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Introduction
This article is a reflection on the notion of curriculum based on the work of the Community Education Programme. It emerges from on-going thinking within the CEP about our work and is an attempt to surface and investigate how some of our assumptions about curriculum making have translated in the messy business of developing a non-formal community education programme. We start by providing a description of our ideas about participatory curriculum making and outline in broad strokes the process we are following to develop our programme. We put forward initial ideas to consider that form part of our ‘working theory’ of participatory curriculum making and discuss in some detail how this has taken form in practice. We conclude by stating the foundational concepts embedded in our work and our hopes for the future of a community created curriculum.
How we use the term ‘curriculum’
We recognise that there are different ways of looking at the ‘curriculum’. If we were engaging in a conventional educational programme and the curriculum was being designed centrally by subject experts, then we are likely to begin by defining it as content - those things experts think learners should know or understand. Such a curriculum might also include skills and attitudes and performative outcomes that can be tested and measured. This curriculum could also be about method; the ways an educator could engage learners around the content of the curriculum. These curricula also embody principles and beliefs about the world and about learners that curriculum designers and educators hold. Rarely are these hidden aspects of the curriculum made explicit.
Within our programme we use the term ‘participatory curriculum making’ as  short hand to refer to the process and praxis of collective curriculum making by educators and learners. We proposed in our ‘Community Education Manifesto[footnoteRef:2]’ that participatory curriculum making involves educators and learners in a collaborative journey of investigation and learning which has as its intention the radical reimagining and remaking of our world. In our Manifesto, we argued that ‘the values and beliefs which underpin education must be made clear and must be for the benefit of people – it must be humanising’; that the curriculum should be ‘useful to learners and society’; and that it should show that ‘knowledge from the community, from urban and rural areas is important and respected’. We suggested that ‘we can all investigate and create knowledge about things that are important to us’ and the curriculum should help us ‘work to create mutual understanding and respect across and between different cultures and knowledge systems’.  [2:  We developed our Community Education Manifesto as a collaborative document written by members of the CEP to document our understanding of the purpose of education and as clarification of the principles that inform our work. This is not a ‘finished’ document and we intend to revise and develop this document annually.] 

Our Manifesto states responsibility for the curriculum and learning should reside with educators and learners, ‘educators can learn from learners and learners can learn from educators [and learners can learn from learners].’.We put forward the idea that learners and educators ‘should have autonomy within their learning spaces to choose what to learn’ and that education should build on the daily experience of living that learners have. 
We wanted a curriculum that puts forward ‘a whole range of different ways to explore stories, ideas and issues and to learn things that are useful to us.’ We should define collectively what useful education is. We argued that using one’s mother tongue for all education activities should be supported and enabled through switching between languages when we learn together. This means that curriculum materials should be in all the languages that we use for education.
[bookmark: _Toc393371790]The reason why we think about curriculum making in this way, is because we acknowledge that the philosophical underpinnings to our work fundamentally shape the space from which we respond. This ontological orientation is in turn a counter to living and working in a context where new forms of global capital accumulation have fundamentally reshaped public education by fusing ideology and material forces into a historical bloc of neoliberal common sense (Torres, 2013). 
Neoliberalism has connected the state firmly to working in the interest of capital, thus remaking the nature and purpose of the state. By redefining ideas around what is in the common interest and for the public good, neoliberalism disrupts the relationship between each of us and the state, and between our communities and the state. In doing so it has advocated for a reduction in the role of the state in the public sphere, emphasising the need to privatise public goods and allow an unfettered market to determine what is useful and what is wasteful, or not for the public good. The effects have been devastating for working class communities everywhere. Whilst these issues are being explored and challenged in our learning space, they are not the remit of this article; and have been well established by our colleagues (Motala & Vally, 2014; Vally & Motala, 2014; Baatjes, Baduza, & Sibiya, 2014).
We have experienced curriculum making as an intensely political process and praxis.  We also see other strands within our working theory of curriculum making. For example, we think that curriculum making is also about the unveiling of the world, knowledge and hope. (Freire P. , 2005; Freire P. , 1998).For now we would like to focus this reflection on what we are learning from our experience of power in conceptualising, designing and structuring the space for participatory curriculum making. In exploring this strand in our thinking, we are not yet trying to pull together a comprehensive conceptualisation of participatory curriculum making. We are attempting to articulate what assumptions and ideas we see in our work now and which we are consciously inserting as part of a ‘working’ theory that fits and illuminates our work at this time.
