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Abstract: The South African government has undertaken to expand universal access to Early 

Childhood Development (ECD) with a particular focus on children from socially 

disadvantaged communities and with disabilities. This requires training and support of ECD 

practitioners, such that they are equipped 399with the necessary knowledge and competencies 

to implement effective teaching and learning approaches at ECD level. This research explored 

an innovative, inclusive approach to ECD practitioner development in which both Deaf and 

hearing students were enrolled in an ECD practitioner training program facilitated jointly by 

New Beginnings (an ECD non-profit training organization) and the Deaf Federation of South 

Africa (DeafSA). The research scrutinized key aspects of the training program, including how 

it extended students content knowledge on ECD, their pedagogical knowledge; as well as 

epistemological access for Deaf students. The findings and conclusions have important 

implications not only for equipping ECD practitioners with knowledge and skills, but also 

demonstrates how practitioner training itself can be effectively structured to cater for diversity 

among trainees. 

Keywords: Early Childhood Development (ECD); practitioner development; deaf and hearing 

students; pedagogical knowledge; epistemological access; content knowledge; inclusion 

1. Introduction 

Early Childhood Development (ECD) is a comprehensive approach to services, 

programs and policies for young children. The South African Schools Act of 1996 

stipulates ECD as being from birth to school-going age (s 91(1)). The aim is to uphold 

the rights of children to develop their full cognitive, physical, emotional, and social 

potential. An ECD program in general focuses on nutrition; cognitive development; 

language development; physical health; mental health and social and emotional 

development. It may be offered in formal, informal or non-formal settings. Early Child 

Care and Education (ECCE) services, a key facet of ECD, refers to services that 

provide care and developmentally appropriate educational programs for young 

children located either in ECD centers, special schools, community-based centers, or 

in home-based care facilities (Meier et al., 2015). The programs may be publicly or 

privately funded. ECD practitioners are individuals working in the field who may or 

may not be qualified as teachers. These practitioners, therefore, have a range of 

professional qualifications, with many underqualified or having no training at all, with 

the result that the quality of ECCE programs in South Africa differs according to 

context. A central commitment of the South African government is to expand access 

to ECD programs for all children, particularly for children from socially disadvantaged 
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communities and children with disabilities (Department of Education, 2001; 

Department of Basic Education, 2015). There is need for trained practitioners in the 

ECD sector to meet this commitment. However, currently there is serious shortage of 

qualified ECD practitioners in the country who are equipped with skills and expertise 

to provide quality services for all young children, irrespective of diversity. 

In a significant first step, the Department of Higher Education and Training 

(2017) developed its policy on “Minimum Requirements for Programmes leading to 

Qualifications in Higher Education for Early Childhood Development Educators”. In 

the non-formal sector, ECD qualifications for practitioners are established by the 

South African Qualification Authority (SAQA) via the National Qualifications 

Framework. Professional development is offered mainly by Further Education and 

Training (FET) colleges, and through private and non-profit organizations. In the non-

formal sector, minimum standards for ECD practitioner qualification requirements 

were developed by the Department of Social Development, with the entry-level 

qualification being the Further Education and Training Certificate (FET) ECD: Level 

4. Before 2019, the Department of Social Development (DSD) held responsibility for 

ECD but in 2022 the South African government mandated that the ECD function 

would transfer to the Department of Basic Education. 

Despite the shift in responsibility, children with disabilities continue to be 

marginalized and excluded from mainstream ECD programs, losing out on important 

opportunities to access expert support and services to meet their needs (Bekink, 2022; 

Karisa et al., 2002). In particular, Maluleke et al. (2021) point out that only a limited 

number of ECD programs and services provide for the needs of children with hearing 

impairment. The researchers argue that these children are particularly vulnerable and 

at risk of not achieving school readiness. Further, the problem of inadequately trained 

teachers, practitioners and teacher assistants with skills, knowledge and experience to 

support young children with hearing impairments continues to be a challenge. 

Currently, South Africa has 250 Deaf Teaching Assistants working in schools for the 

Deaf (Department of Basic Education, 2015). However, for most of these practitioners, 

there are no opportunities for further training or career pathing. 

