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SECTION III: DEVELOPING CIVIC ENGAGEMENT EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

This chapter will advance the argument that Work Integrated Learning (WIL) 
can reinforce active citizenship as illustrated with an example from the South 
African context. WIL is an approach that holds that students will learn better in 
a program that integrates theoretical knowledge in the classroom with practical 
knowledge in the workplace. While WIL is not inherently orientated towards 
building active citizenship, the strategic use of WIL can result in learning out-
comes very similar to civic engagement pedagogy, particularly when conceptu-
alized as a collaborative and participatory form of community-based research. 
This claim is demonstrated through reflection on a research project conducted by 
master’s candidates at the University of the Western Cape in Cape Town, South 
Africa, in conjunction with a human rights NGO, the Black Sash. The research 
required students, supported by Black Sash fieldworkers, to run participatory 
workshops in various poor communities to explore the impact of the privatiza-
tion of the social grant payment system in South Africa. We show how the project 
reinforced the ideas and practices of active citizenship for the students involved 
and for the fieldworkers from Black Sash with whom they worked. Thus, while 
not intrinsic to WIL, active citizenship can be built through the strategic use of 
WIL programs to conduct community-based research or community engagement 
activities. 
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Introduction

A key theme in the deepening democracy literature is the idea that healthy democracies 
require citizens who are politically active. When citizens and residents vote and get 
broadly and actively involved in their communities, various democracy-enhancing 
benefits follow. These include a sense of civic-mindedness and civic duty, a greater 
awareness of the power of citizenship, stronger horizontal relations of trust and 

shared values, and a greater willingness to hold elected representatives accountable. In this 
spirit, the democracy education literature advocates for civic engagement, understood as actively 
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participating in community decision-making activities,1 as an effective way to cultivate active 
citizenship among students at universities, as well as the organizations and communities in which 
they work. 

While the civic engagement literature emerges from a North American context, in this chap-
ter we explore a very similar idea: the notion that a Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) program 
in South Africa can cultivate active citizenship among university students through partnerships 
with community-engaged nonprofit, nongovernmental organizations. While Work-Integrated 
Learning historically has been focused on undergraduate training for the working life through 
workplace internships alongside theoretical training in the classroom, we reflect on a new initia-
tive at the University of the Western Cape for postgraduate students to conduct applied research 
for host organizations under the WIL banner. We argue that WIL provides an opportunity for 
forms of work-based learning that, when designed appropriately and orientated around commu-
nity-based research, can enhance active citizenship, defined as active engagement in community 
decision-making, for all involved. 

There is no inherent relationship between WIL and civic engagement. WIL is broadly con-
ceived as a form of learning for students that integrates theoretical knowledge in the classroom 
with practical knowledge in the workplace, while civic engagement is understood as actively par-
ticipating in community decision-making activities. While not all WIL experiences involve civic 
engagement or promote active citizenship, we argue that WIL programs can (and should) be used 
to promote both workplace preparedness and active citizenship skills. 

In what follows, we reflect on a pilot WIL program implemented by the Department of Politi-
cal Studies at the University of the Western Cape (UWC) in South Africa. The program was created 
and administered in partnership with the non-governmental organization (NGO), The Black Sash, 
and funded through the Participedia research network.2 It will show how this partnership can pro-
vide both NGOs with valuable research at low or no cost and simultaneously empower students 
with professional skills, while also producing greater forms of active citizenship for all participants. 
Of course, no one program is a panacea, and we reflect too on the limitations or drawbacks of the 
program. Nevertheless, considered as a whole, the case supports the idea that civic engagement can 
be pursued under a WIL banner, albeit with a very specific awareness of the objective of affirming 
active citizenship for all involved. 

In making this case, we begin by outlining the relevant civic engagement and WIL literatures 
before reflecting theoretically on active citizenship to operationalize it for our analysis. Following 
Gaventa and Barrett,3 we define active citizenship as some combination of (i) building conscious-
ness about citizenship and rights; (ii) learning new ways of engaging the state and claiming recog-
nition and rights; (iii) demanding more accountability and responsiveness from the state; and (iv) 
building new relations of solidarity among participants. Then we apply this framework to two sets 
of data from the students who drove the applied research, and the fieldworkers from Black Sash.

From Civic Engagement to Work-Integrated Learning 
Where the civic engagement movement in higher education is concerned with cultivating students 
who will become socially and politically engaged participants in a democracy, Work-Integrated 
Learning, as used in the South African context, is aimed at educating students for the workplace 
through internships. Where the former is more overtly political, the latter is geared toward 
preparation for the world of work.

