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Critical self-reflection
“I believe we could use this moment as an
opportunity for critical self-reflection, for
exercising humility, for unlearning what we
thought we knew” (Luckett 2019: 38).
“a white female academic working in an
Education Development Programme
(EDP) in a Humanities Faculty at the
University of Cape Town, where the
#RhodesMustFall protests began 2015”
(Luckett 2019: 38).

The rising popularity in critical selfreflection in HE
• A search for “critical self-reflection” in Google Scholar returns 3 590
000 hits, and links to research from a variety of disciplines included
education, management studies, psychiatry and nursing.
• Applicants for the SU Teaching Award are required to write a
“reflective narrative” which describes “how the applicant teaches and
why they do it in that way. The focus of the narrative is therefore on
a critical reflection on all aspects of the applicant’s teaching practice.
The core of this reflection is the applicant’s teaching philosophy
statement. If the applicant is not familiar with the concept or practice
of critical reflection and/or has not drafted a teaching philosophy
statement before, assistance could be sought from the CTL”
(Addendum 1 c SU Teaching Excellence Awards 2019).
• Creating “the critically reflexive practitioner” (Light and Cox 2000;
Schön 1983) (Vorster & Quinn 2017: 42).

The rising popularity in critical selfreflection in HE
• “The recent resurgence in interest may then be seen as a return
to reflection after centuries of searching for stable truths and
foundational knowledge” (Fook, White & Gardner 2006: 8).

Critical reflection is:

Examine
assumptions
embedded in actions
or experiences

• a process (Fook et al. 2006:
12).
Determine the origin
of these assumptions
(personal, social,
cultural, historical,
political)

Rework concepts
and practice based
on this re-evaluation

Review and evaluate
assumptions

Historical overview and influences (Fook
et al. 2006)
• Socrates

“stressed

• John Dewey

American philosopher, psychologist and educational
reformer. Dewey is thought to be first person to consider
the role that reflection plays in personal learning.

• Donald Schön

the centrality of critical self-examination, or
living the ‘examined life’, for ethical, compassionate,
humane engagement with the world and its moral
dilemmas” (page 8)

American philosopher and professor in urban planning.
Influential for the idea of reflective practice, particularly
for its application in professional practice learning.

Historical overview and influences (Fook
et al. 2006) A form of social analysis often associated with the
• Critical theory

Frankfurt School of critical sociology.
“In Hegelian philosophy… criticism was more than a
negative judgment and was given the positive role of
detecting and unmasking existing forms of belief in
order to enhance the emancipation of human beings in
society” (Abercrombie, Hill & Turner 2006: 89)
For Marx, critique was a practical and revolutionary
activity.
Horkheimer (1982: 244), a member of the Frankfurt
School, described a theory as critical if it were one that
seeks “to liberate human beings from the circumstances
that enslave them.”
“By it’s very nature, criticism has to be self-critical”
(Abercrombie et al. 2006: 89).

The role of language in critical reflection
• “It is posited by some writers (e.g. Taylor and White 2000) that
central to the notion of the critical reflection is an
understanding of the capacity of language to construct the
world and way we experience it” (Fook et al. 2006: 9).

Discourse analysis
• Language produces dominant ideas, or ‘forms of thought’, or
‘regimes of truth’ (e.g. Foucault 1980) which are taken for granted.
• Critical reflection is about understanding the technologies of power,
language and practice that produce and legitimate forms of moral
and political regulation.
• To reflect critically at this level, practitioners need to understand the
historically contingent nature of their ideas. The familiar theories and
practices need somehow to be ‘made strange’, so that they can be
properly interrogated and so that people can build their own ethics
out of this analytic process. That is, they can develop the capacity to
resist and transgress.

Vorster, J.-A. & L. Quinn. 2017. The ‘Decolonial Turn’: What does it
Mean for Academic Staff Development? Education as Change 21
(1): 31 - 49.
• “We critique the discourses that have underpinned our own
practices as academic developers over the past two decades” (p
31).

Historical discourses of transformation in the
SA HE context
• Post 1994: “the discourse of transformation” – focusing on the
need for greater access for black students and staff.
• Discourses lead to practices/practices create or maintain
discourses:
• The development of extended degree programmes, which
cater almost exclusively for black students.

“Emerging discourses” in the SA HE context
(Vorster & Quinn 2017: 37).
Decolonisation
discourse

Discourse of
powerful
knowledge

Discourse of
alienation

Discourse of
epistemological
access

Decolonisation discourse

The Star, 16 August 2018

The Star, 10 October 2019

“The cultural milieu and
structures of universities,
including the buildings,
symbols, ceremonies and
rituals continue to privilege the
traditions of the colonial
Western universities from
which the South African higher
education system emerged
(Lebakeng, Phalane and
Dalindjebo 2006, 70)” (Vorster
& Quinn 2017: 38).