The study presented in this paper has as its focus an ECD practitioner 

development program offered by a community-based organization seeking to cater for 

the needs of a diverse group including both hearing and Deaf students. New 

Beginnings was established in 1996 as a “not for profit” ECD organization; it provides 

technical, professional and organizational skills, and knowledge in ECD to assist 

practitioners and communities adversely affected by poor state planning, the legacy of 

apartheid policies, and economic inequalities. This is primarily achieved through the 

training of ECD practitioners, parents and caregivers working with young children in 

different settings in various townships, semi-rural and rural areas in the province of 

KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 

In 2019, the New Beginnings Training and Development Organization partnered 

with the Deaf Federation of South Africa (DeafSA) to facilitate access for Black, Deaf 

women teacher assistants at schools to formal accredited study in the field of ECD. 

Collaboration between these organizations led to the implementation of an ECD 

training program, in which Deaf and hearing students were enrolled. The training and 

development program involved Teaching Assistants from three schools for the Deaf, 
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all of which are located within the metropolitan region of the city of Durban. This 

project was implemented within the context of South African policies on ECD and 

disability, as well as the National Development Plan (NDP) 2030 (Republic of South 

Africa, 2012). A further significance of the project lies in its focus on empowering and 

equipping Black African Deaf women practitioners in the field of ECD with skills and 

knowledge for their own advancement. The project was significant in that by ensuring 

that first language users of South African Sign Language (SASL) receive quality 

training in ECD, it contributed to human resource development in an often 

marginalized community. Given that this was a pilot project, there was a commitment 

to identify lessons emerging and build the evidence base for access to Further 

Education and Training in the field of ECD. This is essential as there is a dearth of 

research on post-secondary education and training for Deaf students in the African 

context. This research makes an important contribution to furthering the wider agenda 

of inclusion (Department of Education, 2001; United Nations, 2006) within ECD. 

While some consideration has been given in South Africa to the inclusion of children 

with disabilities within ECD early learning programs, very little attention has been 

paid to the development of inclusive approaches to training of ECD practitioners. 

In summary, the key reasons for undertaking the study were, firstly, to assess the 

effectiveness of the New Beginnings ECD practitioner training program and the extent 

to which it equips trainees with relevant attitudes and expertise to provide a quality 

early childhood education. Secondly, the study aimed to document learnings from an 

inclusive approach adopted in respect of the training itself which was run for a diverse 

group and included both hearing and Deaf participants. There is growing recognition 

of the value of ECD, particularly for the most vulnerable children, and a commitment 

from the South African government to provide quality ECD programs to cater for 

diversity among children. In this article, the following research questions are explored: 

What was the impact of the ECD practitioner development program on knowledge and 

pedagogical practices of Deaf and hearing students? What were the complexities of 

providing access to further education and training in ECD for Deaf students? 

2. Research methodology and design 

The research took the form of a qualitative case study as the aim was to obtain an 

in-depth and multi-layered understanding of the phenomenon in question (Crowe et 

al., 2011; Priya, 2021). The unit of analysis was the training program for ECD 

practitioners. Yin (2009) explained that case studies enable a researcher to investigate, 

explore and elucidate a phenomenon in the real-life context in which it occurs, which 

was the intention in this study. Participants in the study were the 16 students (6 hearing 

and 10 Deaf students) who were teacher assistants at rural and semi-rural ECD centers 

or schools for the Deaf and hearing in the province of KwaZulu-Natal; two members 

of project management, one each from the New Beginnings Training Center and 

DeafSA; 2 Sign Language interpreters; 2 trainers; 3 teachers and 3 members of school 

management at participating schools. Multiple data generation methods were 

employed, including classroom observation of lessons; semi-structured interviews 

with each of the Deaf and hearing students, focus group interviews with the Deaf and 

hearing students; and document analysis of teaching and learning materials such as 
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student portfolios of evidence and children’s artwork. Thus, the strength of the study 

is that it utilized multiple data generation methods from a variety of data sources, thus 

bolstering the credibility of the evidence. Further, this allowed for a detailed, multi-

faceted investigation of a complex phenomenon in its real-life context from different 

angles (Crowe et al., 2011). Interviews with the hearing participants were digitally 

recorded and later transcribed. The focus group interviews and semi-structured 

interviews with Deaf students, conducted through South African Sign Language, were 

videotaped, viewed and transcribed for analysis. 

