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SPEAKER TRANSCRIPTION 
DR. MALKA  Hello, I’m Dr. Amaleya Goneos-Malka, welcome to ‘Womanity – Women in 

Unity’.  The show that celebrates women’s milestone achievements in their 

struggle for liberation, self-emancipation, human rights, democracy and much 

more. 
DR. MALKA Joining us today is Dr. René Ferguson who was formerly the Head of 

Department for Social and Economic Sciences at the Witwatersrand 

University.  Some of her areas of interest include pre-service teacher education, 

with a main focus on religion in education, human rights and democratic 

citizenship education, policy and practice and life orientation studies.  

Welcome to the show Dr. Ferguson! 

DR 

FERGUSON 

Thank you very much Amaleya, thank you for having me and hello to all 

the listeners. 

DR. MALKA It is a pleasure to host you and one of the core topics of our conversation today 

will be on life orientation.  It is a subject area that I think perhaps sometimes 

gets taken for granted by those who are equipped with the skills.  It 

encompasses a wide range of topics aimed at equipping learners with essential 

life skills and promoting personal, social and intellectual development to 

ultimately be functional members of society.  Please can you elaborate on the 

importance of life orientation studies, especially in the context of university 

life for students? 

DR 

FERGUSON 

Okay so the first thing that I would like to just point out is that life 

orientation is not sometimes taken for granted, it is taken for granted as a 

subject and that is because there is this misconception that anyone can 

teach life orientation.  Life orientation is actually a subject which forms 

part of the national school curriculum, and we have it as an elective 

subject in the School of Education, so I am based in the School of 

Education, so I am speaking to my place as a staff member in the Wits 

School of Education, not the university as a whole.  So, we have life 

orientation as one of the elective subjects that students can take to be able 

to teach it in schools.  Now the problem is that people think, or principals 

and some people think that anybody can teach life orientation, but its 

importance lies in that it is rooted in psychology related subjects, in fact 

there are different streams or disciplines that make up life orientation, I 

always say that it is a sum of its parts, you know.  So, there is a lot of 

psychology that underpins life orientation, there is also physical wellness 

and physical fitness, which is an important component as well.  There is a 

very, very big emphasis on career and career guidance and then of course 

the parts that I am responsible for, which would be the sort of social 

development side, which is democracy and human rights education, you 

mentioned my interest in religion in education, so my interest is because 

of being inclusive of diverse religions practiced in South Africa and not 

just religions but different world views as well.  And so, I suppose when 

students do life orientation, those who choose it, wear two hats.  When they 
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are studying as teachers they are learning those skills for themselves.  They 

are learning the theory that goes behind it, the philosophies that go behind 

it and they are learning those life skills that are also very much a part of 

life orientation for themselves and then the other hat is to be able to impart 

the knowledge and skills associated with life orientation in the classrooms 

of South Africa.  So, it is a very, very important role because there is such 

a personal dimension to it, it requires that there is a lot of self-growth in 

our students before they are actually ready to go out into the classrooms 

of South Africa to be able to help young people navigate their way through 

the trials and tribulations that face them in society.  I just want to mention 

as well that we do have a subject called Life Skills for Teachers and that 

is a compulsory course that all of our students who are studying to teach 

in the senior and FET, in other words in high schools, they all do this 

course in their second year.  It is a very tough course to teach because 

students don’t often take compulsory courses seriously, but once they start 

to engage with us in the course, they realize the importance that it is for 

themselves as young students, having to grapple with the challenges of 

university life.  So, once again they are learning it for themselves and their 

own personal growth, and then of course we hope that they will be able to 

impart those skills in schools as well. 