The discourse of alienation
• “refers to students’ sense of
separation from the sociocultural life of the university
and in particular from the
academic project” (Vorster &
Quinn 2017: 38).

Mail and Guardian, 26 April 2018

"A university is not meant to be a home; it is
supposed to challenge your mind and confront
you. If you are comfortable at university, you are
already part of the bourgeoisie, living the good
life. The university must confront you with your
values and your ideas — and it is in that process
that you decolonise and empower yourself,"
Cloete said.

Discourse of epistemological access
“Wally Morrow’s concept of
“epistemological access” has been part
of the transformation discourse for a
number of decades” (Vorster & Quinn
2017: 38).
Morrow distinguished between
formal access (access to the
institution) and epistemological
access, which involves “learning how
to become a successful participant in
an academic practice” (Morrow 2000:
77).

Vorster & Quinn 2017: 38
When used uncritically, it can contribute to what Fricker (2007)
and others call “epistemic othering” and “epistemic injustice”.
“There has been insufficient critique of what “epistemologies”
students should have access to” (Vorster & Quinn 2017: 38).

A critique of extended programmes
• Luckett (2019: 39) undertakes “a selective reconstruction of the
ED project in the light of current criticisms against it launched
from a decolonial platform. Instead of framing it as a liberal
anti-apartheid project motivated by a concern for equity and
social justice, [she reframes] it as a modernising project within a
developmentalist paradigm.”

“The developmentalist paradigm”
(Luckett 2019: 41-42).
• “The colonial powers initially supported missionary education endeavours, legitimating
their rule through a discourse of improving and ‘civilizing the natives’ to make them fit for
modernity (Kallaway & Swartz 2016)”
• “In his critique of colonial and post-colonial states, Chatterjee (2011) explains how this
worked via what he terms the ‘norm-deviation-exception’ paradigm - the imperial power
was obliged to take responsibility for educating and disciplining the colonized to bring
them up to European norms. In the post-colonial era, developmental states continue to
adopt this norm-deviation-norm exception strategy, now applying the normative
standards of the West to their own population groups, using statistics to show a ‘normdeviation’ and thus the need for state intervention (Murray Li 2007).”
• “As noted by Chatterjee (2011), working in India, there is certain irony that post-colonial
states often perpetuate the developmental paradigm. For example, in South Africa, the
DHET has set up race-based redress and equity projects that require universities to report
student performance using the old race-based population groups. At national level, this
perennially shows a norm-deviation in graduation rates by students in the black groups.
The DHET uses this discrepancy in performance by race to justify its Foundation Grant
policy whereby black students are positioned as the exception to the white norm.”

• “separate Extended Curriculum or Extended
Degree Programmes are no longer tenable”
(Luckett 2019: 37).

Tools for critical self-reflection
• “Most practitioners and
scholars working in the
university will readily accept
that teaching and learning are
inextricably linked.”
• Texts in the Humanities 123

• Identity construction in
academic discourses and texts.

• Autoethnography
• Journaling

Critical reflection used to transform
classroom practice
I “became aware of how much I valued ‘hard work’ as a
mechanism to reach success and financial independence, and I
found myself sending out such messages repeatedly to the class.
However, during a classroom discussion around contemporary
race discourses of white privilege, a student responded
emotionally by saying, ‘This is a discourse, yes. Because as black
people we are always told that if we just work hard enough…’.”

Critical reflection used to transform
classroom practice
Post-structuralism
• “Post-structuralism, movement in literary
criticism and philosophy begun in France in the late
1960s. Drawing upon the linguistic theories
of Ferdinand de Saussure, the anthropology
of Claude Lévi-Strauss (see structuralism), and the
deconstructionist theories of Jacques
Derrida (see deconstruction), it held that language is
not a transparent medium that connects one directly
with a “truth” or “reality” outside it but rather a
structure or code, whose parts derive their meaning
from their contrast with one another and not from
any connection with an outside world. Writers
associated with the movement include Roland
Barthes, Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva, and Michel
Foucault.”
(https://www.britannica.com/art/poststructuralism)

Vorster and Quinn (2017: 43)
• Why do you only draw knowledge from Europe, the USA, the
Western world or the global North?
• Can you use examples of how this knowledge is used in
Africa/the global South?
• How is this knowledge linked to the histories of different
students in your class?
• How does it validate their lives?
• Have you critically examined your curricula, pedagogy and
assessment methods for practices which some students may
find alienating?
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