The approach to the study was the utilization of the analytical framework of 

Shulman (1986, 1987), an acclaimed researcher in the field of teacher education, as it 

offered a pathway to the analysis and interpretation of our data. Through this 

framework, Schulman elucidated and defined the knowledge that underpins teaching. 

He proposed that Content Knowledge (CK) is knowledge of the subject matter, which 

includes knowledge of theories, conceptual frameworks and key concepts. CK 

represents teachers’ understanding of the subject matter taught and why it is taught; 

for example, in the ECD field, it would include topics such as early mathematics, 

creative drama, storytelling. Further, Shulman isolated Pedagogical Knowledge (PK), 

described as knowledge related to classroom practices and processes of teaching and 

learning, including lesson planning, teaching principles and strategies/techniques, and 

classroom organization and management skills. Shulman further argued that merely 

acquiring content knowledge and general pedagogical knowledge was inadequate for 

teacher development, and that the key to successful teaching lay at the intersection of 

content and pedagogy (Yin, 2009). Gess-Newsome et al. (2019) explain that the point 

of PCK is the way teachers interpret the subject matter and find different ways to 

represent it. However, PCK is a slippery construct, and extremely difficult to identify 

empirically (Shing et al., 2015). Further, researchers have argued there is an 

inadequate development of PCK in the novice practitioners (Carpenter et al., 1988; 

Shing et al., 2015). Upon critical reflection, considering the above perspectives, we 

excluded the construct of PCK from our analysis. 

In the data analysis process, thematic analysis was utilized to identify themes and 

patterns within the different data sets (Clarke and Braun, 2014; Mishra and Dey, 

2022). Firstly, this involved examining, reading and re-reading the transcripts a 

number of times. The second stage was to explore surface meanings, and then to 

scrutinize the data analytically to understand the deeper meanings participants made 

of their experiences, their pedagogical actions, and the assumptions that were 

embedded in their narratives and actions. Rigorous ethical standards were adhered to 

in the research. Prior to requesting their participation, the aims and process of the 

research were explained to all participants. Informed consent was obtained from 

students and the management of each participating school. A consent agreement was 

signed by all participants. It was impressed on participants that their involvement in 

the study was voluntary, and they were at liberty to withdraw their participation at any 

stage. Pseudonyms were ascribed to each participant to assure their anonymity and 

confidentiality. 

Researching with Deaf participants has the potential to raise complex ethical 

issues (McKee et al., 2013). The key issue is that Deaf participants may be at risk of 

marginalization from research due to factors such as lack of language fluency; 
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constructions of Deafness; and inadequate representation of the Deaf community. The 

principles of justice, respect for persons and beneficence needed to be upheld. The 

positioning of the Deaf participants as part of a Deaf community was adopted in the 

project, and in the schools at which the Deaf participants were employed. In other 

words, Deafness was viewed as a cultural identity rather than a disability (which often 

suggests a sense of inferiority). One of the project managers is an active member of 

DeafSA, a highly recognized organization that represents the Deaf community in 

South Africa. Thus, there was the presence of Deaf community representation in the 

research. The fact that the informed consent forms were written in English was not 

deemed a barrier as all the participants had good proficiency in written English. 

Furthermore, during the process of informed consent, a Sign Language interpreter was 

present to support participants where further explanation was required. In advance of 

the focus group interviews, ground rules were discussed and negotiated with 

participants in order to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. At the end of the focus 

groups, a de-briefing session was held during which participants were given the space 

to raise any issues or concerns. 

3. Results and discussion 

The presentation, interpretation and critical discussion of the findings are 

integrated in this sub-section, and presented according to the three key issues 

embedded in the research questions: The impact of the program on student content 

knowledge as well as on their pedagogical knowledge; and the extent to which 

epistemological access was ensured for Deaf students. 

3.1. Extending student content knowledge 

In the study, we explored two questions related to Shulman’s conception of 

content knowledge: What is the nature of the content knowledge in the practitioner 

development course? What does the knowledge base in the program reflect in terms 

of the discourse that informs it, including how the child is positioned in the 

curriculum? Analysis of various curriculum documents, and interviews with the 

trainers, managers, and students provided insight into the philosophy and approach 

underpinning the course. The core developmental domains included socio-emotional, 

cognitive, perceptual and physical development, which are viewed by the manager of 

New Beginnings as building blocks for all future learning. Content also included 

language and literacy, numeracy, contextual knowledge and skills, as well as the 

creative arts. 