Civic engagement in North America
The existing literature around civic engagement is well established in North American academia, 
and as Rios et al. (2013) point out, has evolved over 30 years through many forms, from notions of 
community service in the 1980s, through service-learning in the 1990s, to civic engagement in the 
2000s.4 Notably, while all three iterations involve students engaging in the community in some way, 
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community service was intended to make students more community-aware, and service-learning 
tended to involve forms of volunteering, with fewer students participating in politics.5 Thus, 
despite the significant growth of service learning in the 1990s, it appeared not to have a positive 
impact on active citizenship, particularly when examining political forms of engagement such as 
voting, protesting, petitioning, and participating in political campaigns.6 There was a gap between 
community work and politics that prompted the development of the idea of “civic engagement”. 
Here, the focus was “to use service-learning and other community-based experiences to strengthen 
the civic learning of students and the public problem-solving capacities of institutions of higher 
education.”7

Whether civic engagement programs are achieving this larger political goal of creating active 
citizens is still an open question, but at least the goal of civic engagement is clearer.8 It involves 
creating active citizens who will vote and join political parties,9 but also encourages citizens to en-
gage in deliberative practices10 or forms of activism.11 This clearer goal also helps differentiate civic 
engagement programs and objectives from forms of community service and volunteering that may 
not necessarily link to academic training nor build active citizenship. 

Work Integrated Learning in South Africa
Historically, the South African post-secondary landscape was made up of two different types 
of institutions, namely the Technikon (similar to a US technical college) and the traditional 
university. The distinguishing feature was that Technikons would prepare students for practical 
trades or skills together with a theoretical underpinning while the university was the place for 
advanced research. However, the clear distinction between these types of tertiary institutions 
and their functions shifted following a merger in the higher education sector in South Africa that 
took place between 2002 and 2005.12 During this merger, some Technikons merged with other 
Technikons; while in other instances, traditional universities merged with Technikons to become 
comprehensive universities.13 This merger set the groundwork for WIL in previously traditional 
South African universities. This also meant that universities now had to find ways in which they 
could integrate Technikon processes, such as job placements, into their usual study schedule. 
One reason for this shift, as Maseko notes,14 is that all South African universities have started to 
recognize the increased need for WIL programs to become globally competitive. 

Following the merger of Technikons and research-based universities in the early 2000s, work 
on the policy framework continued to incorporate skills-based learning into tertiary institutions’ 
curricula.15 One of the seminal pieces of policy in this regard is the White Paper for Post-School Ed-
ucation and Training published in 2013.16 Simply put, this includes all forms of education for adults 
older than 18 (i.e. the school leaving age), including universities, Technical and Vocational Edu-
cation and Training (TVET) colleges, private and adult education institutions, amongst others. 
The White Paper is important because its objective is not only the creation of a single coordinated 
post-secondary education system that includes higher education, but it also aims to create a system 
that can assist in creating a fair and democratic South Africa. 

Just as this chapter recognizes the value of WIL as a potential form of civic engagement peda-
gogy, the White Paper also recognized the importance of integrated learning for deepening democ-
racy by building civic skills and commitments among participants. It goes further to mention that 
a post-secondary school education and training system is needed that is “responsive to the needs of 
individual citizens, employers in both public and private sectors, as well as broader societal and de-
velopmental objectives.”17 The White Paper specifically mentions “work-integrated learning” and 
sets a groundwork for introducing WIL on a larger scale in South Africa. 

However, it is not only the White Paper for Post-School Education and Training that has 
helped shape a policy framework around WIL in South Africa. The first mention of work-integrat-
ed learning came in 2007 when the South African Higher Education Qualifications Framework 
(HEQF) published a set of revised qualifications that required the re-evaluation and redesign of 
programs to align with the new framework and, for the first time, used the term “Work-Integrated 
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Learning.”18 Following this, the HEQF established some of the parameters of WIL in other policy 
documents. These emphasized WIL in public skills development programs such as the Nation-
al Skills Development Strategy for 2011–2016, the National Development Plan and the National 
Skills Accord. All these documents describe WIL as essential to high-quality vocational and occu-
pational education and training.19 

In respect of higher education specifically, the Council for Higher Education published the 
Work-Integrated Learning: Good Practice Guide in 2011 that recommends approaches for curriculum 
design, teaching, assessment, partnership and management of WIL programs.20 It defines WIL as 
follows:

WIL is used as an umbrella term to describe curricular, pedagogic and 
assessment practices, across a range of academic disciplines that integrate 
formal learning and workplace concerns. The integration of theory and practice 
in student learning can occur through a range of WIL approaches, apart from 
formal or informal work placements.21

The focus is thus on the integration of different kinds of knowledge, which opens up WIL to a 
much larger range of innovative practices. In this framing, WIL approaches Billett’s bridging 
model rather than a deficit model, in that both theoretical and practical knowledge are seen as 
key to student success, rather than just one or the other.22 Thus, against the deficit views that 
theoretical knowledge is of no use, or practical knowledge is too limited, the bridging view affirms 
both as important to learning. 

