultural communication approach, which consciously 
creates space for multiple views not only to be verbalised, but acknowledged 
and respected (Hall 1976; Hofstede 1991). Indeed, our CoP approach, is the 
same one we use in facilitating active participation in our classrooms. The CoP 
approach utilises culturally relevant and linguistically appropriate methods 
that value and respect indigenous knowledge(s) as foundational for classroom 
dynamics and in the design of  the IP curriculum. In our response to the protest, 
we moved away from the dominant approach of  the mainstream programmes, 
which was largely concerned with issues relating to timetabling, making up tests and 
examinations, venues and platforms for lecturers and engagement with students. 

This chapter will introduce the design, structure and pedagogical approach in 
building a distinctive extended degree programme at the FHS. Drawing on the 
metaphor of  building a house, we introduce the architects, builders, structural 
components and occupants of  our home. Through the reflective narratives of  
three lecturers, we provide insight into the success and challenges of  developing 
such a distinctive programme model. As we share our experiences, we reflect on 
the building tools used to promote a shared practice of  learning and teaching 
amongst a small group of  students and staff. 

The Intervention Programme model 
The IP is a foundational programme for first year students that extends 
the regular programmes in the faculty by a year. It was first implemented in 
the MBChB (the Bachelor of  Medicine and Bachelor of  Surgery degrees) 
programme in 2002 and subsequently in Health and Rehabilitation Sciences 
(Physiotherapy, Occupational Therapy, Audiology and Speech-Language 
Pathology programmes) in 2009. Both IP’s are full year programmes that 
comprise two consecutive semesters (see Figure 9.1). Unlike traditional extended 
programmes where students enter upon registration, these students enter the 
programme halfway through their first year and return to the mainstream 
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programme halfway through their second year (see the section titled: Who are 
the IP students?). Our curriculum structure aligns with that of  the Department 
of  Higher Education and Training (DHET) ECP two-year augmented extended 
model, where students complete a combination of  both separate extended and 
regular mainstream subjects. This adds one full year to their degree programme. 
The IP differs from the mainstream programme in that all learning and teaching 
activities occur in small groups. The objectives of  the programme include: 
creating a safe environment where students can develop and refine the skills and 
knowledge required to continue with their studies; allowing for opportunities 
to identify and correct the many reasons that impede progress; and aspiring to 
improve self-confidence to contribute to students’ academic and personal growth 
and development. It aims at familiarising students with the modes of  learning as 
well as the style of  instruction that will be required of  them in their mainstream 
classes. 

Figure 9.1 Structure of  the IP and student progression from and to the mainstream programme

 

A key feature of  the model shown in Figure 9.1, is that it provides an 
opportunity for students to demonstrate what they bring with them in the first 
six months. Through an assessment mode of  teach-test-teach within a course, 
rather than an assessment mode of  testing for placement upon admission 
(Ausubel 1978; Vygotsky 1978), this method of  determining a student’s readiness 
for university-level study is a more reliable approach of  collecting data from 
multiple sources at multiple stages during the first semester (Ige et al. 2017; 
Hartman et al. 2012; Sikakana 2010). Through this approach, a profile of  a 
student’s academic successes and challenges is developed. Since students are 
placed in the IP based on their performance in the teach-test-teach phase in the 
first semester of  the year, this is however, a ‘fail first’ model.
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During semester one, IP teaching and learning is geared towards the concept of  
‘looking back’ where difficult key concepts and core content from the previous 
mainstream semester are revisited to enable in-depth understanding. The second 
IP semester, places attention on ‘looking forward’, and seeks to prepare students 
for the challenging concepts that they will encounter when they return to the 
mainstream programme. In both semesters, academic literacy and quantitative 
literacy are provided and integrated where possible. This method of  integration 
has proven to be effective as students are able to cover the relevant content while 
receiving additional support in academic literacy, communication, study and 
examination skills. After successful completion of  the programme, they return to 
semester two of  the mainstream programme to complete their first year of  study.