The story of our curriculum making
Over the past year we have started to build a non-formal community education programme. This work has brought us, 7 academics placed at the Centre for Post-school Education and Training, together with 21 adults from communities surrounding our campus - some of whom are learners or educators from ABET groups, and some of whom are activists involved in environmental and community development struggles. We meet for two, sometimes three days a week. 
Our first sessions focused on clarifying our purpose to develop non-formal learning programmes based on key issues facing the community in which our campus is situated. We followed these discussions by walking along planned routes through the neighbourhoods close to campus over a period of three days, really trying to experience afresh what is a familiar world to us. 
We documented our observations through writing down our conversations with a range of community members and sharing our own stories, and by linking interviews and stories to the pictures we took. We identified four big themes that connected our stories, pictures and observations: caring for children and adolescents; food and hunger; environmental justice; and critical citizenship. 
Having started to come together as a group, we took time to articulate a set of principles that reflect our collective voices and commitment to making an education that countered our negative experiences of learning, built on positive experiences of learning and on our hopes for the future. We called this our Community Education Manifesto[footnoteRef:3]. We developed our ideas by exploring through personal stories our learning and teaching in formal and in-formal settings and using these to develop a shared notion of the purpose of community education and to set out our expectations, beliefs and ethics for working and learning together. We said ‘Everyone should have access to education in practice not just in policy. There should be no barriers to education’. We stated our belief that ‘Education must build self-awareness so that the social basis for actions and beliefs can be known and questioned’; that education ‘must promote working together for mutual benefit’; and ‘should enable social change for equality and justice.’ We made a commitment to working as a collective, making decisions as a whole group, sharing responsibilities and to formalise these intentions in a regular governance meeting. We saw as very important a language environment where we will communicate across languages and recognise the way in which language can challenge privileged experience or knowledge; or privilege some experience or knowledge by enabling or constraining our participation. We published our Manifesto in the two languages of our group: isiXhosa and English. [3:  The extracts which follow are from the Community Education Manifesto pp 8 – 14. ] 

We then prepared for an education event that would help us evaluate the resonance the thematic starting points for making curricula had with the intended participants in our programme. We called this event a Community Exhibition. We mobilised community members to attend the event by walking through the neighbourhood and talking with people about our work and distributing invitations to attend the event. We attended community meetings and talked on Community Radio about our work. The exhibition was held at a local community hall within easy walking distance of most of the neighbourhoods we had visited before and presented thematically pictures and posters of the stories we wrote. During the exhibition, we walked small groups of community members through the displays, engaging them in dialogue about what they saw. We invited them to join larger gatherings that watched the digital stories we had made and subsequently entered into conversation about the issues that emerged from these stories. We discussed our intention to initiate further education work through establishing Community Learning and Investigating Circles (CLICs)[footnoteRef:4] in the neighbourhoods around campus. [4: A Community Learning and Investigation Circle (CLIC) is the name we gave to the learning grouping formed to provide an on-going structure for learning. A CLIC is mirrored on other literacy and study circle examples used in popular education including the CLINGs (Community Literacy and Numeracy Groups) initiated by CERT in Gauteng. They would provide a loose formation for a particular group of people to investigate and learn about an issue, skill, or subject and to move to action based on reflection and learning. It is within these spaces that a participatory curriculum is grown.] 

Our initial plan was to divide ourselves into groups working on developing CLICs within each of the curriculum areas we had identified. However, having found funding for one area of our work, environmental justice, this practical consideration brought us together to work as a single Community Learning and Investigating Circle. In May we began the next phase of digging deeper into the broad theme of environmental justice, by examining what we understood by participatory curriculum making and learning for emancipation.  Surfacing again our experience of teaching and learning, we reminded ourselves that we had argued in our Manifesto that ‘…educators can learn from learners and learners can learn from educators and learners can also learn from other learners’ and that this was an important element in creating an ‘education that is based on a participatory, flexible curriculum’ which recognises that ‘…we can all investigate and create knowledge about things that are important to us.’ With this in mind we started a new cycle of investigation, reflection, and learning around the use of energy in our neighbourhoods. 