This bridging conception of learning is evident in the official WIL good practice guide of the 
Centre for Higher Education (CHE). In the section on student “professional development and em-
ployability,” the advantages of a WIL approach are listed as fourfold:23

• Academic benefits, such as improved general academic performance, enhancement of in-
terdisciplinary thinking, increased motivation to learn

• Personal benefits, such as increased communication skills, teamwork, leadership and co-
operation

• Career benefits such as career clarification, professional identity, increased employment 
opportunities and salaries, development of positive work values and ethics

• Skills development, including increased competence and increased technical knowledge 
and skills. 

The succession of these policy documents has shown that there is a shift in the way that higher 
education is presented in South Africa, with increasing emphasis on preparing students for work 
post-university but also to align these work-based skills with university curricula. Additionally, 
the guide notes that WIL programs could be used to create more socially engaged students who 
ultimately become better equipped to participate in a democracy. Hence it states:

Programmes offered by traditional universities that do not take into account 
graduates’ career trajectories need to consider issues of citizenship, graduateness 
and employability (without succumbing to “vocational drift”).24

Work-integrated learning in Political Studies at UWC
Building on the momentum that WIL has gained in South Africa’s higher education landscape 
and building on a local tradition of engaged research with nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), the Department of Political Studies at UWC is establishing a work-integrated learning 
master’s program. The program is currently undergoing national accreditation, but we have piloted 
several WIL projects with host organizations in the City of Cape Town as proof of concept for the 
accreditation process. The UWC-Black Sash study outlined below is one of these pilot cases. 
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The proposed master’s degree is a two-year program, where the first year is taught in the class-
room and the second is a placement with a host organization to do applied research for the organi-
zation. The data collected is also used towards the students’ thesis. This relationship is all framed 
by a Memorandum of Understanding between the student, supervisor, and host organization, set 
up in year one of the master’s. Cooperation between the university and the community partner, 
and the integration of theoretical and practical knowledge, are at the heart of this research design. 

This model of WIL is uncommon in South Africa in that it is situated at the postgraduate 
level, and unique in that it is based around an applied research project defined in conjunction with 
a nonprofit, nongovernmental, or governmental host agency. This applied research could take a 
multiplicity of forms including a desk-top study reviewing South Africa’s international agreements 
in relation to refugee rights for the parliamentary research office; a survey of popular attitudes 
towards immigrants for a refugee rights NGO; or a participatory action research project in gen-
der-based violence in a poor area of Cape Town conducted with a gender rights NGO. 

A key reason for introducing this innovation at the postgraduate level is that political stud-
ies is not a vocational discipline and has multiple potential career outlets including academia, re-
search, the media, the nonprofit sector, political parties, and government employment. For this 
reason, a narrowly framed “professional learning” model of WIL will not work for students in the 
Political Studies graduate program. Political Studies trains students to make arguments informed 
by research, and it is at the master’s level that students have research skills developed enough to be 
of use to a host organization. The ambition, in addition to conducting applied research, is to fur-
ther the development of our students across the four dimensions identified above in the CHE WIL 
Good Practice Guide: academic, personal, career, and skills. Thus, the model is a bridging rather 
than a deficit model and orientated towards partnership rather than service. 

 It is critical to note that, in its formal conception, the WIL master’s program is not explicitly 
a civic engagement program intended to develop active citizens. WIL is broadly conceived as a 
form of learning for students that integrates theoretical knowledge in the classroom with practical 
knowledge in the workplace. It is intended to enhance student learning by exposing them to prac-
tical knowledge in the workplace, in addition to theoretical knowledge, which in our case is applied 
research. However, as we shall demonstrate through the case-study below, the WIL program does 
contain the potential to develop active citizenship through the right kind of research project with 
the right host organization. But first, we must define what is meant by active citizenship. 

Operationalizing Active Citizenship
At the heart of the argument so far is the claim that universities can both educate students as 
knowers and as active citizens through programs that involve student work in the wider community, 
broadly framed. Volunteering, community service, and service learning do not necessarily translate 
into active citizenship. 

In this regard, the work of Gaventa & Barrett is informative.25 Synthesizing the findings of the 
Development Research Centre on Citizenship, Participation and Accountability, of the Institute for 
Development Studies at the University of Sussex in the United Kingdom, a project that conducted 
hundreds of case-studies from all over the globe over a 10-year period,26 they conclude that partic-
ipation in civil society, defined as engaging in community political processes with organizations 
outside the market and for-profit sector, can contribute to four democratic outcomes. These are, (i) 
building consciousness about citizenship and rights; (ii) learning new practices of participation, 
that is new ways of engaging the state and claiming recognition and rights; (iii) demanding more 
accountability and responsiveness from the state; and (iv) building new relations of solidarity 
among participants. 

Because these four outcomes amount to an emergent theory on what participation in political 
life can bring about, they also provide a basis to define the active citizen. Hence, when evaluating 
whether a program like the WIL master’s produces active citizens, we can break it down into these 
four questions. Does the program: 
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• Make participants more aware of their rights and responsibilities as a citizen?
• Inspire more participation in political practices and perhaps organizations?
• Lead participants to demand accountability and responsiveness from the state?
• Build horizontal relations of solidarity among participants around these political prac-

tices?

