Getting the Ubuntu Going!
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In 1998, after attending the ISME (International Society for Music Education) conference in Pretoria, South Africa, I stayed on for an extra week, having been invited to give music workshops to both student and serving teachers around the country. As a result, not only did I have an opportunity to observe the new South Africa at first hand, I also came home with a small collection of songs. These were taught to me by teachers from a range of different communities including former African townships and informal communities (formerly known as shanty towns) as well as universities and colleges of education.  I have continued to teach some of these to my students and to try and convey an understanding of the term ‘Ubuntu’ as applied to music. This ancient African concept roughly translated means ‘wholeness’ or ‘humaneness’, and when translated into music my understanding is that it implies that everyone is welcome to join in at whatever level they wish. There is talk of ‘getting the Ubuntu going’, which means a sense of community and togetherness fuelled by the music. It explained for me why so much African music is cyclic in form; as the music is repeated so the less confident gain in confidence and the skilled take up opportunities to improvise and embellish.

After this experience I thought I would never be so lucky as to have the chance to go again, but to my surprise last year I was offered a place on a study visit to South Africa by an excellent organisation called TIDE (Teachers in Development Education). In return I was expected to write a chapter in a book on what we as British teacher educators might learn from current educational practice in South Africa. My university generously found funds to pay for this part of my visit but I dearly wanted to stay on for another week to undertake further visits of a musical nature, to give workshops as before, and to find out more about recent developments in music education. A colleague suggested that I approach ESCalate, and the pages I have created with their web designer for the ESCalate website is the result (see details below of the pages which include songs and video footage from classrooms in South Africa). 

I was so fortunate to see what huge developments have taken place since my last visit. In 1998, many township schools still had broken windows and little intact furniture. In 2005 I saw well-maintained schools in poorer areas with plenty of resources, even, in some instances, including computer suites which were used by both adults and children in the area.

The study visit was based in Durban and included talks from a wide range of experts in the field of education. We visited schools in very different environments including rural townships and a well-funded urban girl’s high school with an excellent academic reputation. We learned about the impact of AIDS on the education system and heard about efforts to promote sustainable development, particularly in areas with both water shortages and experiencing extreme poverty. We were particularly impressed with one school which proudly indicated their newly built compost toilets, and during a heavy shower of rain we witnessed at first hand how water was collected in huge butts as a result of specially designed roofs with extra wide gutters!

What have I passed on to my students? The fact that citizenship education in South Africa is streets ahead of ours; every subject is taught from the standpoint of encouraging all to feel that they have a voice and must use it to promote democracy. No doubt this approach stems from the tragic past of the country, but it is nevertheless impressive and I feel that we could do so much more in Britain of a similar nature. The South African Curriculum 2005 is a fascinating document; studying the details has been a revelation. For example, it is recommended that one activity in music might be to encourage the pupils to think of a human rights issue about which they feel strongly and to write a protest song about it. 

TIDE: www.tidec.org   

SA curriculum details: www.curriculum.wcape.school.za/   

Exploring Ubuntu through music education website www.escalate.ac.uk/1760 