DR. MALKA It is very much a two-pronged approach, as you are saying, with self-

knowledge, learning these skills, learning the information and then also taking 

on that ability to be able to teach others.  It is an interesting combination.  When 

I think about the challenges that we face in South Africa and maybe let’s say 

within the Sub-Saharan African context, gender stereotypes, equality, 

reproductive health, gender-based violence, economic empowerment, are all 

issues that impact women and unfortunately sometimes the negative attributes 

become normalized, that there isn’t this self-awareness, that actually the things 

that are happening to me are wrong and perhaps through some of the life 

orientation programmes that you are running, that you have this self-

actualization of going oh my gosh this actually shouldn’t be happening to me 

and I need to redirect.  How would you approach teaching students to recognize 

and challenge traditional gender roles and stereotypes which may limit their 

potential and also perpetuate this inequality? 

DR 

FERGUSON 

So, in the life orientation courses, which remember not all of the students 

in the School of Education are taking life orientation as a teaching subject, 

I suppose you could call it a sub-major, so the students that we do reach, 

we realize that we are actually in a very privileged position to be able to 

include gender-related topics in our courses and so there are actually three 

of us who are involved, I am not going to take all the credit for myself, 

there is one of my colleagues who focuses on personal development; self-

awareness, self-actualization and so on, and so she would deal with gender-

related issues from that perspective.  My physical education colleague 

looks at women in sport and opportunities for women in sport, how 

women’s sports is reflected in the media, television and so on, you know it 

is always the men’s sports who gets all the audience and then in my courses 

which focus very much on democracy and human rights, I focus very 

deliberately on gender-related issues and women’s rights in my human 

rights education courses.  So, we make a concerted effort to have it in there 

and I think that is the first step is to name things.  I really believe that if 

you have something there you name it, you identify the problems and the 
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issues, you also identify the celebrations, which is also a very important 

thing, in gender studies we always tend to look at the negative, but we 

never look at or we seldom take a moment to just celebrate the positive 

achievements of women, especially in our context in South Africa.  So, the 

first thing is, because you asked how we approach it, well the first thing is 

to name it, to have that as a topic in the courses that we teach and then we 

have to open up those possibilities for discussion amongst our students.   I 

personally speak about feminist theory, I use feminist theory as an 

underpinning theory and philosophy, some of the male students get a bit 

offended by that and they think feminists are wanting to have a go at men, 

which I have to make it very clear that we are not having a go at men, but 

we too want to draw men into this conversation because why is there 

gender inequality, it is because men do not want to see that women are as 

good as men in every sense or in every sense we know their limitations in 

respect, but we know that it is there.  So, I can talk a little bit more about 

how we go about some of the approaches that we use in the classroom.  

DR. MALKA And men can be feminists too. 

DR 

FERGUSON 

Yes, definitely, definitely, by the time we are done with them they are self-

confessed feminists and they know that they have a very important role to 

play in schools where some sexual harassment takes place, where gender-

based violence is happening in schools where male teachers are seeking 

sexual favours, for marks for example, from young women and one of the 

things we keep saying to our male students is you are the ones that can 

help make a huge difference if you put your hand up and you stand up in 

order to be counted in this conversation against any kind of gender-related 

issue. 

DR. MALKA It is a huge responsibility, but with it, it brings great change that is so needed. 

DR 

FERGUSON 

Yes.  Yes, so sometimes we all find ourselves in tears in the classroom, 

especially me because I am just a big baby and when I use some of the 

examples, which are current, it really touches me and then of course it 

touches the students.  So, we have to be brave enough to challenge the 

situations, we have to be brave enough to have the difficult conversations, 

that is what it comes down to, knowing that many of our students are 

victims of gender-related issues.  So, we have to have those difficult 

conversations. 

DR. MALKA Gender-based violence has been cited as a pandemic in South Africa by 

government, so when you were talking about putting a name to something, it 

has been declared.  How do you incorporate the topic of gender-based violence 

and all its subvariants, from domestic violence, sexual assault, harassment, into 

the curriculum and I guess in a way speak about prevention but also support? 

DR 

FERGUSON 

So, what I do from my perspective is I anchor it in a general course on 

democracy and human rights education.  So, I first alert my students to 

learning about what human rights are and different categories of rights.  