In what follows, we will measure the active citizenship produced through a civic engagement 
process in terms of these four criteria. 

Research Design And Methodology
To answer the question of how WIL can be used to build active citizenship, we drew on data from one 
recent case of applied community-based research on changes to the social grants system in South 
Africa. Hence, we are using a case-study research design.27 Further, it is largely a descriptive and 
exploratory case-study given the novel nature of the WIL approach, and the fact that the program 
is being implemented for the first time at UWC on a trial basis. We will explore the experiences 
of participants in the research project (the student researchers from UWC and the NGO partners 
who worked on the project) and reflect on the changes to consciousness and behavior of these 
respondents. The study thus follows a qualitative methodology informed by an interpretivist or 
social constructivist epistemology, and using participant observation, auto-ethnographic, and 
interview data collection methods.28 While we are confident of the internal validity of our argument 
given the use of multiple methods to reach saturation and to triangulate the data, we present our 
findings as preliminary and subject to further testing as the evidence is drawn from a single case-
study with a relatively small number of respondents. 

The case itself is a 2019 collaboration between the Department of Political Studies at UWC in 
Cape Town and a human rights organization, the Black Sash. It was designed as a Work-Integrated 
Learning collaboration in that the students helped co-design and implement an applied research 
project with Black Sash staff. The findings of the project were used both by Black Sash in their sub-
sequent advocacy work, and by the students in completing their master’s theses. Thus, student the-
oretical learning in the University was completed by applied learning in the “workplace” as more 
abstract knowledge about citizen rights and accessing social protection met real world experiences. 
In this case, the workplace was among poor communities in the Western Cape where the impact 
of changes in social grant provision was researched, as well as the offices of Black Sash where the 
project was developed collaboratively. In this particular case then, the WIL workplace approached 
a form of community-based research, conducted with a pro-poor, rights-based advocacy organiza-
tion, that provided fertile ground for something like community engagement.

Specifically, the research collaboration centered on researching changes to the payment of 
social grant recipients in South Africa. Around 17 million social grant payments are made every 
month in South Africa and reach roughly 11 million people, and roughly half the households in the 
country.29 The major grants are the Child Support Grant for poor families, pensions to the elderly, 
and disability grants. Essentially, the pay points at which beneficiaries collected monthly stipends, 
run by the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA), were “decommissioned” or phased out. 
In place of this uniform national system set up for recipients of social grants, recipients now had to 
go either to the Post Office, various commercial retailers, or use cash machines or ATMs. Effective-
ly, a bespoke national system for grant recipients was privatized, and the poor, elderly, and disabled 
were added to existing public queues. 

As a human rights organization, Black Sash was concerned about the potential harm of this 
change to vulnerable recipients, especially the elderly who form a core constituency of the organi-
zation. Thus, the research project was designed to conduct in-depth and systematic research on the 
experience of elderly grant recipients from the decommissioning of pay points by the South Afri-
can Social Services Agency (SASSA). To this end, studies were conducted exploring experiences 
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of elderly grant recipients located near key Black Sash office sites in the Western Cape. The study 
was qualitative, as it intended to explore in detail the subjective and shared perceptions of grant re-
cipients through interviews, focus group and participatory action research methods that collected 
various kinds of quantitative, qualitative, numerical, written, oral, and visual data. The study was 
implemented in Delft, Genadendal, Khayelitsha, and Robertson, and engaged approximately 60 
respondents over three months between February, March, and June 2019. 

At each site, researchers were to engage in a three-day process. 

• Day 1 involved meeting with the grant recipients, as organized by the partner community-
based organization of Black Sash. This day involved explaining the project, securing ethical 
clearance, and conducting “rivers of life” participatory activity to facilitate systematic 
reflection by each participant on their experiences of grant collection day. 

• Day 2 involved the researchers travelling with selected recipients to collect their money, and 
interviewing, observing, and video documenting the process of the day.

• Between Day 1 and 3, researchers collated the data, produced visual products, and drafted a 
site-specific case for the Participedia website.30

• Day 3 (roughly a week after Day 1) involved a debrief, where the findings on the Participedia 
website are presented and workshopped, including a participatory “body mapping” exercise. 

To collect data, researchers used three main instruments: 

• An interview, focus group, and observation schedule to collect factual and perceptual data on 
the grant experience

• Two participatory techniques including a “river of life”31 and “body mapping”32 to enable 
participants systematic, personal, and collective reflection on the grant experience, including 
the affective dimensions of the experience

• Video documentary of the research process. 

In addition, we went back to each site in July to further workshop knowledge of SASSA services 
and to map the areas to ascertain how far recipients had to travel. All activities were led by the 
students, with two different members of the Black Sash staff present in each site, and Professor 
Piper observing in three of the cases.