Who are the IP students?
Any student that fails one or more of  their identified subjects at the end 
of  semester one, may be required to enter the IP. In response to UCT’s 
transformation agenda to widen access and promote equity for historically 
under-represented students in higher education, our target students are selected 
from working class backgrounds and rural areas. However, in the last few years 
the IP programme has witnessed the enrolment of  students from former Model 
C Schools and even private schools. With more students being eligible for IP, 
our cohorts have become more diverse. After spending six months at UCT, 
students who were often the top achievers at primary and secondary school fail 
academically for the first time in their June examinations and are given the option 
to enter IP. Due to this fail first model, we have spent many hours in discussion 
with students, listening to their individual stories. While the stories differ, most 
of  the students enter the programme with a sense of  failure. Many feel they 
have not only failed themselves and their dreams, but also their families and 
communities. Long after these meetings, we continue to think about how best to 
promote a sense of  belonging and encourage students to develop the confidence 
to succeed in an environment where they are not restricted by the fear of  failure. 
To do this, we take the time to get to know each student individually and to 
listen to the story of  their journey. As IP lecturers, the source of  our strength 
and often success is drawing on our community, visualised as a roof  over our 
endeavours (see Figure 9.2). We are the architects, builders and maintainers of  
the roof, daily ensuring it is stable by creating a safe space where all voices are 
heard and respected. Depending on the student, it is not always a perfect roof  
and we have had ‘leaks’. A major cause of  these ‘leaks’ is the selection criterion 
for the IP, which is that students who fail one or more identified subjects are 
required to join the IP. However, once in IP they must also repeat subjects they 
have already passed. As educators, this is a great challenge and raises questions 
for our pedagogy. How does one inspire a student who is angry and depressed to 
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learn a subject they feel they should not have to repeat? For some students, the 
anger and resistance prevail throughout the programme and they simply never 
open themselves up to seeing the IP as an opportunity to identify and develop 
potential to further excel in the subject. This anger often manifests in classroom 
incivilities which impacts on how peers interact with one another as well as on 
classroom participation (Hirschy & Braxton 2004). As lecturers in IP with small 
student numbers, these incivilities directly affect the socio-cultural community of  
learning we try to establish and maintain. 

Pillars of IP community of practice: seeing, listening and speaking 
Building on the foundations of  our IP model, lecturers in the programme began 
to develop what we called an internal model for interacting with students to 
foster learning. A sense of  community is crucial to the internal model, where we 
actively listen to our students, we speak to them as legitimate members of  the 
community, and we make every effort to ‘see’ our students. We illustrate these 
three pillars of  our approach in Figure 9.2.

We have developed the initial model further, drawing strongly on Vygotsky’s 
social constructivism theory which fits well with the philosophy we have created 
in the programme. Vygotsky argues that learning is a social process dependent 
on the interaction between a mediator, learning tools and the learner. Whilst the 
term mediation can mean different things in different contexts, it has a specific 
meaning within the socio-cultural learning theory. In this case, a mediator is 
a person who puts themselves directly between the learning material and the 
student. The mediator arranges the material in a manner that ensures the student 
can cognitively access it. Gradually the mediator scaffolds the learning so that the 
student develops and strengthens higher order skills that enable them to learn 
the new information. Through mediated action the learner comes to understand 
the content of  the subject (Wertsch 1991). Being a mediator is at the core of  
IP lecturers’ teaching practices. We see ourselves as agents of  transformation, 
firmly believing that all our students have the potential to succeed at university.            
It thus becomes a matter of  mediation – of  placing ourselves directly between 
the learner and the learning, like a conductor of  electricity so that potential 
can be unlocked. According to Vygotsky (1978), the ‘Zone of  Proximal 
Development’ refers to the place where cognitive functions are in the process 
of  maturation. For people to move from their actual development to the point 
of  unlocking their potential development, they need to be guided by a more 
knowledgeable peer or teacher to acquire higher cognitive functions. Within this 
zone of  proximal development, the learner acts with the aid of  a ‘knowledgeable 
other’ in order to understand and solve problems that he or she cannot solve 
unaided. This ‘knowledgeable other’ is referred to as a mediator and the process 
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that facilitates the move from actual development to potential development 
in the zone of  proximal development is therefore referred to as mediation 
(Vygotsky 1978). We further use the concept of  scaffolding to break down and 
arrange new information in such a way that students gradually, step by step, 
construct coherent knowledge. 

Speaking

In all our teaching and learning activities, communication is key and we use the 
concept of  ‘speaking’ as the mode of  communicating information to students 
to stimulate learning. Students get constant feedback on their progress, and 
we create ample opportunities for them to give feedback to us on whether our 
teaching strategies are indeed addressing learning by being relevant to the socio-
cultural worldviews of  all our students.