First we started with a dialogue of what we understood by environmental justice. Next we drew on our shared experience to discuss how power relations in the community and in our society shape people’s access to and use of energy sources. We used role play to test and develop our emerging ideas and adapted the “STARPOWER[footnoteRef:5]” role play to explore access to and use of energy, allocating the roles of policeman, councillor, residents living in RDP houses, residents living informally in shacks, a petty criminal, bank manager, and energy entrepreneurs amongst ourselves. The role play resulted in a dialogue that revealed a daunting level and range of exploitation of the poorest residents in our community especially shack dwellers, and the centrality of the issue of ‘unauthorised’[footnoteRef:6] electricity connections in poor communities. We continued by detailing the strategies that poorer residents employ in accessing and using energy, the structural conditions that give rise to these strategies and set out some of the consequences of their access and use of energy. We then initiated a second role play that looked at participatory ways we can enter into a dialogue with residents about ‘unauthorised’ connections and what could be done about the issue, with a view to developing a longer term learning programme. [5:  STARPOWER was developed by Shirts in 1969 to show how those with privilege can use their power to preserve and expand their position in society. It places participants in a position where through role play they experience oppression and come to explore through discussion the ways in which class, race and gender contribute to oppression and exploitation]  [6:  See page 8 for how we understand the idea, ‘unauthorised’ connections.] 

The second role play revealed that we will need to ‘have something in our hands’(Community Education Programme, 2014);we will need to be in a position to offer residents an education experience that will engage them authentically. We believed that it was very likely that a strong focus for community members might be on issues of household survival like finding work and getting access to secure housing, rather than exploring energy issues on their own. We also quickly discovered through the role play that we all needed to know the basics of how electricity works ourselves. Role playing introduced both fun and seriousness into our learning; it allowed us to continue working with stories as a non-threatening starting place for exploring a difficult issue and allowed us to recognise the value of theatre in opening up a complex issue we wanted to understand more deeply. Through theatre we could initiate a dialogue with residents and link our stories with those stories we saw residents bringing to a shared learning space.
So, we set off to test our emerging thinking about electricity by taking pictures and interviewing residents about their access to and use of energy in three informal settlements close to campus. We arranged practical workshops on electricity for ourselves and started to develop the outline of a play that brought together our thinking about ‘unauthorised’ electricity connections. These activities added to our knowledge base and expanded our science knowledge and vocabulary. We had also had a good range of photographs that could support us in writing up our interviews and in producing our own writing on the issue. Over the next month and a half we sharpened our focus in looking at access and use of electricity, calling our exploration “Behind the Wires” to reflect our intention to look behind the surface of the issue of ‘unauthorised’ connections. We worked on refining our writing, wrote a manual which enabled an interactive exploration of basic electricity concepts, and developed a script for our play and rehearsed it. 
These activities culminated in a mass education event that mobilised and engaged large groups of community members every day in a series of linked activities, starting with the practical exploration of electricity, and moving on to small group discussions of the posters and pictures, and culminating in a play that ended with a dialogue around the issue of ‘unauthorised’ electricity connections. We used these events to again evaluate the suitability of our curriculum ideas and to identify people with an interest in joining us in future sustained community education. Afterwards we came together as a collective to reflect on how this work was unfolding. 
This is where we are now: our work is incomplete and will perhaps always be in a state of ‘becoming’ because it is embedded in an unfinished reality (Freire P. , 2005, p. 84). It has often been emotionally hard, complex and difficult to bring into practice. As we look forward now, we are facing questions about how we should consolidate our work, about the future direction and scale of our work, and around connecting our work to the efforts of others in the community and in the academy to create hopeful and alternative possibilities for learning and being.
Reflections on power in participatory curriculum making
In this section we are aiming to explore some of the underlying ideas and intentions that are contained within our participatory curriculum making process. These propositions centre around the view that education is political, is embedded in a historical context, and has an emancipatory function in society.
The idea that education is a political act has long standing within the emancipatory tradition of adult education both in South Africa and elsewhere. Even the great educator, Paulo Freire, who did so much to establish the principle that education is political and cannot be neutral, found himself misunderstood; to the extent that some denied him “the standing of an educator”, because of “what seemed to them to be…[his] exaggerated ‘politicization’” (Freire P. , 1998, p. 1). In a similar way the curriculum we are making is bringing us into a space in which the political nature of education and indeed curricula is undeniable. This space, which lies within a large community comprising both academic and organic intellectuals, brings us questions for clarification, “How does politics enter our education?” and, “Why is the way we structure our programme vital not only to the principles we hold, but the very education curriculum we are building?”