Ultimately, the research concluded that, as a result of privatizing payment points, the costs 
of transport and food, insecurity, administrative costs, and indignities endured by recipients in-
creased—disproportionately impacting the bodies of elderly people. In short, where in the previ-
ous system the elderly were reasonably well treated with preferential access to bespoke pay points 
including administrative support for when there were problems with payment, in the new system 
they are required to queue for multiple hours, often without access to adequate seating, toilets, 
water, shelter, security and no onsite administrative support. In addition, decommissioning elim-
inated many rural pay points which forced recipients to travel further for their grants and to visit 
more distant regional SASSA offices to query problems on the accounts.33

On completion of the applied research project, we set out to reflect on the experience as an 
instance in which WIL, interpreted as a form of community-based research, could potentially build 
active citizenship among the research team of students and NGO fieldworkers. With this in mind, 
we identified the following research question for this chapter: 

How, if at all, did engaging in the Black Sash research project enhance active 
citizenship for the student and NGO researchers understood as (i) a greater 
consciousness of rights, (ii) learning new citizenship practices, (ii) demanding 
more accountability from the state and (iv) feeling greater solidarity with other 
participants.
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Data was gathered from two sources: the two master’s students and the five NGO workers. Data 
was gathered from the students through observation of fieldwork activities and autoethnographic 
reflection by the two master’s students which involved the retrospective and selective analysis of 
key moments from an experience, whether negative or positive, as outlined by Ellis et al.34 The 
process of autoethnographic analysis was done inductively, first by the two students individually, 
and then collectively by the students and Professor Piper. From this process, the key insight of the 
“personal as political” emerged. The observations were analyzed deductively using Gaventa and 
Barrett’s fourfold conception of active citizenship. Data was gathered from the Black Sash staff 
via observations, semi-structured interviews, and from the project evaluation sheets completed 
by Black Sash staff during the original fieldwork. The semi-structured interviews were designed 
according to Gaventa and Barrett’s typology, and analysis of all the staff data proceeded deductively 
on this basis.35 In addition, some emergent themes were identified that are relevant to the research 
question on active citizenship. 

On the one hand, as a single case-study with limited respondents, the external validity of the 
findings is limited. Therefore, we regard these results as preliminary and subject to further research 
to discern their wider relevance. On the other hand, we believe the study has strong internal valid-
ity due to saturation of evidence from multiple and triangulated methods. In addition, we assert 
that ethnographic reflection offers unique and privileged insight into the subjective experiences of 
participants—on a research question that is concerned precisely with subjective experiences. We 
took great care to emphasize the critical nature of the process of reflection, and to affirm that the 
integrity of the research process was the most important objective. Indeed, with ethnographic re-
search the point is not objectivity so much as critical and honest reflection on experiences. It is 
clear from what follows that not all respondents experienced the project as profoundly as the two 
students, and several points of criticism are developed. 

Findings And Analysis
We outline the findings of our research in using the categories of active citizenship identified above 
and add a category that emerged from the data-gathering: “from the personal to the political.” 
This additional finding refers to the fact that, while both students and NGO workers were aware 
of issues of poverty and marginalization, when confronted by the life experiences of respondents 
it was made real to them in a way that inspired a desire to act. We demonstrate the general 
strengthening of a sense of active citizenship across all dimensions, but students and NGO workers 
took slightly different lessons from the experience. For the former, the experience was more of a 
revelation, personal and politicizing. For the latter, already largely politicized, it was more about 
how particular insights bolstered subsequent advocacy work. 

Consciousness of rights
In general, both the students and the NGO workers reported a growing social consciousness as a 
result of the project, although more so for the students. The project itself was steeped in education 
about rights and how to enact them. As one Black Sash staff member notes:

I found that people did not know very much about their rights and felt unable 
to get help because they were not sure of what they were entitled to. I felt 
personally responsible for making people aware of their rights even though this 
was not the main aim of the research. It seemed to me to now only was it my 
duty and obligation to inform people…

She also noted that, “despite a lack of knowledge around the rights and responsibilities for 
social grants, I found that respondents were eager to have their say and to be involved.” Both re-
searchers and workshop participants seemed eager to exercise their citizenship rights. One of the 
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students observed:

Prior to doing the research, my studies in political sciences and the South 
African public administration system had introduced me to the theoretical role 
of civil society and citizenry in South Africa. This study, however, has taught 
me about the social services provided to South African citizens. It has taught 
me about the processes involved in applying for state social services and, more 
specifically, the social grants system. The fact that there are thousands of South 
Africans who have access to, and make use of the social grants system, yet do not 
understand or aren’t aware of the extent to which the state should be assisting 
them, however, is alarming. The research has highlighted the fact that citizens 
in rural areas are not as aware of their rights and responsibilities as those in 
or closer to the big cities. It has thus also taught me that my responsibility as 
a South African citizen is to help bridge this gap between those in rural and 
urban areas. 