The data collected through various methods provided evidence that the 

curriculum was influenced by developmental psychology and socio-cultural theory. 

Students were exposed to cognitive theories, including those of Piaget and Erikson. 

The view taken, according to one of the managers, is that children develop through a 

natural, innate process, according to general laws, and identifiable universal stages of 

development. From the perspective of Piaget’s theory, the thinking was that children 

become more mature as they progress through each stage. However, it was clear from 

our analysis of the curriculum, teaching and learning materials and interviews with 

trainers and students, that the program content was broadened to include the socio-
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cultural theory of cognitive development proposed by Vygotsky (1978). In the 

interviews, the manager of New Beginnings and trainers explained that insights such 

as the significance of constructing new knowledge based on present knowledge, 

learning as culturally, contextually situated, and mediated, and the need for active 

participation of learners in the learning process were foregrounded in the program. 

Observation of lessons as well as individual and focus group interviews with students 

reflected that students gained the understanding that children’s cognitive development 

is advanced through social interaction with peers and adults, and that children 

construct knowledge actively. The key role of language in children’s cognitive 

development was emphasized in the training program, according to the manager. In 

the final evaluation feedback, 10 out of 15 respondents identified knowledge and skills 

related to understanding how young children learn and develop as being a valuable 

and critical component of their learning. The emphasis on children as active 

participants in their learning aligns with debates over the past two decades, in countries 

of the global South. These debates have called for interrogation of the over-emphasis 

in early childhood education on Eurocentric, individualistic developmental 

perspectives (Murris, 2019; Viruru, 2000). In these alternate debates, children are 

positioned as agents and competent in diverse social and cultural contexts. To support 

this thinking, Murris (2019) argues that in many African contexts, children take on 

roles that would be viewed as adult responsibilities, to support the interdependent 

culture of the family—such as caring for younger children, herding cattle and even 

heading a family as in child-headed households in the context of HIV/AIDS pandemic. 

One of the Deaf students stated that her teaching was significantly impacted by 

the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky, as illustrated in the following narratives. She 

perceived children as having the potential to be agents of their own learning: 

I think children are clever. They can learn by themselves. Sometimes when I 

teach, they follow, they observe, they learn to do the same way. Sometimes the 

clever ones can do it by themselves in different ways. They try to change it a little 

to their way. They learn, they know how to change, they know when they cannot. 

(Focus group, Deaf student). 

Further, students’ understanding of the art and value of providing mediated 

learning experiences (McKee et al., 2013) to children came through clearly in the data, 

as reflected in the feedback from students: 

“Mediation—this has given me new ideas on how to approach learners, and to 

get them to think and find their own answers.” (Deaf student, Reflective 

competence—evaluation of module 1). 

“We learnt to make children think. We do not want just “yes” and “no” answers 

from children. You got to make kids think out of the box. We learnt about using 

mediation and bridging questions—this was wonderful.” (Interview, hearing 

student). 

One of the managers explained that lesson observations indicated that students 

were developing the view that learning involves the construction of meaning, and that 

mediated learning is about the quality of interaction between the learner and the 

teacher. She commented that students were “definitely developing an understanding 

that the aim is to move beyond ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers in classroom dialogue, and to 

make children reflect and think, by using mediation and bridging questions as teaching 
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strategies”. The manager explained that the strategy of mediation aims to “change 

passive learners into active participants in their own learning, and that the role of 

mediator can be taken on by the teacher, a child and peers”. The above reflections of 

participants suggest that they seemed to understand the process of co-construction, 

that it implies inter-subjectivity, and that adults, peers and children can play an active 

role in meaning-making, as underscored by Vandermaas-Peeler et al. (2019). 

An important finding of the study was that the information and skills gained by 

the students through the program did not lie at the theoretical level but were being 

applied in the crafting of lessons, for example, the understanding that central to 

learning is the mediating role of dialogue. One of the Deaf students explained how she 

stimulated dialogue in a lesson that focused on the theme, “Animals”: 

“I showed the movie, “Lion King” to show children all the different animals. 