To explore these questions we start by examining what we mean by political. In discussing the need for intersectionality in the environmental movement Ramsey writes:
“Just as you can talk about the weather without referring to the climate, it's possible to discuss politics without talking about power. When detailing the intricacies of a technical issue, it's often easy to lay to one side the various pertinent inequalities. In individual conversations this can be fine. You can't be expected to always mention everything about an issue all at once. But as rain becomes rivers, conversations become narratives. And as rivers shape the land, narratives shape our politics. If a national political conversation takes place without discussing power, then we are being silent in the face of injustice. We are siding with the powerful.” (Ramsey, 2014)
And so too for us, in the creation of a curriculum – often taken to be a technical process – it is impossible to set aside issues of power and of inequality. Running through the principles we hold and the processes we have dedicated ourselves to, is the recognition that embedded in every dialogue we have and every decision we make within the process of participatory curriculum making, are issues of power. For us this means surfacing and examining intentionally and with persistence, the subjectivities which we bring with us into the CLIC. 
We think it is not possible for a participatory curriculum with an emancipatory intention, to be developed outside a critical and democratic educational space. Whilst we collectively have a measure of control over how we build this space, this does not automatically deal with how we have internalised, through socialisation under capitalism and apartheid, ways of being and acting in the world. Seeing how our subjectivities take shape in our actions with others requires an on-going process of critical dialogue, reflection and practice, whilst recognising too that this can be hard and an emotionally difficult journey.
Relatively greater economic security and its attendant privileges, is one of the biggest inequalities we have to deal with directly; and it divides us, more or less neatly between ‘The Office’ (7 paid staff members some on an annual contract and some on learnerships) and ‘The Community Investigators’ (primarily unemployed women and men who started receiving stipends 5 months into the program).In exercising decision-making power as a whole group in our regular governance meetings, we are working through this filter, which has simultaneously embedded in it issues of class, gender and race. A key feature of this process of negotiating decisions is that it is not a simple process of majority rule as in the common sense view of democracy, but a complex process that makes space for all voices and views and then using agreed principles, works through discomfort and sometimes misunderstanding to reach a decision that benefits the group as a whole. It reflects the democratic and critical exercising of power for the common good of us as a community. 
For example, we had complex and difficult discussions around whether or not community investigators should be paid. What exactly was their role– were they co-researchers or learners in an educational programme, or both? We had to ask ourselves what ‘benefit’ our work is creating and for whom. Commonly espoused views, like ‘the importance of volunteering’ and ‘commitment to the programme’ were interrogated and defined. We talked about the participation costs inherent in any educational activity for community members generally, and specifically for Community Investigators who were predominantly unemployed or insecurely employed and who hold care responsibilities at home. Committed participation in a three day programme could mean relinquishing opportunities to look for work or create an income or necessitate finding alternative care for children or family members. There were also transport costs to consider. We did not resolve all the difficult issues, but we did clarify what our common purpose was and built confidence in our ability to create, critique and recreate a non-hierarchical working and learning space and to work through how our subjectivities are expressed in our programme.
A critical signifier in the changes we were making came from the way we named ourselves. In the beginning we referred to the office staff as the CEP team. This was a name that emerged within our university organisation, and it signalled an unintended but real differentiation that was a reflection of differences in status that were allocated to our work. The issue was brought up by a Community Investigator in our governance meeting. The way we used the term “CEP team”, said to the Community Investigators that they were not ‘part of the team’, that their contributions were not important, and that in the programme the academic space had higher status than the community space. Through the meeting we acknowledged our different roles (community investigator and office staff) and confirmed that we were all members of the CEP Team with equal importance to the Programme’s existence. We identified that the different spaces (community and academia) in which we exist as a team require and value different roles and agreed that within our programme and in our conduct with community and academia we did not want to reinforce these distinctions and would work to subvert them. 
Practically this has meant amongst other things, that the chairing and minute taking of our governance meetings rotate amongst Community Investigators; that anyone of us can put items onto the agenda of our meetings; that we share leadership and facilitation of public events; and that we commit ourselves to learning how to create knowledge collectively. Most importantly, we persist in reflecting on our ability to work and learn in a non-hierarchical manner and remake our practice based on our new understanding.