Gaining an understanding of rights and how to enact them is perhaps a core component of active 
and engaged citizenship. This means that you cannot act in accordance with your rights if you do 
not know what they are and, consequently, cannot demand accountability. 

Greater participation 
Regarding taking action around rights or engaging in political activity, most respondents reported 
that their experience conducting research reinforced their desire to act. One of the students 
reported that: 

Following my tenure as a student researcher on this project I joined the Rape 
Crisis Centre and participated in a workshop to become a community education 
officer. Additionally, I joined the NGO My Vote Counts as political systems 
researcher. The focus of the organization is to conduct research on democracy, 
electoral politics and corruption. It seeks to provide education and awareness 
on voter rights and citizen participation in democratic processes.

The other student also reported an impact on her career choice:

The research has inspired me to not only participate in civil society, but to seek 
a job in [the nonprofit sector] on a full-time basis, on completion of my studies. 
The experiences learnt throughout this research process has (sic.) ensured that 
I have been able to find employment [with NGOs]. I can now use the theory 
learnt during my studies and the field experiences learnt during this study in 
my field of work as a researcher for an NGO. This research has encouraged me 
to further investigate the manner in which our state interacts with citizens. 
Because I am now aware of the harsh realities faced by so many South Africans, 
I can now contribute to the manner in which they are treated. 

For the Sash staff members, the experience reinforced their sense of vocation. One stated that, 
“working on the ground and on [the] community level and seeing first-hand the struggles, inspires 
me to play my part in society or within advocacy campaigns”, and another added that the research 
had given her “the resources and tools to properly assist the elderly with the social grants,” adding 
that she “felt very responsible to help people with their SASSA since she was now aware of what 
their rights were and what the pertinent issues were for people who are grant recipients.” For others 
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more experienced working in the community, the project reinforced existing views rather than 
leading to new revelations. Hence, as one put it, “It was a good project but I am comfortable with 
these issues as I have spent my life working in these areas.”

Demanding accountability
Participating in the project also deepened the researchers’ readiness to demand responsiveness 
from the state. One of the students noted that the important role of advocacy groups in holding 
the state accountable: 

[The research] has led me to ask more questions about the effect of the 
decommissioning of the pay stations on the grant recipients, especially on those 
in rural areas. I now feel that the state needs to do more to ensure that grant 
recipients receive their grants as safely and effectively as possible. The research 
has presented the idea that if the state is not approached by civil society, South 
African citizens’ rights are not taken care of. The role of [nonprofit advocacy 
groups] has been highlighted by this study, which is important in ensuring the 
state be held accountable for its actions. 

For the NGO workers, the research had even stronger links to accountability work. Four of the 
workers reported that they cited the research in their work for Black Sash both in the public realm 
and in direct advocacy to the government. This was for advocacy work Black Sash initiated on this 
issue after the research was completed. As one worker states:

I had many radio interviews and even one television interview as a direct 
consequence of this research. Part of the interview was requesting accountability 
and responsiveness from the state, especially to grant beneficiaries who are 
elderly, vulnerable, and have disabilities.

Another worker reported how, as a former government employee, she understands and has 
sympathy for both government and citizens struggling to access their rights. However, she added, 
“I feel like government has in some ways abandoned people,” so people like herself who work 
for NGOs need to organize around ways to bring change. Finally, one shared that the insights 
she gained about the lack of access to administrative support after decommissioning inform her 
daily work, as she now “goes directly to the SASSA offices in Caledon to bring the concerns of the 
Genadendal community to them.”

Relations of solidarity
Relations of solidarity is the idea that participation in society can bring about stronger horizontal 
social ties that foster greater resilience and facilitate collective action among communities. Both 
student researchers reported how they formed ties with many of the respondents and how these 
relationships endure. One of the students spoke of feeling like “I have an extended family in the 
respondents since they care as much about me as I do about them.” She adds:

For this research, we had developed a set of participatory research tools centered 
around expressing feelings and thoughts as art. These art forms ranged from 
drawing maps which visually represented a respondent’s journey to collect 
grant money to drawing life size images of themselves where they could 
indicate where the emotional and physical pain was during that journey to 
collect grant money. Assisting respondents to create these artistic products was 
a very intense and involved process. Working so intently with people created 
an environment to become close with participants beyond the parameters of 
the research. The openness and kindness which I experienced from working 
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with some of the poorest and most disadvantaged has been unmatched. It was 
touching to me that people took time out to share with me intimate details of 
their life. It is this experience that has spurred me on to be more vocal about the 
injustices that I know exist. The relationship with the respondents has been 
maintained as these respondents sometimes message me to let me know how 
they are doing and sometimes to ask for assistance.