Children asked many questions, and gave their views, they were really thinking. 

Don’t animals feel cold, they do not have houses? The King is like a teacher, he 

is big. Why is Scar always angry and fighting with Simba? It is not right to fight, 

we must always be nice to each other. My lesson was a success, it made children 

give their own thoughts and feelings.” (Deaf student, reflections on a lesson). 

Similarly, a storytelling lesson by one of the Deaf students revealed how she used 

drama and mime to actively involve learners in meaning-making, to imagine the 

characters and their emotions and reactions in the story. 

The course curriculum foregrounded issues of child protection, child wellbeing 

and resilience, child rights and critical issues in recent debates in the ECD field. The 

project manager from New Beginnings explained that in an African context, concepts 

such as child resiliency, agency and well-being need to be included in a practitioner 

development program as these are political, multi-dimensional and complex in 

contexts plagued by social, cultural, gender, race, social class inequalities (Murris, 

2019). Further, the lives of children are impacted by different social structures, 

discourses and views on children and childhoods. For example, in many African 

contexts, not all children grow up in supportive environments where their rights are 

respected, where their voices are heard and they can make choices, and where they 

have intact, strong families that build their resilience, as in contexts of poverty and 

those impacted by the HIV/AIDS pandemic, and where cultural practices may require 

children to perform adult duties in the family (Murris, 2019). It was apparent that these 

issues guided the selection of course content. 

In interrogating the curriculum of the ECD program, it was evident that the 

managers and trainers attempted to create a balance between local and global content 

to make the curriculum culturally and contextual appropriate which can be seen in the 

inclusion of topics such as HIV/AIDS, child abuse and children’s rights. It is 

noteworthy that students in the program spoke of the importance of indigenous 

resources in the context of early childhood, and that the aim was to affirm the 

knowledge of families and communities. Shulman argued that teachers need to 

develop not only an understanding of what topics are central to a discipline but also 

why they are significant (Shulman, 1986). Interviews with students revealed their use 

of indigenous storytelling, songs and games in the classroom, such as the game 

“Magalopha”, and the song “Izinyoni”. 
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Critical reflection suggested that indigenous knowledge and its embedded theory 

and philosophy could be extended further in the program content. The manager of 

New Beginnings agreed that students needed to “understand the need to promote the 

holistic development of children intellectually, culturally, socially, emotionally, 

morally and spiritually” (manager, interview). In recent years, many researchers have 

stressed that the social context should be a primary focus in developing and 

implementing an ECD curriculum for practitioners (Tobin et al, 2009; Yang and Li, 

2019). In other words, the curriculum should be rooted in the local culture and situated 

in the social and cultural context. Research by Tobin et al. (1989) examined preschools 

in three cultural contexts (Japan, China, and the United States), showing how each 

interacted with philosophies of child-rearing, cultural patterns, cultural beliefs and 

values, and other contextual influences. 

A significant element covered in the curriculum was in relation to using music 

and movement in the classroom to enhance lessons. According to the trainers and 

managers initially music had not been considered as an activity relevant for Deaf 

students, with the assumption being that their (hearing) impairment would preclude 

their access and participation. However, through involvement in the course, both Deaf 

and hearing students learnt about the capabilities of Deaf participants in the movement 

and rhythm components. The focus group interviews with students indicated that they 

had come to understand that the arts can bridge the divide between all cultures, 

including the Deaf and hearing, and contribute to building more inclusive classes, 

schools and societies. 

As evident in the data above and in line with Shulman’s framing, content 

knowledge is dynamic rather than static, and it continues to grow through a reflective 

process as novice teachers develop and gain experience. In our analysis of the content 

knowledge in the curriculum, we examined the extent to which the curriculum content 

was able to meet the needs of Deaf and hearing ECD practitioners in an inclusive 

environment. Arising from our critique, our contention is that there were particular 

limitations. All the students in the study were exposed to the same curriculum content 

knowledge that initially was designed for hearing students employed in mainstream 

ECD centers. Research into the training of ECD practitioners working with children 

with disabilities indicates the importance of equipping them with specific knowledge 

and skills. This includes knowledge and skills for the development, implementation, 

and ongoing assessment of Individualized Education Plans, use of assistive technology 

as well as approaches for engaging with families and other professionals (Bruns and 

Mogharreban, 2007). This is an area of content knowledge that needs to be further 

developed in the program described in this study. 