Figure 9.2 The three pillars that support the principles of  our community

Listening

IP students, who represent the majority of  South Africans, are ironically seen as 
peripheral members in the dominant academic FHS community. To ensure that 
our students see themselves as legitimate members of  the FHS community, we 
view them as central to our IP community and the learning process. Here, our 
approach is to draw on Lave & Wenger’s ‘community of  practice’ (1991). Our 
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students’ socio-cultural backgrounds are acknowledged and celebrated by the 
entire IP staff  and students. We strongly reject the notion of  a deficit model, 
where students need to be ‘fixed’ because there is something wrong with them. 
For us, the student has as much to offer to the learning process as the lecturer 
has, and together we negotiate the learning journey by listening to their needs. 

REFLECTIVE INSIGHTS: Questioning classroom and 
curricululm practices
It was a class of  34 students from across the Audiology, Speech-
Language Pathology, Occupational Therapy and Physiotherapy 
programmes (Department of  Health and Rehabilitation Sciences). 
This was the first cohort of  students and most of  the class was 
unhappy and disappointed with their placement in IP. Preparation 
had been made in anticipation of  emotional outbursts, by inviting 
previous MBChB IP students to share their experiences with students 
as a way to offset the anticipated anger that new students might 
express. Unfortunately, in this instance, this strategy was insufficient 
as students became increasingly disruptive and uncooperative in 
classes as the semester progressed. IP lecturers became increasingly 
concerned, which was cemented by the mass failure in the first class 
test. This was a turning point. Collectively we interpreted it as a large 
disconnect between their perceived and full potential which needed 
our urgent attention if  we were going to ensure the success of  our 
programme. As lecturers, we began questioning our classroom and 
curriculum practices in general. We decided to suspend normal classes 
for a day to create space for a deeper engagement with the students. 
We wanted to use this time to discuss their concerns and interrogate 
why they felt learning was not happening. We constructed this 
discussion as a shared space for both students and staff  to engage in 
open, authentic and honest conversations about the IP. During this 
process, students publicly spoke about their frustration at the lack of  
transparency in how their placement into the IP was communicated. 
They raised some critical questions about how and why they were 
placed in IP. While we saw these questions as legitimate ones, we 
nonetheless felt ill-equipped to provide answers.

We could have easily ignored our student’s voices and simply continued 
with the academic programme, but we needed to be mindful of  both staff  
and student’s emotional wellbeing. We brought together key stakeholders in 
various divisions and departments as well as student support and so on. This 
included Head of  Departments, the undergraduate Portfolio Chair, staff  
from the Student Wellness Service, first year conveners and we met with the 
students for a conversation about IP and their new student status. This was 
only possible after we ourselves had confronted our own assumptions about 
our students. By the end of  the week, the timetable was restructured to create 
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space for a weekly ‘debriefing session’ which was later renamed as the ‘Personal 
Development Workshop’. We then liaised with the Student Wellness Centre 
to engage a psychologist to facilitate these sessions. The shift was quick and 
positive; students suddenly began to participate, enjoyed learning in IP and we 
saw a drastic improvement in subsequent class tests. Our collective reflection 
had thus transformed our commitment to resolving the stalemate and had also 
created a space for deeper curriculum discussion with our mainstream colleagues. 
This reflective process helped us to acknowledge that despite careful planning, 
we had not expected, nor were we prepared for, the kinds of  concerns that 
students raised. We believe that in this moment of  crisis our true community 
of  practice emerged. Collectively we devised a new plan. This kind of  shift was 
only possible when we were able to recognise the need to understand the issue(s) 
from our students’ perspective, while setting aside our own preconceived ideas 
(Mezirow 1995; 1997). This reflective moment led to the deeper understanding 
of  our mediation role where we had to expand our understanding of  scaffolding 
the learning process. This incident showed us the importance of  incorporating 
pedagogic strategies into scaffolding for every learning encounter. It also helped 
to highlight how non-academic issues can hamper student learning, while re-
emphasising that the success of  academic programmes is reliant on listening to 
student voices (Petersen, Louw & Dumont 2009). Furthermore, the recognition 
of  students’ voices strengthens and legitimises their position as members of  the 
IP community, as well as of  the larger communities of  practice in the faculty.