For the Sash staff members, a strong theme was that the research process led to greater 
connectedness with the participants and the wider communities in which the participants live. 
Two workers shared similar stories about how the research has helped build relations within the 
communities in which they work. In this regard, one stated that the research “helped to create a 
bond with the people of Genadendal” and helped “raise the visibility of Black Sash in the area.” 
She noted that the participants in the workshops fondly recall creating the body map art and like 
to share these stories with her. Additionally, she recalls experiencing a feeling of freedom and 
connection being involved so closely in research that took place within communities. She reflected 
that the intensity of the days together doing the research workshops helped to create a feeling 
of togetherness which she believes made it easier for respondents to open up. In her subsequent 
visits to Genadendal, she notes that former respondents and others in the community show no 
reservations talking to her, and the conversation is intimate as if between friends as opposed to a 
conversation between an outsider and a member of the community. 

From the personal to the political 
The most salient outcome of the WIL program was the bridge between the personal and the 
political, especially for the students. While both student researchers were admittedly already 
interested in social issues and had some knowledge of them, it was not until their participation 
in fieldwork that they were confronted with realities of the social issues which they studied. Both 
student researchers, in their personal reflections, noted that personal connections had the most 
lingering effect on them, and illustrated this with specific instances. 

There’s no doubt this project was hard work. The students got up early, organized boxes full of 
paper and stationary materials, drove several hours, facilitated workshops in multiple languages, 
packed up and drove home again—for several days on end. Leading up to the fieldwork period, 
they had to liaise with Black Sash and community organizations in each of the four sites. We met 
regularly, both as a UWC team and with Black Sash, throughout the year of the project. It was also 
emotional work as we were confronted by hard stories from workshop participants. One comments:

Since the end of the research one incident in particular has stayed with me. In 
conducting the research one of the activities we did was a “ride-along” where we 
followed participants on their journey to collect their social grant money. One 
of the women I was assigned to awoke at 6am in the morning to wash and get 
dressed and to make sure that she was early enough to walk to the ATM. She 
lived in a township outside of Robertson and would walk at least 45 mins from 
her home to the town center to join a queue of people at the ATM. I walked 
with her and stayed with her for almost three hours in line to finally get to the 
ATM to draw her money. We stood outside with no protection or chairs on a 
hot summer’s day. When she eventually received her rather meager pension, 
she turned to me and said, “are you hungry?” and proceeded to buy a parcel 
of fish and chips and insisted on sharing her food with me. This was a woman 
who could not afford some of the bare necessities, who was old and tired from 
standing in the hot sun in a long line and her first reaction upon receiving her 
money was to take care of me. It was a profound moment which I have not 
forgotten. 
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The other student has a similarly vivid memory:

Having to facilitate these workshops to people who were illiterate and to people 
who had never held a paint brush in their lives was both alarming and fulfilling. 
Alarming because I did not think that there would still be people today who 
could not read or write and fulfilling because I was part of the team who brought 
them their first painting opportunity and because I could see how much joy 
these exercises had brought to them. A participant had told me that they could 
not wait to take their art-work home to their grandchildren to show them their 
first art piece.

Indeed, a key theme in autoethnographic reflections was how the research brought abstract 
knowledge of social issues into harsh, tangible relief. Importantly, this confrontation with reality, 
a reality touched by real people’s difficulties and emotions, proved a major inspiration for active 
citizenship.36 In this regard, one of the students’ states:

For the study we had to travel to two rural and two historically poor urban areas. 
Until my participation in this study, I had not been to any of these areas. Our 
visits highlighted the harsh realities that so many South Africans face on a daily 
basis, realities my middle-class background had not exposed me to. It was a 
culture shock seeing the hardships of the poor in my country. Having to listen 
to how grant recipients in rural areas have to travel up to 70km just to receive 
their grants and do their monthly grocery shopping was hard, especially with 
minimal amounts recipients receive. I often had to remind myself that I was 
there to do research, as I found myself so immersed in their stories that I almost 
forgot why I was there. 

Ultimately, the work was also rewarding and moved both students on a personal level. As one wrote 
in her reflections:

The first area we visited was Delft, a vast urban area located outside Cape Town 
CBD. This area was a mostly lower-income area that had suffered under the 
policies of Apartheid spatial planning where large non-white communities 
were placed in tightly packed communities that were far from the resources 
and amenities of the city. This area was previously designated a “coloured” 
township. Coming to this area was emotionally charged because I was now face 
to face with the reality of how people lived in my city. My parents each came 
from a township of a similar type to Delft and had grown up poor during the 
height of Apartheid. Each were the first in their families to matriculate and to 
attend university, both at the University of the Western Cape (then designated 
as university for non-whites). As a second-generation university graduate of a 
now middle-class family, it was jarring to see in a very real way the disparities 
between my life and theirs. 

It was this initial reaction that made me realize that this research was not only 
going to be an academically rigorous one but also an emotionally challenging 
one. Feeling so personally connected to the people, lives and areas in which we 
were doing the research made me feel extra responsible for conducting research 
that would be beneficial. 