I get them googling in the United Nations websites, having a look at 

different treaties, conventions and declarations on rights to prevent 

discrimination and abuse of women and children, so we learn the policy 

first, so to speak.  Then we look at theory that helps understand, so for 

example fairness theories help us understand reasons for oppression.  So, 

what are some of the reasons why women experience inequality, 

discrimination, violence and so on, so there is a big general discussion 
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about those kinds of issues using policy and theory.  Then we come down 

to grassroots level and because some of my subjects are teaching 

methodologies we are able to open up the space in the classroom as a safe 

space to have discussions, debates, dialogues and again I use the media a 

lot because it helps us remain current. Just to name some of the sites, there 

is something called hashtag SayHerName, I have used that, which was 

women journalists I think it was, bringing attention to the pandemic of 

gender-based and femicide in South Africa a year or two ago.  I used 

something called ActionAid, which has wonderful case studies, well I 

should not say wonderful, but interesting case studies, interesting 

explanations of lesbophobic rape.  There is a fantastic website called 

Because I am a Girl, the state of the world’s girls and so I get my students 

to engage with some of those online platforms, because that is where young 

people are today, you know, the internet is their playground and so there 

are wonderful examples of work that is being done to uplift the lives of 

girls and young women around the world, but then we also use the media 

and media reports to draw attention to what’s happening now.  So, things 

that happen now and then give the students an opportunity to work with 

those cases and to identify the oppressions, inequalities, human rights 

violations and so on, and we just develop conversation and discussion 

about those as we go in the classroom, but it is very open, it is very tough, 

because some of those students feel that it is very close to home.  Both the 

women and male students, I mean some men shouldn’t see their mothers 

being abused or whatever, but that is what we do, we open us the space, it 

is declared a safe space, what we discuss in the classroom stays in the 

classroom, but we hope that the students are absorbing and embracing the 

knowledge that we are imparting and also just developing together, 

because the students speak from their own experiences as well.  And 

sometimes we use film, discussions about patriarchy. 

DR. MALKA Do you get a sense, given your experience and years of teaching these curricula 

and seeing students, that patriarchy is starting to disappear or is it still very 

strong from a societal point of view? 

DR 

FERGUSON 

So, it just depends, because I think that religious influences are huge still. 

Patriarchy reigns in religions and what is really interesting is how women 

buy into the patriarchy that is expressed, either overtly or covertly, in 

their homes, their communities, their environments.  I can see it in the 

classroom when I raise issues about women and so on, they are quiet 

defensive.  In other cases women are, so the patriarchy is there, but what 

I find is that many of my students who have experienced patriarchy and 

are currently experiencing it, are willing to defy it and they will stand up 

and they will set their sights on a goal, then what I try to do, myself and 

my colleagues, what we try to do is help them to keep their gazes on that 

goal and to work towards it.  Just because somebody has told you that you 

can’t do this, you need to decide for yourself that you can if you want to, 

if you believe it.  So, a lot of the time it is about belief, helping to change 

belief and you mentioned earlier self-actualization and it is helping our 

young women to embrace the idea of self-actualization, I can be who I 

want to be and being a woman shouldn’t stop me from being who I want 

to be. 

DR. MALKA Because it is a tough thing to change from a cultural point of view and when 

you have had that lived experience, that is all you know, so you are likely to 
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defend it, but then when you go out into the working world, which hopefully 

is less constrained by patriarchy, you’re kind of grappling with these two world 

views, one at home and one in the workplace and being able to I guess break 

free of one of them. 