3.2. Examining pedagogical knowledge (PK) 

Pedagogical Knowledge (PK) is about the “how” of teaching and knowledge of 

teaching methods and strategies that can be used across all subjects and situations 

(Leijen et al., 2022; Shulman, 1987). In other words, it involves the process of 

blending of pedagogy and subject content knowledge. PK includes how to plan daily 

lessons; organize group work; demonstrate a task; transition learners from one task to 

the next; manage resources and space, and assess learning outcomes. In the context of 
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the study, the following facets of pedagogical knowledge were observed in lessons: 

Creation of a motivating and enjoyable atmosphere in the classroom; presentation of 

lessons in a way that interests children and facilitates understanding and meaning-

making; using the strategy of mediation to enhance learning. Below, we discuss 

selected aspects of PK as they emerged from the data. 

The various data sets indicated that the focus of the training program was on 

sustained reflexive learning, promoting growth and development of students. 

Document analysis revealed that students were offered a sound curriculum with a 

range of teaching methodologies, quality resource development and support, constant 

evaluation and monitoring, and an integrated approach to assessment. Active learning 

was encouraged through a thematic approach to curriculum topics; group work; hands-

on workplace practice in authentic settings; research/inquiry-based tasks; practical 

work such as the creating resources to promote the holistic development of young 

children, and encouraging students to be socially aware through tasks such as the 

creative use of waste and natural materials. During the training sessions, students had 

the chance to take on the role of teacher of a class in an authentic setting, as New 

Beginnings has on its premises an Early Learning Center for children from ages 4 to 

6. The students prepared and taught lessons using relevant teaching aids, and received 

critique from peers as well as the trainer, thereby further strengthening their 

pedagogical knowledge and skills. 

Overall, the approach was underpinned by the recognition that “people learn best 

when it’s done. You can explain and explain but when they do it, they understand” 

(interview, project manager, DeafSA). The philosophy of learning-by-doing was 

observed during field visits and confirmed by the trainer: “That’s what makes our 

training good. it’s not just textbooks… I give them guidelines but they must do their 

own research” (nterview, trainer). The feedback from students themselves was 

overwhelmingly positive with respect to the practical approach to learning, which was 

identified (in the final evaluation) by 9 out of 15 students as one of the elements that 

they appreciated most. The value of role-play, in particular, was affirmed, as illustrated 

in the narrative from a focus group interview: 

“Role play has helped me to understand kids-the way they think and feel. This 

has helped to understand how a child feels or reacts in certain ways, this also 

helps to understand how children learn.” (Deaf student, focus group interview). 

Throughout the training, there was an intentional focus on visual materials, 

including posters and the use of Microsoft PowerPoint presentations. These were 

introduced in the course to enhance visual learning and to minimize barriers for those 

with hearing impairments. Management as well as both Deaf and hearing students 

found this to be an excellent medium for demonstration, reading and understanding. 

According to one of the project managers, such visual aids enhanced students’ 

understanding of theory. The focus on visual stimulation extended to the Resource 

Box, in which resources were printed in colour, rather than black and white, as had 

been done previously, improving visual stimulation for Deaf children. The emphasis 

on visual stimulation and learning in the training sessions was significant because 

visual inputs in ECD are particularly important for the learning of Deaf children, as 

signed language is a visual and not an aural language. 
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Given their role as Teaching Assistants in the classroom (viz. to do what is 

instructed by the teacher), the Deaf students had not previously been required to be 

pro-active and involved in planning and crafting lessons or selecting pedagogical 

strategies. The course introduced various components of pedagogical knowledge to 

students, as explained above. According to the trainers and managers, this had a 

significant impact on the self-confidence and self-efficacy of Deaf students, in 

particular, affirming that they have the ability, autonomy and competences to make 

decisions, plan, problem-solve, and deal with various teaching and learning situations. 

The substantial amount of time, reflection and effort that students put into planning 

lessons and the accompanying resources was evident during the lesson observations. 

Indeed, skills to develop resources for learning, a component of PK, were gained in 

the course and were an indicator of the growing agency of students, as was evident 

during classroom observations and interviews: 

“I learnt how to make my own resources; to add to my own topics; and connect 

to different themes. So I can make and add on. If I have an idea, I can make my 

own picture and laminate it. Children can cut, stick, play, match and link it to the 

topics in different ways.” (Focus group, Deaf student). 