The other added:
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It brings me great fulfillment knowing that the outcomes of this research have 
brought about change in the manner in which the state treats grant recipients. 
This research has served as an eye-opener to the harsh realities faced by the poor 
in this country on a daily basis. I would not have been able to fully understand 
the plight of the poor had I not been part of this study. It has also encouraged 
me to question the motives of the state with regards to the decommissioning of 
the pay points. 

Notably, confrontation with the reality of poverty and other forms of marginalization also impacted 
the Sash staff, although to a lesser extent. This is even more remarkable as these people work 
with these issues and communities all the time. For example, one Sash staff member reports that 
she found the workshops “more poignant because my parents are grant recipients. I have started 
asking them more questions and probing family members to find out if they had any problems 
with accessing the grant.” Another stated that being exposed to the problems that the elderly face 
in accessing their grants made her want to be more involved. She has noticed that the COVID-19 
lockdown has exacerbated these problems and has led people to be more confused as they do not 
understand what is happening with the social grants.

Conclusion
The findings from our case-study of the UWC-Black Sash research project reveal both personal 
and political transformations for the students and NGO staff members involved. Their responses 
affirm many dimensions of active citizenship identified by Gaventa and Barrett,37 but add the 
notion of “the political as personal,” where abstract knowledge is transformed into an imperative 
to act after connecting with people’s experiences at a personal level. In addition, not only did the 
project support advocacy work by a nongovernmental organization, but the participating students 
now work in the human rights sector themselves and have a higher level of awareness and political 
consciousness regarding the rights and responsibilities of citizenship. The Black Sash staff 
members involved in the project also reported effects that affirmed active citizenship to varying 
degrees, reporting that the highly interactive, interpersonal, and immersive nature of the research 
project strengthened their relationship with, and status as a trusted partner in, the communities 
where they serve. While provisional and limited, our findings suggest that forms of community-
based research or engagement conducted as part of a WIL program may enhance active citizenship 
skills among participants. 

It is important to note what is being claimed here. WIL is broadly conceived as a form of learn-
ing for students that integrates theoretical knowledge in the classroom with practical knowledge in 
the workplace. Civic engagement, in contrast, is understood as actively participating in community 
decision-making activities. There is thus no inherent relationship between WIL and civic engage-
ment in the abstract, nor necessarily in our master’s program at UWC. Students could do a WIL 
master’s conducting desk-top research for the Parliamentary Research Office on Middle East poli-
tics to support a parliamentary committee and then use the same data towards their thesis. How-
ever, as illustrated above, students on the WIL could also do applied research that involves com-
munity-based research or forms of community engagement that can cultivate active citizenship. 
To us, this seems like a potential stream that could be developed in WIL programs into the future.

While it is difficult to pin down exactly what conditions must be met to ensure that communi-
ty-based research achieves the civic engagement goal of active citizenship, in our case the following 
five points seemed important. First, the students’ pre-existent interest in the issues of social grants, 
poverty, and citizenship motivated them to persevere with the hard work involved in the study. 
Students were also favorably predisposed to the broad ideological and normative commitments of 
active citizenship. Second, the host organization is committed to human rights and dedicates itself 
to help poor South Africans find practical ways to access their social grants from the state. Not only 
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do the ideological and normative commitments of Black Sash align with notions of active citizen-
ship, but the organization’s work includes citizenship building activities like conscientizing citi-
zens about their rights. Third, students spent significant time with elderly and poor citizens, and 
thus were able to personally and directly understand previously abstract notions like “exclusion” 
or “poverty.” Fourth, by collaboratively designing and implementing the project with Black Sash 
workers and conducting participatory exercises with respondents, social hierarchies and barriers 
between students, staff, and respondents were weakened. These shifts in power dynamics allowed 
for more equal, personal, and transformative relations to emerge. Fifth, access to financial and 
human resources to conduct research was necessary for the project to occur, and therefore invest-
ments from both the university and the NGO were required. 

This one case-study may not be sufficient to determine the respective influence of these five 
factors on community-based research that builds active citizenship. We can confidently assert that 
a WIL approach alone is unlikely to achieve these outcomes. Rather, WIL provides a strategic op-
portunity to develop appropriate forms of community-based research or community-engagement 
projects able to build active citizenship. This case study bolsters our assertion that WIL is framed 
broadly enough in South African policy and practice to allow space for varying formations, some of 
which may end up resembling forms of civic engagement pedagogy utilized across the globe. This 
is because the WIL model combines research, collaboration, and learning into one process, while 
maintaining a productive blurring between theory and practice, research and advocacy, and the 
university and the workplace. The debate about the purpose of education exists across the globe, 
but education for work and professional development need not conflict with education for active 
citizenship. Programs can be designed to do both, and graduates of such programs will offer major 
benefits to societies in which they work and live. Indeed, we believe that our study shows the value 
to students, the university, and society of making the development of active citizens an explicit 
goal, or a specific track, within the wider WIL program.
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