DR 

FERGUSON 

Yes and I think that is what I enjoy about the sections that I am 

responsible for and that I have been involved in reading and researching 

over the years, is how worldview impacts on who we are and so in my 

position I cannot attack anybody, I have to just put the ideas out there and  

that is one of the tools that we  hope our students acquire, is the ability to 

be critical about cultural practices, religious beliefs and h ow that impacts 

on their being human.  So, one of the roles that we try to impart to our 

students is the role of being, I don’t like to use the word neutral because 

sometimes it is difficult when you are passionate about something, just to 

be neutral, but to be impartial in a way that you allow the conversations 

to happen and that the students go away with something and there is 

nothing more rewarding than when a student comes back sometime later 

or emails me and says you know, thank you for doing what you did, 

because you have made me think about this, that and the other and some 

of them are quite disturbing when you think of what young women in 

particular just accept.  Maybe I will have an opportunity to give you an 

example in a little while, I don’t want to keep going and going and going, 

because I can.  So that is the importance of our particular subject is that 

it gives our students an opportunity to have those very hard conversations 

and to think about things that they may not have thought about before, 

which you said right at the beginning. 

DR. MALKA The last area that I wanted to tap into before we move on, because I think it is 

so critical and it can be a massive deterrent in girl’s education, and that is the 

issue of teen pregnancy.  The World Health Organization indicated that South 

Africa has one of the highest rates of teen pregnancy with nearly one in four 

girls falling pregnant before the age of 20 and when I think of that statistic, yes, 

you know obviously we spoke about issues of gender-based violence so this 

may be attributed to issues of rape.  It may also be an attribute, when you were 

mentioning girls doing sexual favours for teachers or let’s say other men, we 

know the sugar daddy scenario.  

DR 

FERGUSON 

Sugar daddies, yes. 

DR. MALKA But it all stems to this as a lack of education, be it sex education, be it about 

contraception, healthcare.  How can students safely and without prejudice gain 

access to reliable information on these types of rights and information? 

DR 

FERGUSON 

So, it is such an interesting thing because there is so much out there, there 

is so much information out there, but the question is who has access to it?  

So, young peopled living in rural areas may not have access to the internet, 

to global issues and so on as young people who live in more urban areas, 

but I think that sex education, regardless of where you are and where you 

live, whether you live in the middle of Johannesburg or you live in a rural 

area, sex education has to start at home, but the problem is when sex 

becomes taboo, people don’t speak about sex around the dinner table.  The 

traditional initiation schools are somehow falling apart, because that is 

where sex education used to happen.  Some people have tried to bring it 

back, but on university campuses there is a lot of material available, one 
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of the services that we provide to our students on campus is campus health, 

there is information in what we call the CCDU, which is a counselling unit, 

we have a transformation office, we have a gender equity office.  The 

students also tell me they have access to clinics, but here is the catch, when 

they go to clinics, they are doing the responsible thing about investigating 

options for contraception, but the clinic sisters treat them abhorrently and 

this was told to me just at the end of last year by a student in a big class, 

that the clinic sisters label them and they just express their prejudices 

right there in the open so that the girls walk away and they don’t want to 

come back again, and this is the cultural thing again, and when women 

buy into these cultural beliefs and they don’t think and they impart their 

own personal prejudices on these young women who are doing the 

responsible thing, it is hugely problematic.  So, the information is out 

there, but then schools, teachers in schools have a very big role to play, 

that is why we train our life orientation teachers.  Yesterday I sat in a class 

watching a student teach and she was doing a lesson on HIV, other 

sexually transmitted diseases and she was doing it so well as a young, soon-

to-be qualified teacher and so that is where I think it is in the hands of our 

young teachers, to be able to do sex education in schools and to provide 

the information to our youth. 

DR. MALKA And out of interest, in that scenario, how did the kids react? 

DR 

FERGUSON 

Very well.  It was a class of girls, it was an all-girl school, these were grade 

nines and they reacted in a very mature way.  It was very good to hear the 

positive response and how well the engaged with the questions raised by 

my student, and I have seen this again and again, a very, very positive 

response, especially to young student teachers because they can relate in 

terms of age, you know. 

DR. MALKA Absolutely. 

DR 

FERGUSON 

And they go where angels fear to tread, you know, I sometimes think oh 

would I have said that, but they are really good, they really make sure they 

do their homework and to answer the question about the high levels of 

teenage pregnancy, I do not know how they are going to come down, we 

talk about education but in the end we also have to teach young people to 

take responsibility for themselves and those conversations are being held 

in classrooms, but it is the uptake by young people when they leave the 

school grounds, when they leave the classroom and leave the school 

grounds, we have to actually talk about that as well. 