A key aim of a professional learning program is to develop practitioners as agents 

in their own professional development, so that they can make decisions and choices 

based on their pedagogical knowledge and understanding of their learners and their 

needs (Toom et al., 2021). The findings of the study reflect practitioner agency as an 

emerging competence amongst the students, encompassing motivational, attitudinal 

and cognitive resources. One of the school principals identified resourcefulness as a 

key change that had occurred in the Deaf student Teaching Assistants since their 

participation in the program: 

“The training was hugely beneficial from what I’ve seen. In general, the task of 

the Teaching Assistant is to assist the teacher. But after their training, this has 

changed. They are more resourceful, and they are now making resources. 

They have more confidence. They used to just follow instructions, but now that 

they have had training, it has given them pedagogy. Previously, they lacked the 

pedagogy. They could do things in the classroom, but they did not know the 

reasons behind what they were doing. I am very impressed by seeing what they 

used to do and what they can do [now].” (Interview, member of school 

management). 

From the analysis of interviews and documents, it was evident that the assessment 

of student learning outcomes was a rigorous and systematic process undertaken at 

various key phases. One of the trainers stated that “built into the assessment process 

was self-reflection on the part of students at all stages of the course”. It was significant 

that trainers used a variety of methods and approaches for assessment of learning 

outcomes, including self-evaluation, peer assessment, assessment by a registered 

assessor, and the involvement of an internal moderator and external verification by the 

quality assurance body. A key finding was that assessment of practitioner competences 

is an integrated and collaborative process with various actors sharing in the process, 

and having mutual understandings of learning outcomes and their attainment. Further, 

our view is that elements of reflective practice and emerging student agency could be 

observed in the self-assessment and peer assessment practices. Granberg et al. (2021) 
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confirm that students may emerge as agents during formative peer assessment and self-

assessment, and this can be reflected in their feedback to their peers or themselves. 

In summary, the study found that the ECD program provided a variety of learning 

channels such that PK of both hearing and Deaf students was extended throughout the 

course and in assessment processes, contributing to student’s self-efficacy and agentic 

learning. This required challenging of pre-conceptions about the ability of Deaf 

students to use music and rhythm to promote learning of young children; as well as 

understanding the stance of the child as an active participant in the learning process. 

The PK was deepened through the structure of the program in which Deaf participants 

studied part-time while also working as Teacher Assistants at various schools for the 

Deaf in the Durban region. 

3.3. Reflections on epistemological access for Deaf students 

South African Sign Language (SASL) is the primary sign language used by Deaf 

people in South Africa, and the medium of instruction for the education of Deaf 

learners, promulgated in the South African Schools Act, Act 84 of 1996 (Republic of 

South Africa, 1996). As a signatory of the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (United Nations, 2006), the South African 

government is legally required to ensure that persons with disabilities have full and 

equal enjoyment of all human rights. The findings of the study indicated that the 

training and development program sought to give effect to the UNCRPD imperative 

through the provision of SASL interpreters during all classes and site visits, to ensure 

full access to information (Article 9); and facilitate the use of SASL as a preferred 

method of communication for Deaf participants. Further, interaction through 

WhatsApp groups enabled communication and sharing of information (Article 21) 

among both Deaf and hearing participants. The right of Deaf Teaching Assistants to 

access education on an equal basis to their peers was endorsed, through the provision 

of an inclusive learning experience that respected their linguistic and cultural 

uniqueness (Article 24). Document analysis and lesson observations confirmed that 

numerous steps were taken to ensure access by Deaf students to the ECD practitioner’s 

training curriculum, which included flexibility in the delivery of the program, the use 

of Sign Language Interpreters, and an appropriate pace followed during training 

sessions. 

A significant issue that was foregrounded in the study is that Sign Language 

interpretation is not merely a technical process but a relational one as well. The process 

is intense and thus it is necessary to include more than one interpreter per day. 

However, this has significant cost implications. In critiquing the program, managers 

and trainers were of the view that in order to ensure the sustainability and up-scaling 

of programs that are inclusive of Deaf students in the future, provision must be made 

by the Department of Education to cover the cost of Sign Language Interpreters. 