Another place from which to examine power issues in our work, was in deciding how we would structure the process to build the curriculum. At the start, the power resided with those of us who began the programme. We were given the mandate (and budget) to explore how a non-formal and progressive curriculum suitable to the newly conceptualised Community Colleges[footnoteRef:7] could be made. As staff, we were the ones who were viewed as holding the knowledge of how to go about this, and the research tools that legitimatised this inquiry. This view, held by community investigators, stemmed from previous interactions with research projects within which the tools of investigation and knowledge building were not shared nor interrogated. However, the ethos with which we began this programme included both an understanding that democratic and critical participation was vital to the development of a problem-posing education (Freire P. , 2005). Accordingly this meant a curriculum that enabled dialogue and an epistemology which valued practical, experiential and lived knowledge alongside theoretical knowledge. Indeed many of us came with such experiential knowledge of education and community development, yet becoming educator-learners and learner-educators, really confronted us with the difficulties of bringing our curiosity about how power is exercised in the world to the practical problems of identifying and dislodging forms of domination in our own programme. We argue in our Manifesto that ‘we are all researchers’ (CEP, 2014, p. 8). [7:  Community Education Colleges form part of the Government’s White Paper for Post-school Education and Training, published by the DHET in November 2013.] 

Practically this has meant that whilst the power of designing a process often still lie with us as the Office, this process is scrutinised and sometimes challenged and changed by Community investigators. Most importantly, we are increasingly jointly deciding what to work on. For example, our theme, ‘Environmental Justice’ came from a joint process of investigation and sense-making and whilst the issue of energy as a starting point might have resulted from administrative pragmatism advocated by the Office, Community Investigators led the argument for the value of focusing on unauthorised connections. In exploring and unpacking the issues, it was the knowledge and experience of Community Investigators that gave shape to our play and the writing on this topic and the decisions we made around designing the Mass Education Event. 
The issues we discuss above are around how power, and institutional and socialised hierarchies are inserted into our work, are not normally a feature in an exploration of curriculum. They remain hidden. This is in part the result of ‘ideological neutrality’ embedded in neoliberal ways of conceptualising education; the social nature of learning is hidden through the western glorification of the individual expert, which is largely supported by academia to the exclusion of other forms of learning and knowledge creation. In this way it becomes harder to identify what is dominant and hegemonic in our thinking. When we think and struggle in isolation it is harder (if not impossible) to create the necessary juxtaposition and perspectives to inform a nuanced view of the world. Our isolation also makes it harder to make this knowledge useful – how can an insight into the injustice and oppressive nature of any activity be used for positive change without collective effort? Without collaborative learning we are left with our words – however true or critical – and no agency with which to act.
[bookmark: _Toc393371805]Conclusion
The fluidity within which we are working to create participatory curriculum and the working-theory that supports it, is one of the features of our work. The ability to listen, to problematize, to reflect on and to redirect our actions and focus is fundamental to a learning process that is humanising. However what we are discovering is that this adaptability is grounded by some evolving concepts that are embedded in why we are working in quite specific ways within the Community Education Programme. 
These core principles are linked together. The political nature of learning is connected directly to our theory of knowledge as embedded in society. This in turn informs a collaborative and collective approach to unveiling knowledge in ways that confront ‘common-sense’ and forges resistant ways of learning about and being in the world.
As Au (2012) has noted there are pockets of resistant, overtly political and emancipatory education (both informal, non-formal and even some formal) happening around the world. We are such a pocket. However the dominance of a discourse that links education tightly to the needs of the economy makes it harder to work in a way which wishes to emancipate. An education which wishes to disrupt the pressure this dominant discourse has on these spaces is up against not just an educational struggle, but a social struggle. Due to the way the conceptualisation of education (particularly adult education) has become directed at a narrow idea of what work is - the sort of work that leads to exploitation and discards the time consuming work women do daily - breaks learning up into very narrow skills allocated to different sectors that will become redundant or different by tomorrow. 
Basically it is not possible to get our type of curriculum to happen within a capitalist system without linking it to a struggle to change the material and economic structures that perpetuate an oppressive social arrangement of power. This is why to support our humanising, democratic and participatory education space – where we are reconceptualising what curriculum is and should do – we need to unveil the world as it is, and find hope that we can build something different through education and the associated social actions it can engender.
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