DR. MALKA Yes, unfortunately there is no silver bullet and there is lots of moving parts 

here and then there is the issue of wanting to take responsibility, but then you 

are enabling environment who is supposed to support you, as you were talking 

about the clinic sisters, if they are pointing fingers at you then how does that 

impact on you as trying to take responsibility, but the work you do is clearly 

critical, feeding young minds both from a student point of view as student 

teachers that are going out into the world and then touching the next generation 

to help them improve their lives.   

DR. MALKA You’re listening to ‘Womanity – Women in Unity’ and today we are talking to 

Dr. René Ferguson from the University of the Witwatersrand.  We would love 

to receive your comments on Twitter:@WomanityTalk. 

DR. MALKA Dr. Ferguson, coming more towards a personal perspective now in the latter 

part of the show, I would like you to share with us, given your experiences of 
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dealing with young people in particular and thinking about the future for 

women, what do you think we need to do to build a more egalitarian society 

where there are no limits for women to achieve their dreams and ambitions? 

DR 

FERGUSON 

Whew, that is a very big question.  You know we are all just a drop in the 

ocean.  We all have our little spaces that we work in, but if work 

collectively and we all take responsibility for working towards a more 

egalitarian society, you know it is that story of the butterfly who moves a 

molecule on this side of the earth and eventually it causes a tsunami 

somewhere else, you know the butterfly effect story, and each of us as 

individuals working towards a collective goal, because I often think to 

myself gee I am talking about this but I am such a small fish in the pond, 

but we don’t realize that each of us who is taking responsibility for doing 

exactly that is actually touching many lives, but we have to be brave 

enough to talk about the issues.  So, when I think of ourselves in teacher 

education, this year in one of my methodology classes I have 135 students.  

If I can influence 135 students, they are going to go into 135 schools, they 

will teach more than one class, can you imagine the effect.  The whole thing 

though is about changing people’s minds, changing attitudes, so it is not 

only just about school, so bosses and CEOs and leaders in business have 

to give women opportunities.  Sometimes we see it, we see great 

achievements from women who are CEOs in companies in South Africa, 

we see women politicians, we see women in big business owning 

companies, but the bulk of our population is poverty stricken and so it is 

ongoing.  I don’t have a magic wand, but all I can say is that each one of 

us has to play our part, if it is each of us for someone else, especially young 

girls, maybe somewhere this dream of an egalitarian society could be 

realized, but it takes each of us to think very deeply about our practices, 

whether it be in schools, which is my domain, or in business, somewhere 

in the workplace, it takes each of us. 

DR. MALKA You raise such an important point, that we all have an impact, that we all have 

a responsibility towards building a better society and contributing to that and 

helping other people. 

DR 

FERGUSON 

Yes. 

DR. MALKA I wanted to ask you from an education point of view because we are avid 

supporters of education, what are some of your views about education as an 

enabler but also an equalizer for women? 

DR 

FERGUSON 

So, there is a book that I read once called ‘Women Hold Up Half the Sky’ 

something along those lines, but the whole book is about how women suffer 

because of being women.  Suffer in childbirth, suffer the effects of 

unattended childbirth, injuries experienced in childbirth, how women 

have to struggle to gain access to medical assistance and so on, but half the 

population of the world is women.  So, if women … it is just such a … I 

don’t know how to answer the question because it is such a big question.  

It comes back to my point again; if we are conscious of the needs of women, 

then we will make plans in the workplace, in schools, to help women 

achieve so that they can enter the economy.  If you are constantly 

struggling to gain access to anything, you’re always going to be 

contributing to the cycle of poverty and that is something that I try to 

teach my one little tuppence worth in career guidance education, I am not 
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the career guidance specialist but sometimes you have to teach these things 

when there is nobody else, and the point that I make to the women students 

and the men too, if you can help girls overcome the limitations of culture, 

socio-economic background so that they can enter the workplace and 

contribute the economy, which brings me back to teenage pregnancy.  