Another important learning from the study was that epistemological access would 

be enhanced if program facilitators were oriented concerning teaching practices that 

are employed when working with Deaf students and a Sign Language Interpreter. It 

may be helpful for the trainers to have at least basic SASL skills and to understand 

how to communicate with a Deaf person when an interpreter is not available. The 
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project managers in their critical reflections conceded that these components should 

be included as part of staff development. 

“We have also noted that there is a need for facilitators to be trained and 

consistently reminded of the specific teaching methodologies that are required 

for the successful facilitation of Deaf students. This includes speaking a little 

slower, pause speaking while students write notes or copy information (as they 

cannot watch the interpreter and write notes simultaneously), and intersperse 

direct teaching with activities (both to give the interpreter a break and to give 

their eyes a rest). The physical layout of the classroom and positioning of the 

facilitator and interpreter have been adapted to ensure visibility for the Deaf 

students” (Mid-term review document). 

Further, the findings suggest that the same interpreter/s should be used 

throughout the duration of the training program, in order to strengthen relationships 

between interpreter, trainer and students, and to ensure continuity and consistency. 

Similarly, the Sign Language interpreters ideally should have some background on the 

content area (ECD) so that they are able to accurately explain the content and concepts 

associated with it. In an interview, one of the trainers critically reflected on this 

challenge, and explained how it was managed: 

“It has also been noted that making use of an interpreter who has no 

background knowledge in educational interpreting nor of ECD theories and 

practices is a challenge. The quality of the interpreted message can be 

compromised. These factors therefore have the potential to exclude deaf students 

from full participation and has to be carefully managed. We do ensure that the 

content of the lessons for the next session(s) is shared with the interpreter(s) to 

give them a chance to prepare” (Trainer, Mid-term review document). 

In summary, the key provision to ensure epistemological access for Deaf students 

was the provision of SASL. However, it was recognized that this needed to be both 

technical support, with interpreters knowledgeable about the field of ECD, as well as 

relational support in developing rapport with the student group. This reasonable 

accommodation was further enhanced by ensuring that other communication channels 

were accessible to Deaf participants, such as the use of WhatsApp messaging for 

notifications. Heightened awareness of visual cues and use of colours for ECD 

resources had a direct benefit both for trainees and for the children for whom they 

were developed. 

The findings of this study have important implications for policy makers, 

specifically in complying with the legal mandate to ensure inclusion of persons with 

disabilities at all levels of the education system. As a case study, the program run by 

New Beginnings and DeafSA itself illustrates the value and role of partnerships in 

training courses that are inclusive of diverse students. The applicability of CK on ECD 

to both Deaf and hearing students was confirmed but could be further extended to 

include specific provisions for young children with hearing (and other) impairments, 

such as Individual Education Plans and use of assistive technology. Furthermore, PK 

and epistemological access could only be achieved through the provision of reasonable 

accommodation of SASL. These are factors that must be taken into account in 

developing and delivering the curriculum for diverse children and practitioners in the 
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ECD sector, with political commitment accompanied by the necessary budgetary 

provisions. 

4. Conclusion 

This qualitative case study illustrates the possibility and potential of including 

Deaf and hearing participants in a program that addresses both CK and PK in the field 

of ECD. While learnings have been made in respect of the content and pedagogy of 

the program itself, as well as epistemological access, the study also raises questions 

about access to opportunities for higher education for Deaf candidates in the ECD 

field, which has been grossly neglected in South Africa. Many of the Deaf students in 

the program expressed a desire to improve their qualifications (following completion 

of the current Further Education and Training Certificate), but it is a concern that 

higher education institutions may not be ready to receive them. It is thus essential to 

expand study options and career paths which are accessible for Deaf candidates, and 

which have the necessary support in place, including Sign Language interpretation. As 

part of realizing its obligations under the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (United Nations, 2006), government must work to facilitate such access 

through colleges and universities. Further, under the UNCRPD there is a mandate to 

ensure inclusive education “at all levels” including pre-school and tertiary levels. This 

case study is an example of how reasonable accommodations can enrich the learning 

environment for diverse students, as well as how Deaf ECD practitioners themselves 

serve as role models of inclusivity of education for marginalized groups. 
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