This was a significant moment as it helped to cement our adoption of  the 
community of  practice lens with which to build our overarching pedagogic 
approach to structuring the IP. It also helped to frame and develop our three 
pillars of  speaking, listening and seeing. Without seeing, listening and speaking, 
we would not be able to uncover, question and challenge our assumptions 
regarding each student’s experience, knowledge, identity and viewpoints. 

Seeing
The third pillar of  our building is ‘seeing’ our students, which draws on the theory 
of  ‘face’ negotiation. According to Goffman (1967) ‘face’ refers to one’s own 
sense of  self-image, dignity or prestige in social interactions or contexts. In IP, 
we attend to the ‘face’ needs of  our students by acknowledging and reinforcing 
their preferred self-image and dignity through our interactions and the learning 
activities. As lecturers we can recount many stories of  student alienation because 
they seemingly do not bring along the kinds of  cultural capital valued within 
the institution and our faculty. Our students are bright young people who have 
been accepted to study at the highly prestigious FHS at UCT. They come from 
communities where their successes are celebrated. However, on arrival at UCT the 
barriers created by the university are difficult to negotiate. Students come from 
schools that might not have the kinds of  resources that would have prepared 
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them for the competitive environment of  FHS; they cannot afford the textbooks 
and may become bewildered by the day to day operations of  the dominant 
academic culture in the faculty, which does not acknowledge their ‘face’. This can 
lead to alienation, silence and moving into more peripheral spaces, possibly away 
from the hive of  learning and student activities. To offset these possible reactions 
to the dominant culture in the faculty, as lecturers we therefore negotiate ‘face’ 
with our students and in doing so we begin to ‘see’ beyond the mask they are 
wearing to cope with this dominant culture. Lecturers will often pay attention 
to student’s psycho-social needs by ensuring that a student gets reading glasses, 
medical care, enough to eat, a safe place to stay. Students who successfully leave 
the programme are celebrated with a farewell session, where we send them off  to 
reintegrate and become full participants of  the wider UCT community. Previous 
IP students are invited to become ‘elders’ of  the IP family and become mentors 
to newer students, providing peer-focused emotional and academic support. 
These activities have become part of  our approach because we want to reiterate 
to our students that, ‘We see you, we saw how you struggled and how you 
overcame barriers the system placed in your way, and we see your strengths’.

Our community of IP staff 
As IP lecturers we often ask ourselves: Why do we do this? What makes us 
different? The answer is empathy, which is a value we have internalised and 
integrated into our own practice (Stein 2008). We have become active listeners 
capable of  developing a deep sense of  understanding of  our students. Once we 
have connected with our students, we draw on our intrinsic value of  empathy to 
guide them in solving the problem or obstacle. In addition, we have developed 
the same connections among IP staff  from where we all draw strength and share 
the successes and failures of  our teaching and learning practices. Importantly, as 
we do this for our students, we also help each other through listening, seeing and 
speaking in maintaining our mental and emotional wellbeing and reducing stress. 
Without fellow staff  members, we would never be strong enough to build and 
hold our community together.

Concluding comments 
The main element that is woven within our reflection is the effect of  contextual 
factors on our attempt to build an IP community of  practise. Over the years, IP 
staff  have witnessed the influence of  several factors such as cultural, financial, 
and socio-economic on our teaching and our students’ learning. While the very 
model we have designed has inadvertently created unique challenges and tensions 
such as stigmatism, anger and fear, these very factors have also resulted in the 
genesis of  a community of  practice. To address educational change, we continue 
to develop and implement teaching strategies that are deeply rooted within 
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Vygotsky’s idea of  social constructivism. Our approach endorses diversity and 
inclusivity that works with the realities of  the individuals who are participating in 
the community. Every member’s reality is visible, heard and articulated. 

Dedication
With the tragic passing of  our Dean, Professor Bongani Mayosi, we, mainstream and IP staff  and 
students became united in our grief. We showed our sorrow to one another, and we allowed for spaces 
where both staff  and students could show that it is normal to feel vulnerable in our communal loss. 
We would like to dedicate this chapter to Prof  Mayosi, a true leader and ‘father’, who even in death 
has inspired us to come together as a family. Hamba Kahle.
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