Girls who fall pregnant at school shouldn’t be punished for the rest of their 

lives, they had a baby, support them because chances are if you don’t let 

them go back to school, they are going to fall pregnant again and then they 

are never going to get an education; where is the equalizer in it, because 

the boy got away.  The boy got away.  The boy will continue to have 

opportunity because he is a boy, but the girl will be the bearer of the moral 

responsibility and that is not fair.  That is not fair.  So, for education to be 

an equalizer girls have to have an education or else there is never going to 

be parity, and so that is something you can hear in my voice that I am very 

passionate about, that it doesn’t matter where you come from, you need to 

have at least grade 12.  Having at least grade 12 is the gateway to 

something else and it doesn’t necessarily have to bed a university, there 

are colleges, there are TVET colleges, there are all sorts of industries 

where people can do internships and so on, but let this child get her, or 

this young woman I should say, get her grade 12 at least and then we can 

start talking egalitarian society, but until then she is always going to be on 

the back foot. 

DR. MALKA You have really introduced a reality check, it really is the truth that if we don’t 

have an education we just don’t have a ticket to the game and I also want to 

stress to anyone who is listening to us that it doesn’t matter how old you are, 

that you can go back, there are ways and means of being able to attain your 

education, take one step at a time and move on.   

DR 

FERGUSON 

Well just to give you an example of that, some years ago I had a man in 

my one class, he was 50, and he had never had the opportunity because of 

the legacy of apartheid and how it had impacted on him, and he came to 

university and he finally got his degree at something like 52, an education 

degree at 52.  You are not too old.  I hope that gives you goose bumps.  We 

have a lot women who come in their 30’s, once they have had their children 

or they have managed to get a little bit of financial stability, they come to 

university.  So, you don’t have to be a 19-year-old, an 18 or 19-year-old to 

look for an opportunity for education and what is lovely about those older 

students is they are so, so diligent and conscientious and they bring 

experience.  So those of you who would like to go to university in your later 

years, you come with a world of experienced, actually, prior learning that 

contributes to how you succeed at university, so I am glad you raised that 

point. 

DR. MALKA Thank you for reaffirming that the door is always open, it doesn’t matter how 

old you are, those opportunities will be there.  Dr. Ferguson we have run out 

of time, so if I can please ask you as we close out today’s conversation, to share 

a few words of inspiration or wisdom that you’d like to pass onto young women 

on the continent who are listening to the show? 

DR 

FERGUSON 

You know it is very difficult for me because I am in a privileged position, 

and I am very aware that young women across the continent are 

struggling.  They’re struggling with war, with faction fighting, they 

struggle with patriarchal oppression, but I think you asked me this 
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question before and I really had to think, but what I would like to say is 

believe in yourself.  Believe that if there is something that you have set 

your sights on, regardless of where you are, it might take you a little bit 

longer to get there but you will get there if you don’t lose sight of your 

goal.  And persevere, you know, just persevere, if it takes little steps it is 

okay, but I would just encourage young women, if you have a dream, 

pursue it, don’t give up on it because you think you’re living in dire 

circumstances, but just persevere.  I am not really sure what else to say to 

that because I have never had to struggle in my own life so I don’t know 

what it is like to struggle, but I acknowledge that many young women 

struggle to get to where they want to be, but we know of success stories of 

people who have come from very impoverished backgrounds, very 

difficult circumstances, but finally getting to where they want to be 

because they believe so strongly.  So, hold onto your beliefs. 

DR. MALKA Thank you so much, I think that is such an important message; having your 

dreams, having a hope to fulfil your dreams, sticking with your guns and it 

doesn’t matter how long it takes.  It has been a real pleasure chatting to you, 

thank you for joining us. 

DR 

FERGUSON 

It was a real pleasure, thank you very much for listening to me and for 

having me on your show. 

 PROGRAMME END 

  

 


